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Always for Alan





Those who visit foreign nations, but associate only with their own countrymen, change their climate, but not their customs. They see new meridians, but the same men; and with heads as empty as their pockets, return home with travelled bodies, but untravelled minds.

Charles Caleb Colton, Lacon





Contents

Prologue

Chapter One

Chapter Two

Chapter Three

Chapter Four

Chapter Five

Chapter Six

Chapter Seven

Chapter Eight

Chapter Nine

Chapter Ten

Chapter Eleven

Chapter Twelve

Chapter Thirteen

Chapter Fourteen

Chapter Fifteen

Chapter Sixteen

Chapter Seventeen

Chapter Eighteen

Chapter Nineteen

Chapter Twenty

Chapter Twenty-one

Chapter Twenty-two

Chapter Twenty-three

Chapter Twenty-four

Chapter Twenty-five

Chapter Twenty-six

Chapter Twenty-seven

Chapter Twenty-eight

Chapter Twenty-nine

Chapter Thirty

Epilogue

 

Acknowledgements

Author’s Historical Note

Sensitivity statement

Women and Anti-slavery (Britain and American)

Terminology

Reading Group Questions





Prologue

Brazilian interior, 1823

Maria dismounts amid the overgrown vegetation. One of the mules is sinking into the mud. The men have been trying to save it for almost an hour. The poor animal is up to its flanks and exhausted; its neck a dark, glossy slick of sweat, its eyes flashing in terror. At first it cried out in a strange, panicked hee haw but now it’s fallen into resigned silence. Maria runs her finger along the collar of her grey travelling dress and takes a deep breath. It’s difficult to believe that she threw snowballs in Chile only a few months before; her fingers nipped pink and painful with the cold. In the jungle, the memory melts as quickly as a cube of ice.

Here it smells of earth, plants and long-dead animals. Last month there was flooding in these lowlands but the water has subsided, leaving only dark ambient pools between which the men have hacked her a soggy path through the undergrowth. Ten miles today and now this. They won’t make more than another four or five miles before dark, she thinks. She flexes her ankles, wishing she could stretch properly, lengthening her stomach like a reclining cat. She learnt to do so from native women in India who moved gracefully in the privacy of their quarters. Saluting the sun, they called it – an Asian mystery. She will do so tonight, she decides, in her tent, without the privation of her bodice.

It’s been like riding through a wall of heat; the sheer weight of the air here muffles sound. It lies on the lungs like a sodden flannel, a tsunami of warm air cut only by thick green foliage studded with poison. Still, despite the difficult terrain, Maria has to admit the jungle has a strange, overwhelming beauty that seems lost on the gruff, dark-eyed diplomat sent to accompany her. It’s the only way to get to the coast, she thinks, watching the mule sink a little further. The country is mired in a vicious civil war and Maria is carrying papers. Her own writing: two books in fact, bound for her publisher in London, and another, secret missive from her employer, the Empress of Brazil, to Admiral Thomas Cochrane, the Englishman in charge of the Brazilian navy in the war of independence currently underway. Cochrane is Maria’s friend. Her husband’s friend too, she thinks, twisting the wedding ring she still wears even though she has been a widow for more than a year. Too young for it, in truth, as people keep saying.

Ahead, the diplomat oversees the rescue. The mule is bound in a thick web of sodden ropes. Three more mules and a horse have been harnessed to pull it clear. The man nods curtly at the slaves who have, of course, done all the hard work. On his signal, a cry rises and slaps of encouragement sound on the animals’ damp flanks as they move forward to pull their trapped confederate free.

‘Are you all right, madam?’ the diplomat peers at her.

She nods. Maria is against the enslavement of people but that is a minority view here in Brazil. Her eyes jerk to the holsters slung like saddlebags across her horse’s back. In one she keeps a loaded gun, which by now will almost certainly be too damp to fire. In the other she has stowed an extra water bottle, a small flask of brandy for medical purposes and the papers.

‘I’m attending my manuscripts,’ she says steadily, turning. ‘They must remain dry.’

As she speaks, a huge drop of water runs down her neck, slips under the grey dress and pools in the small of her back.

‘We will not be much longer.’ The man turns.

Maria double-checks the buckles and pulls a rug over the top of the bags in the vain hope that it will keep the moisture at bay. At home, she knows, her manuscripts will be pored over. If Spain and Portugal loosen their grip on South America, there will be opportunities for British trade. But it’s Cochrane’s dispatch amongst the papers that is most important and she promised the empress she would not let anyone know that she was carrying it. Not even the diplomat sent to look after her. The empress was wise – the man has several times sneeringly referred to the fact that Maria is English. Things have changed in the few months she’s been here. Originally, Rio’s high society welcomed Mrs Graham. The empress, an elegant and intelligent woman with an interest in botany, was familiar with Maria’s book about India and immediately asked the Englishwoman to become tutor to her daughter, Maria da Gloria, the Princess Royal. The heir to the throne was not long out of nappies.

‘A lady such as yourself will endow the child with a considered view of the world. I want her to be educated, Mrs Graham.’

Even for royal ladies, an education beyond the simple matter of music and art is not a given.

Maria nodded. ‘I understand,’ she said.

But it was clear straight away that the court resented her appointment. She was a foreigner after all, even if England was an ally. The empress, however, ignored the murmurings and quickly Mrs Graham found herself fond of the little princess – a plump, smiling infant whose first words were in English. They played hide-and-seek in the royal gardens and Maria started the princess’s botanical education by making garlands of lawn daisies to wreathe her bed. Much to her mother’s delight, Maria taught the little girl to lisp the Latin name of the pretty flowers: Bellis perennis.

‘There is court etiquette of course,’ Maria said, ‘and that must be observed, but I should hate the princess to lose her early years, ma’am. A happy childhood is an education in itself.’ It was an education that Maria’s own childhood had lacked. But she is an optimistic kind of woman and a wise one, which is perhaps why the empress trusts her.

A shout goes up ahead as the mule scrambles to safety. Then there is a sudden rumble of thunder, a flash of lightning and the air immediately feels clearer as huge drops of rain splash onto the jungle floor. Where it hits the leaves, the sound amplifies into a drum-like rhythm. The men cheer and three of them begin to dance. ‘Viva Brasilia!’ one of them shouts. The diplomat glowers. He is not an optimistic fellow, to say the least. Maria claps to the rhythm. Then she pushes a wet strand of hair away from her face and mounts her horse, sitting ramrod straight, mirroring the long-backed kapok trees – the tallest and most majestic of the jungle’s botanical treasures.

‘Madam, please, be careful,’ the diplomat says without conviction.

Maria sighs. She reaches out to touch a vivid orange flower that juts towards her from a bush sprouting leaves so dark they seem almost black. Only just in time she pulls her fingers back as she remembers that the jungle is not to be trusted. For a second, as she turns, Maria thinks she sees the diplomat’s face twist in disappointment. His smooth facade dropping like a shadow. Then he turns and shouts at the men to get moving.

No wonder he hates me, she thinks as her horse walks on. He thinks we come this way solely for my pleasure.





Chapter One

Far further east, London

The Old Street Bridge Club keeps two sombre rooms on the first floor, opposite the Rose Tavern. These are cleaned and provisioned by Betty Wylie, the landlady at the Rose. A fine piece of Regency mutton dressed as English lamb, Mrs Wylie leaves a monthly account folded carefully on the slate mantelpiece and it is always paid promptly in cash.

The club emanates an air of permanence and authority. The rooms boast panelled walls, leather chairs and a lush baize card table. The air is heavy with the stale smoke of late-night cigars over which the illustrious members have lingered during the last rubbers of the evening. A bucket of oyster shells lie shucked and the occasional carelessly abandoned leather glove or gentleman’s silk scarf bespeaks another area of town, to the west, where life is more generous and the quality leave tips. Mrs Wylie hopes one day to live there or at least closer.

The club is discreet in its habits and its existence is not generally known. From outside it looks like lots of other buildings in the run-down laneways off the main road. There is no nameplate on the shabby door to announce this den of gentlemen. The shutters to the three filthy windows are kept resolutely shut, secured by iron bars. Some days, when Mrs Wylie crosses the filthy walkway and uses her key, it is evident that the place has lain deserted all night. Other times there is a riot of abandoned cards and drained port bottles. The members are not predictable in their habits. However, they never bring women to their premises – not a single tatty, painted street-girl from nearby Shoreditch or even one of the better-looking whores that forage a meagre living on the fringes of Mile End Road. Nor is there brawling, apart from once a smashed chair.

‘Money for jam,’ Mrs Wylie often observes to herself, for she never speaks of the Old Street Bridge Club to another soul. Her husband’s mother, Old Mrs Wylie, instructed her most particularly in that matter. The old woman retired to a coastal resort in Kent and left the running of the Rose to her son and his family. Before she went, Old Mrs Wylie neglected to impart how long the Old Street Bridge Club had been in operation but it seems an almost ancient institution – one that is simply there, like Hampton Court up the river or the grand palace at Whitehall. What the present Mrs Wylie and indeed her forebears have neglected to ask is why.

It is a brisk spring afternoon, and too early for the gentlemen to take their places round the table, when a tall fellow no more than five and twenty cuts off the busy highway. Will Simmons caught an overladen coach from Falmouth and rode thirty-six hours alongside the jostling baggage on the roof. Once he made London, he walked the last few miles. He passed a spate of newspaper boys, shouting their wares, but didn’t pay any attention to the headlines of the uprising thousands of miles away in Brazil. Will has never learnt to read and, as far as he is concerned, foreign affairs are unimportant. Oblivious, he continues towards Mallow Street.

At the door of the Bridge Club, the boy draws a key from inside his hat and disappears inside. Shards of daylight filch through the keyhole as he mounts the dingy stairs to the room that runs the length of the building on the first floor. Inside, the candles flicker as he falls upon the bread and cheese on the oak table as if he hasn’t eaten for a week. He drains a glass of port and pours himself another, this time methodically taking in the bouquet of the Douro.

The sound of the door to the street prompts him to jerk upright with his knife drawn instantly from his inside pocket. Steps hammer upwards as the amber flames dance in the grate, peppering the room with low light. Simmons takes a deep breath and then relaxes as the dim shadow of a smaller, plumper and older man appears in the doorway. When he speaks he has a Scottish accent.

‘Jesus. Are you all right, Will?’

Simmons nods. ‘Filthy is all.’ He smiles. His accent dense as the marshy ground where he has been brought up by his mother’s people – a West Country lad.

‘Do you have it?’ the gentleman asks.

Will brings out a block the size of a large brick, wrapped in linen. He is not an inquisitive fellow. In his business, those who pry stand a good chance of ending up dead. Still, he has taken a peek and decided on balance that he’d best not speculate on why a block of chocolate is worth all this fuss. If the gentlemen want to ship the stuff from the Americas and pay him to transport it by hand to London then that is their prerogative. The quality know how to mind their own business. He lays the parcel on the table next to the cheese.

‘Here it is.’

With deliberation, the man sets a hardy ebony cane by one of the chairs. It is topped with a silver fox’s head, discreet but distinctive. He picks up the brick and his eyes gleam.

‘Excellent.’

‘I’m afraid there’s bad news, sir.’

‘Was there much of a fight?’ the man asks with a sigh.

Will proffers his knife, the sight of which answers the question: the blade is stained with a smear of dried blood.

‘He was for thieving it. Fucking thief.’

‘Why do they do it? We pay them well enough.’

Will doesn’t reply. There’s no need. He has no scruples about killing the captains employed by the Old Street Bridge Club if they do not keep their bargain. So far, two have become greedy – one last year and the other only a few days before. Will stabbed both men to death without compunction.

‘What we want is someone reliable.’ The gentleman pauses. ‘Scum we can trust.’

‘Like me, you mean?’ Will chortles.

The gentleman smiles. The corners of his pale-blue eyes crinkle. It’s not for nothing he is known as Charming Charlie Grant. He lights a candle, illuminating his immaculately chosen suit and the swathe of freckles that keep him looking young despite the sprinkling of grey overtaking his pale ginger hair.

‘My dear boy . . .’ His voice trails. ‘We cannot keep replacing captain after captain.’

‘London isn’t short of a captain or two. I’ll ask around,’ Will says breezily.

Charlie Grant shakes his head. ‘You’re efficient at disposing of our problems but it’s no use doing the same thing over and over and having the same trouble.’

Before Grant elaborates, the conversation is interrupted by the thump of the main door. The men’s eyes meet and Will reaches for his knife. Grant stands up, cane in hand. He places himself in front of the table so that the block can’t be seen from the door. The gentlemen who enter are dapper.

‘Fisher.’ Grant nods, relaxing. ‘Hayward. You’re early.’

‘Later than you,’ Fisher points out.

Hayward takes a light from the fire, puffing on a thick cigar. ‘Mr Simmons,’ he says. ‘You brought our parcel?’

Simmons nods.

‘Good.’ Hayward settles into his chair. ‘Drink?’ he offers, his voice crisp with upper-class authority.

‘I’m fine, thank you.’

Grant assumes a position in the centre. ‘Will’s view is that we are in need of a new captain. There has been a recurrence of the old trouble.’

‘Yes, sir. I’ll make some enquiries at Greenwich.’

The men move, a ripple folding beneath the surface of the room. Will realises that they have discussed this.

‘The thing is, Simmons, you’re a good man.’ Hayward hands Will a glass, though he declined.

‘We liked your father,’ Fisher continues seamlessly, ‘and we like you.’

Simmons shifts. He hesitates before drinking. In general, Will is wary of praise. He knows from experience, if you plan to kill a man it’s easier if he isn’t expecting it.

Charlie Grant lays his hand on Simmons’s shoulder. He laughs. ‘We’re not after you, man. God, no. In fact, we have a proposition.’

Simmons hopes they aren’t going to send him north. He’s never been to Scotland, but he knows the gentlemen have business there. The coastal towns of the East Neuk are as famous as those of Cornwall for assisting the representatives of gentlemen such as the Old Street Bridge Club in avoiding His Majesty’s Customs and Excise. God knows how many of these schemes the men have running. He’s heard rumours of Italian wine and treasures from India. For a British gentleman of both vision and means, the wide world lies open-handed.

‘Where do you want me to go?’ the boy asks.

‘We’re expanding,’ Fisher replies. ‘Why should we let these captains know, as we previously have done, that these small packages are valuable? Or that they are coming at all. There’s no need to alert anyone to the matter of our . . .’ Here he hesitates. Even in their own company, members of the Old Street Bridge Club are habitually circumspect. ‘Little treasures. It only makes the captains wonder and wondering makes a chap greedy. The source of our recent troubles: all that wondering. We need somebody we can trust to travel with the goods, Will. As if it’s their own cargo.’

Simmons’s mind boggles. Charlie Grant is evidently enjoying reading the boy’s expression.

‘We’ll charter a ship to bring over beans. Cacao. It’s a compatible cargo and shouldn’t arouse any suspicions. The chocolate market is growing in London. Two new manufactories this year, to say nothing of the apothecaries who trade in the stuff. A cargo of decent beans is worth more than a hold full of spirits and it’s less likely to be pilfered. We’ll bring it in at Cornwall, just the way we’ve been doing. You run it up to town and we’ll sell it at a profit and a good profit at that – enough to cut in the captain.’ He pauses for effect. ‘The packet, of course, is different. It will come with you and will be between us alone. The captain will know nothing about it.’

‘You want me to . . .’ Simmons hesitates as the enormity of what the gentlemen are suggesting dawns.

Grant hardly skips a beat. ‘You’ll pick up the packet from our contact in Brazil and charter a ship home. We need a captain who’s a rogue but not an outright vagabond. You must find him.’

‘We cannot keep up all this killing, m’boy,’ Fisher says, as if he were discussing the management of fish stocks on his estate. ‘You’ll get caught sooner or later, Will, however good you are. And it’s getting trickier. You’ll have seen the fliers along the new docks offering rewards for information. We don’t want you hung. That’s no help to anybody.’

Charlie Grant puts it delicately. ‘This way, you go into business. It’s a step up – your father would have liked that, wouldn’t he?’

Simmons shrugs. His father died three years before and was a smuggler from the age of eleven. All his life he had respect for the trade of dodging excise. ‘They might have the money but we have the skill,’ he often said. The Old Street Bridge Club, however, is unaware of the revolutionary views of Mr Simmons Senior.

Charlie Grant continues. ‘The captain will have no reason to suspect anything, so your undoubted skills with the knife will be spared. The cargo will run in your name and our arrangement with the block will be separate. Triple our money, cut in the captain and the rest is yours. By my calculations you’ll make a tidy sum, more than worth the effort, and you won’t have to put up a penny. On top, we’ll pay you the usual fee for bringing us what we’re really after. If it works, instead of one brick, we may ship half a dozen – as your personal possessions. The route hasn’t been reliable enough to justify the risk till now but you can change that, Will.’

Simmons blanches. ‘I cannot sail,’ he stammers.

Charlie Grant refills the boy’s glass and affects his most charming smile. ‘Why there’s nothing to it, my dear fellow. Others do the sailing. You merely sit aboard.’

Hayward takes a leather pouch from his pocket. It clinks as it lands squarely in Simmons’s hand.

‘Nothing to lead back to us,’ Fisher says, his voice laden with threat. Smuggling, after all, is a capital offence. ‘We’ll back you all the way but if you shaft us—’

‘Now, now, gentlemen.’ Charlie Grant steps in. ‘Will knows the score. You’d never let us down, would you, Will? Think of Brazil, you lucky fellow – the doe-eyed beauties of Rio Grande do Norte. The dark-skinned lovelies of São Luís . . . Natal is a young fellow’s paradise.’

The gentlemen laugh.

Simmons feels a rush of anger. His eyes flash. ‘What if I don’t want to?’ he says.

The gentlemen look momentarily nonplussed. Hayward shifts in his seat. Fisher stares into the fire as Grant laconically brings down his elegant walking stick mercilessly with a bone-shattering crash on the table.

‘No no no,’ Fisher says as he lights a cigar. ‘The Old Street Bridge Club doesn’t brook argument on this kind of matter, my boy. You know that.’

Charlie Grant puts the cane to one side and pours another glass. ‘We know what’s best.’

Simmons is wary. The gentlemen are vicious. You couldn’t get to where they were in the trade and not spill a decent pool of blood. He might be a murderer but these men have surely done worse. His heart sinks. They might be treacherous old bastards but they pay well.

‘I’ll give it a go,’ he manages.

Grant nods. ‘Good.’

Will runs nervous fingers through his blond hair as he rises, bundling the money into his pocket and bidding the gentlemen a dazed goodbye as he shambles towards the door.

‘Be careful,’ Grant says. ‘It’s dangerous out there.’

The men remain silent until they hear the boy’s steady gait on the street. Hayward lights a cigar.

‘Really? Doe-eyed beauties,’ he says, eyeing Grant. ‘Dark-skinned lovelies . . .’

‘I had to encourage the lad.’ Grant shrugs.

‘Yes, indeed. I was only thinking of my wife.’

‘Trouble, old man?’

‘She thinks I have a mistress. She says I’m so very intent she can’t imagine what else I’d be up to.’

Fisher lets out a crack of laughter like a whip. ‘My dear fellow,’ he says, ‘I’m sure Mrs Fisher sighs with relief when I take it upon myself to dally elsewhere. Besides, better the ladies suspect that than the truth. Poor woman thinks, no doubt, that you fund her famous outfits from the proceeds of your land and some luck at the races. Buy her jewellery, that’s my advice. Copious jewellery has kept Mrs Fisher happy for years. Indian rubies are all the rage. I’d pick her up a nice necklace, if I were you.’

Charlie Grant stands up. He finds himself ill at ease on the subject of the opposite sex. He has other proclivities but he doesn’t indulge them. His private life is a locked cupboard, its contents a mystery even to himself.

‘Time for the off,’ he announces. ‘I’m glad we didn’t have to kill the boy. I’ve become fond of him. Fisher, would you?’ He hands over the package.

‘Leave it with me. I have a buyer. Simmons will settle to the idea of being our agent in the matter.’

Charlie Grant examines the silver head of his cane. Only once before have they had to dispose of an agent. It was not a pleasant business. Still, the Old Street Bridge Club’s network of well-paid informants means that they generally get what they want.

Fisher shrugs. ‘He’ll be fine. He may even come to like the life. He’ll certainly like the funds. Sometimes these fellows simply need to be taken in hand.’

The others reach for their hats. Fisher scatters a pack of cards across the baize table. Grant drops a couple of scoring cards on the floor. Then, leaving the candles and the fire alight, they leave the fug of their offices and proceed as usual through the needle-sharp air back to the safety of their well-aired West End beds.
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