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To Bath in its Georgian heyday come colourful visitors – the grand, fortune hunters, heiresses, invalids and imposters. Among them is Colonel Sir James Delabole – wealthy, gouty and seeking to make amends for a disreputable past.


When flamboyant Sir James is found poisoned, Robert Fairfax, tutor and amateur sleuth, discovers there is no shortage of suspects. To investigate, Fairfax must enter a murky world of greed, scandal and deception, and he soon finds that the elegant spa is not such a healthy place to be . . .
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Praise

‘THE COMPLAINT OF THE DOVE has more than a charismatic protagonist. March has created a felicitously realised Georgian mystery, and setting a detective novel in the age of Moll Flanders is a masterstroke . . . THE DEVIL’S HIGHWAY is equally as exuberant’

The Times

‘A clever and accomplished first novel . . . witty and convincing; for fans of period dramas such as Moll Flanders and Tom Jones, this will slip down like a cup of sherbet’

Scotland on Sunday

‘A gloriously rich tale of London at its grandest and seamiest, well told, at a cracking pace’

Newcastle upon Tyne Evening Chronicle

‘Written well with a great deal of self-assurance. I liked the period detail and the characterisation of the large cast of suspects’

Deryn Lake, Shots


One

‘Sir, I shall not be sorry to quit your premises. The fact that you rented the rooms to me as furnished, when they contain a collection of broken-down sticks and rotted draperies fit only for a bonfire, I shall leave aside: likewise, the fact that you charged me what would be accounted a fortune in the most fashionable squares of the Upper Town, let alone in a drab corner of what is inaptly named Cheap Street. Nor shall I allude to the tricks of your lack-witted children, or the smell of the backstairs privy, both equally unpleasant. I shall only say that, intolerable as these things are, my chief delight in leaving the dubious shelter of your roof is going away from you – from your dullness, vulgarity, meanness, and pig-headedness. I shall only add that you had the ugliest face I had ever seen, until I saw your wife.’

So said Robert Fairfax under his breath, as he packed his trunk.

Where he went wrong was in repeating it, out loud, to his landlord’s face. He had dragged his trunk to the bottom of the stairs, and there the man stood – and out it came.

Not that Fairfax was afraid of his landlord – or former landlord – as he was being evicted. But the man was a butcher, and had a dog. Fairfax should have remembered that dog, which seemed determined to uphold the reputation for ferocity of butchers’ dogs everywhere. As soon as the man’s clotted brain registered that he had been insulted, he gave a sharp whistle. The dog came up from the kitchen as if it had been fired from a cannon. It was already biting the air.

Without the trunk, Fairfax could have just run. But the trunk contained all his worldly goods and he couldn’t leave it in the butcher’s hall. So his exit contained the maximum of indignity and pain, as he staggered down the steps into the street dragging the trunk by one hand and the dog by one leg. At least he only screamed a little, and the street was not at its busiest. Only about fifty people saw his humiliation.

He tried to shake the dog off, but it was like being caught in a live man-trap. Letting go of the trunk, he tried to grab the beast by the scruff and found it had him by the arm instead. He supposed he might have gone on for ever, transferring the agony to different portions of his body, if a man had not come to his aid. The man had a stick, and used it – but he also had that simple authority in his ‘Down! Down, sirrah!’ that Fairfax had always lacked with dogs. The softest spaniel would detect this, and terrorize him from its cushion.

‘You’re hurt, sir, I think,’ the man said, as the dog slunk back to its master, who stood in his doorway looking fatly triumphant.

‘Thank you – a thousand thanks – it’s nothing.’ Fairfax’s stocking was torn and there was blood, but no longer being chewed was bliss enough.

‘You had better put on some salve, and bind it.’

‘I shall – as soon as I may. You are very good.’

‘’Tis a matter of wonder to me,’ the man said, ‘how folk look on in this world.’ He spoke meditatively. He was a stout, blunt-featured, weathered-looking man, plainly dressed, wearing his own grizzled hair: his voice was a deep slow growl with some odd inflection that Fairfax could not place. The way he stood planted in the middle of the street, indifferent to the bustle around him, bespoke a certain serenity. It was only after a moment that Fairfax noticed the man had no left hand: there was a short iron hook instead.

‘Look on, and laugh,’ Fairfax said, aware of two little boys nearby who were doing a spirited impression of a man running in terror from a dog. He bent and put his hands to the trunk. He had some idea of lifting it and carrying it on his shoulder. It was not a large trunk and he had seen sailors do it.

After a few moments’ grunting, cursing, and nearly falling over, he concluded that sailors must be made differently from him. Meanwhile, the two boys were vastly entertained. He couldn’t remember ever seeing anyone truly doubled up with laughter before, rolling on the ground and kicking.

‘That is too heavy for you, sir,’ the man said in his rumbling way. ‘Come, let me take a hand. Have you far to go? The coach-office, mebbe?’

‘No, no. I’m not travelling anywhere. Only shifting to new lodgings. Avon Street – no great distance. This is very kind of you . . .’

The man only shrugged and lifted one end of the trunk with his big roughened right hand. No great matter, he seemed to say. But, in this civilized nation in the year 1765 of the Christian age, an act of disinterested kindness was so rare that you felt yourself embarrassed by it, Fairfax thought. Or perhaps that was just a reflection of the way he was feeling after being turned out of his lodgings. Such a thing had never happened to him before.

Well, that wasn’t true: he had been turned out of his lodgings frequently in his younger days, when he was struggling as a Grub Street hack, and was often unable to pay the rent. But the point was he was young then, whereas now he was in his thirty-fifth year, and it just wasn’t the sort of thing that should happen.

It happens because of the way you are living lately . . . He pushed that unwelcome thought away.

‘You were lucky to find another lodging in this town, I think,’ the man said as they went along, carrying the trunk between them. ‘Half the country must be here. What folly!’

Folly? Well, Fairfax supposed it was, if you stepped back from it: the way society flocked to this town a hundred miles from London, cramming themselves into it for several months of the year at great expense and some inconvenience. But that was Bath: that was fashion. It was fifty years ago that a man called Beau Nash had begun the transformation of a plain spa town into an elegant resort of society, and it was still growing, in size and prominence. It was the place to see and be seen: for many, the idea of not appearing at Bath at least once a year was as unthinkable as leaving off wearing wig and powder.

And if it was folly, then Fairfax was one of the fools. For, of course, the place was a honey-pot. The great might gather here to nod at each other across the Pump Room just as they did at St James, but they were only a small proportion of the whole. New wealth came here to parade itself, and old names without money. Prosperous tradesmen on the spree rubbed shoulders with half-pay officers on their uppers: place-seekers and fortune-hunters, climbers and sinkers, the marriage-hungry and the unmarriageable, gamblers and rakes and fops and heiresses and speculators and swindlers, all were scrambling for advantage beneath the veil of Bath’s strict ceremonial. They even outnumbered the invalids and the ailing, who came for the traditional curative properties of the waters – but the principle was the same. All wanted Bath to do them some good.

Fairfax too. Through an unfortunate confluence of gentlemanly birth, a brain, and no money, he earned his bread as a tutor. At the end of this summer his latest pupil had gone off to Oxford to complete his studies with the usual course in drinking and whoring, and Fairfax had found himself quite unable to get a new position in London. It was a bad time of year: many of the gentry were still at their country places, or else . . . or else on their way to Bath.

So to Bath he had come. There was no better place in which to advertize yourself ‘for sale’, as it were. Something else had prompted him, too: some vague notion that by going to Bath he would be taking the cure, and that this would be a good thing. He didn’t examine the notion any more closely than that. It might have revealed a suspicion that he was drinking too much, and that, of course, was nonsense.

‘Move aside, there! Damn your eyes, move aside!’

For a moment Fairfax did not realize the rasping voice was addressing them. They had come to a tangle of horse and foot traffic by the entrance to the Bear Inn Yard, which was, inconveniently, the way through to the Hot Bath. A dray was trying to get out and a cart was trying to get in and, sensibly enough, Fairfax’s companion had put down his side of the trunk and was taking a breath while the congestion cleared.

‘What are you doing there? Make way, damn you!’

The voice came from behind them. Fairfax turned. It was a gentleman being carried in a sedan-chair, who was thrusting his florid face out of the window – his hand, too, which brandished a long silver-headed cane.

About to say something, Fairfax was forestalled by his companion who was closer to the chair. ‘You must wait, friend, like us,’ he said, composedly taking out his handkerchief and wiping his face. ‘’Tis all a moiling of wheels here, and best let it clear.’

The gentleman plainly did not like that ‘friend’.

‘Are you deaf, or a fool? I told you to move!’

‘If you’d asked, I would have said the same,’ the man with the hook said stolidly. ‘But as for being told . . .’

‘Get out of the way, d’you hear?’

‘Aye, I hear,’ the man said, putting away his handkerchief. ‘’Tis all one to me, friend. You must wait.’

‘Damn your insolence, do you know who I am?’ The gentleman had pushed open the door of the chair, as if better to display himself – or to hurl himself at this impudent obstacle. Fairfax saw a gaunt frame beneath the velvet and silk: the hand that grasped the ornate cane was clawlike, more wilful than strong. The gentleman suggested a seedy eagle, with his sharp-drawn face, gimlet eyes, and fleshless jaw. He was ugly, but the ugliness was of handsomeness wrecked, and like all destruction it was rather fascinating. ‘Do you know who I am?’ he repeated.

‘You are a man, as I am.’ The shrug was unconcerned. Fairfax didn’t think his companion was deliberately choosing the words that would most enrage the gentleman – but he could hardly have made a better job of it if he were.

‘Pah! I’ve had enough of you. Stand away, I tell you!’

As he spoke, the gentleman made a slash in the air with his cane. A gesture, no doubt: but that veined and bony hand was unsteady and the cane swished within an inch of the stout man’s nose.

For a moment something flashed through his rugged composure, but when he spoke his voice was level.

‘Friend, I’ll take that stick from you and break it over my knee, if you like.’

The gentleman in the sedan-chair gave a whoop of hard laughter. ‘And now you threaten me! I don’t think, my man, you quite understand—’

‘I understand well: you are grander than me and so I must give place. But where I come from, these fal-lals don’t matter, friend, that’s all.’ He bent and picked up his side of the trunk. ‘Well, I think now there’s room to shift—’

‘What, you are a Scot, are you?’ the gentleman said, studying his antagonist with new penetration. ‘Always a pert set of people . . .’

‘I speak of America,’ the man said, casually. ‘D’you have a good grip there, sir? We can soon—’

‘America!’ The gentleman spat the word out. ‘I should have known. That parcel of rogues! I have read their treasonable bleatings, all because they will not pay a penny towards their own defence. This is their loyalty to the crown that shielded them in the late war.’ He flourished the stick again. ‘I’d see you all horsewhipped – every last man of you—’

‘That would take quite a time, I think,’ the man said, moving on so briskly that Fairfax had to hurry to keep up.

‘Don’t you walk away from me, sirrah!’ The gentleman seemed determined to have the last word. ‘I’ll know you again, damn you – I know your face, d’you hear?’

‘A fiery disposition,’ Fairfax observed after a while, not knowing what else to say. He was rather relieved to have been left out of it: he had had enough confrontation for one day.

His companion seemed to jerk out of deep thought. ‘Eh? Oh – yes. Too much choler in the blood, I fancy. Which way now?’

‘Just the next turning – I shan’t inconvenience you much longer. I was about to ask, before our interruption, whether you are a stranger here, but my question is answered. I have always had a great curiosity about the American colonies. The Red Indian tribes and their customs – they have seashells for currency, I hear – and—’

‘A stranger,’ the man said heavily. ‘Yes, that is what I am. It is all very strange to me.’

He was silent then, and Fairfax forgot about the Red Indians and their seashells as a young woman crossed his path with a startling display of half-bare, uplifted and powdered bosom. Yawning and scratching, she walked up the steps of the nearest house with a similarly startling display of leg and let herself in.

Well, he had heard there were brothels in Avon Street. At least this wasn’t actually next door to the house where, after an urgent search early this morning, he had found a lodging to rent. (It was two doors away.) Why this should bother him he didn’t know. The nastiest things, he had found, often went on in private households, not in well-ordered businesses like brothels. But then the mantle of respectability was hard to let go of. Hence, no doubt, his outrage at being evicted.

Shabby-genteel, he thought, that’s what I’m becoming. Dread phrase.

‘Well, here we are. Sir, you’ve been most kind – and if you’d like to step in then I can offer you refreshment as soon as I unpack this—’

‘Thank’ee, no. I’ll bid you good day.’

An odd fish, Fairfax thought, watching the man stump away. For a moment he had wondered whether he should offer money, but decided it was inappropriate. When someone who was plainly needy did you a service, you gave money and they accepted it with no awkwardness on either side. But that man, despite his broadcloth coat and rough-hewn way, had an independence about him . . . Dear God, thought Fairfax, another dread phrase: you couldn’t quite place him. Perhaps that was what had infuriated the gentleman in the sedan-chair.

He knocked at the door and was let in by his new landlady’s maid. He had put down his fifteen shillings this morning with another five shillings ‘for candles’, the landlady had said – really a sweetener to stop her renting the rooms to someone else in the time it took him to fetch his things. But at least she had given him only an averagely suspicious glare, which she gave him again now, poking her mob-capped head out of her ground-floor parlour as he manoeuvred his trunk up the narrow stairs.

Was she going to complain of the noise? He would explode if she did. Noise was what had got him into trouble with the butcher of Cheap Street. To grumble about noise, in Bath! The place was a cacophony. Not just with the endless hubbub of traffic in a town grotesquely swollen with company – even in the autumn season, which was slightly less fashionable than spring – but with the discordant music of the town-waits, bands of strolling wind-players who made a living by honking and tootling until you paid them to stop, and with the repeated pealing of the Abbey bells, which were rung whenever a prominent visitor arrived. (‘Prominent’ meaning with their own carriage: Fairfax, rattling in on top of the public coach a fortnight ago, had been spared.) And all the noise he had made was to play his flute in his rooms of an evening.

Very well, of a night. The small hours, sometimes. But that was when the muse visited him. And yes, perhaps the muse visited him because he had been drinking wine till late, and then he just had to play his flute and be damned to the consequences . . . Still, it was no excuse for the way he had been treated. And as for being called a young sot . . .

‘Flattering to be thought of as young,’ he grunted to himself as he thrust open the door to his rooms and, with a final heave, dragged in the infernal trunk.

He sat down to get his breath, and took another look at his new home. Well, two rooms were better than none: narrow and cramped, but the whole house was like that – this was still unfashionable Lower Town Bath, not the lofty new squares and parades. Cane-bottomed chairs, brass candlesticks and tin snuffers, a worn rug, a couple of framed prints; and in the bedroom, an old sagging half-testered bed with shiny-worn flowered hangings and a faint odour of mildew.

Shabby-genteel. But at least in Bath he was not alone in that. From somewhere above he could just hear the squeaking of a kit-fiddle and the decorous tramp of feet. A dancing-master, no doubt. Yes, this was his place, amongst the dancing- and drawing-masters, governesses and companions, scribblers and barber-surgeons and half-pay officers . . . Like the one looking at him now. He hadn’t closed the door, and a young soldier in regimentals stood there smiling.

‘Couldn’t help but notice new arrival, and forgive intrusion and all that, and before I extend hand of welcome, may I ask – do you sleepwalk, sir?’

‘Never, to my knowledge.’

‘Not a sufferer of night terrors, a moaner and screamer-out, or generally a party liable to hammer on another party’s door at two in the morning and ask him to shoo the porcupines away?’

‘I should hope not,’ Fairfax said, laughing.

‘Then here’s the hand of welcome from your neighbour,’ the soldier said coming in. ‘Only you’ve guessed, no doubt, that those were the sort of tricks the last occupant of these rooms got up to. I won’t say it didn’t amuse at first, but even ghostly porcupines pall, you know, they do pall. Poor fellow. Francis Locke. Me, not him.’ The soldier gave him his hand.

‘Robert Fairfax.’

‘Fairfax, eh? Like Cromwell’s old general. Lot of fighting around these parts back in those days. Prince Rupert and all that. Odd to think of it now, ain’t it? Englishmen killing Englishmen. All that burning faith. Different world. What would we kill each other for now? Money, perhaps? Root of all evil, they say. Scripture. Don’t know my Bible as well as I should, mind.’

‘“The love of money is the root of all evil”,’ Fairfax said. ‘That’s the text, I think. All very well, but I fancy the lack of money has much to answer for as well.’

‘You’re a philosopher. I am too. Here’s something that sets me thinking. D’you remember a few years ago, when we thrashed the Frenchies in the wars, all over the globe?’

‘I do. The church bells never stopped ringing.’

‘Ah! And a man in a red coat was liable to get cheers wherever he went. I’m glad you remember it, sir, because damn me if it don’t seem everyone else has forgot. And fellows like me, who were so much wanted then, don’t seem to be wanted now. That’s what makes me philosophize. But I’m only a lowly ensign. What do I know?’

‘You fought in the late wars?’

‘I think so. That is, I went with my regiment to Pennsylvania, and fired my gun in a lot of noise and smoke and infernal confusion, and fell down a slope and broke my arm, and afterwards I found we had retaken Fort Duquesne from the French, though I wasn’t wholly aware we had ever lost it. Of course, you are a man. When I tell it to ladies, I stormed Quebec single-handed.’ Ensign Locke yawned vastly and blinked about him. ‘Your quarters look very much like mine. As if an old miser recently died in them. And what do you do in Bath, Mr Fairfax? Pardon infernal curiosity. I just like knowing other people’s business.’

‘I am a tutor. I came to look for pupils.’

‘Found ’em?’

‘Yes, I am engaged to teach French to . . . some people.’ He wasn’t supposed to say who: it was a curious business.

‘Wish I had such a string to my bow. My father wasn’t a great one for schooling. “A man knows enough who knows the value of a guinea” he used to say. Alderman Locke, of King’s Lynn. You won’t have heard of him. Brewer, fat belly, fat purse – I won’t say fat head because that would be unkind, wouldn’t it? “Money will do more than my lord’s letter” was another saying of his. Still saying it just before he went bankrupt, alas. And alack, too, if you like – I always think alack is a little neglected, don’t you? Anyhow, fortunately he was able to buy me a commission in the army before he went under. But alack again, that’s all I have in the world. So naturally I have come to Bath to see what offers. A man can gamble decently here if nothing else. Now hark’ee, Mr Fairfax, I’ve got half a bottle of canary, unless you’re a Methody, in which case I ain’t.’

‘I’m not, and I’ve got half a bottle of malmsey. We might put them together.’

They did, Locke fetching his bottle and two chipped glasses, and remarking as he poured that it was past ten, which made it practically noon, and so all right for liquor. Fairfax realized that he hadn’t even thought about the hour . . . then pushed that thought away again. In truth, it was rather flattering to have his company sought by someone so young: thirty-five was hardly dotage, but many young blades saw it as such. And besides, he had been through an unpleasant experience this morning. As Locke caught sight of his torn and bloody stocking, he explained.

‘Poke your thumbs into the brute’s eyes, that’s what you should do. Better dress that wound, though, in case it turns nasty.’

‘You’ve seen worse, I dare say,’ Fairfax said, feeling the wine go down. It was like the waving of an enchanter’s wand.

‘Well, I saw a man with his arm blown off to the elbow. Curious; all he did was swear like a tinker – or a trooper, which he was. It didn’t look real, in truth.’

He was very tall, this young ensign – half of him legs; and handsome, with a fresh complexion and friendly brown eyes that seemed always to carry a twinkle of fellowship. When he got restlessly up and went to the looking-glass above the mantel, what he said was: ‘’Ods bobs, I look like the very devil,’ but it was plain that he really admired what he saw. There was just a touch, too, of affectation about the way he carried himself, a reined-in swagger; and his long fingers were not very clean. But there was something irresistible about his laugh, which was a shout so explosive that it startled you into laughter before you knew it.

‘I must be careful,’ he went on with a last glance in the mirror. ‘I’m a military man, and a toper. Therefore I’m doomed to end up with mulberry cheeks and blue lips and mad staring eyes – and living here, probably. Being carried to the baths every day and snarling about the iniquities of the young. God, what a vision!’

‘I saw such a vision in the flesh today. A man was helping me with my trunk and we dared to obstruct this gentleman’s chair. He was all ready to deal out a horse-whipping. His face was more plum than mulberry, though. A sort of awesome ruin of a man—’

‘Heyo, that sounds like my colonel. When I say my colonel, I don’t mean colonel of my regiment. He married a Creole heiress and then dropped dead of West-India fever before he could enjoy a doubloon of it. No, I’m talking about Delabole – Colonel Sir James Delabole. Mouthful of a name. Devil of a character, in all senses. Let’s see, pigeon-wing wig? Hawkish sort of nose? Carries a silver-top cane . . .?’

‘You have him.’

‘That’s Sir James, for a thousand pounds. And the horse-whipping of innocent strangers is quite in his line. Oh, he’s delicious. I must introduce you – you’ll be monstrously entertained. Oh, I thought he was fearsome at first. It was a fortnight ago when I came to Bath, travelling in the public coach of course, and we stopped to change horses at Marlborough. I was stretching my legs and having a cup of ale when in comes this spanking carriage, and out of that steps our singular friend and begins browbeating the inn-servants as soon as he’s on his shaky legs. Like a fox in a hen-house. I dare say you stopped at Marlborough coming here, Mr Fairfax – excellent inn, ain’t it? Fires lit, booths swept, every variety of comestible. But our friend wants pigeon-pie. And it so happens that they haven’t any – only a last piece that I’d bespoke. Up goes our friend like twenty fireworks. There’s beef and mutton and pork and broiled fowls – but he won’t have anything but pigeon-pie. Well, of course I steps up and invites him to have mine. I wasn’t particular and, in truth, I feared he would have an apoplexy on the spot otherwise. Remarkable transformation of fierce old cuss into tender lamb – I’m not talking about meat now, by the way. “Sir, you are a true gentleman, give me your hand,” and all that. Of course, this helped.’ Locke tapped the breast of his red coat. ‘There was no doubt he was a military man from the way he barked at those poor serving-wenches as if they were so many troopers. And it turns out he knew my commanding officer – said my behaviour was everything he’d expect from that gallant regiment and where had I served and what-naught – and the upshot was he invited me to dine in his booth. And when we were done, actually pressed me to finish the journey to Bath in his own carriage. Well, of course I wasn’t about to decline. You’ll agree, Mr Fairfax, that a man without prospects goes to Bath precisely in the hope of cultivating influential acquaintance. But besides that, the man was plainly a character and I love a character above all things. And so most unexpectedly I made my entrance into Bath with the Abbey bells ringing. Not a thing I ever expected. They’re more likely to ring the bells when I leave a place. Ha! And since then, I’ve been encouraged to consider myself one of Sir James’s party here. Take a turn with him about the Pump Room, call whenever I please at his house in the Circus – oh, yes, he’s taken a whole house for the season, he’s monstrous rich – and generally consider myself a lucky dog.’

‘My congratulations. He has a large party?’

‘Oh, just wife and daughter. Agreeable creatures, mild as he’s spicy. Well, that’s the party for now. There’s a curious story here and it’s still unfolding. Don’t worry, it ain’t a dull one – plenty of scandal in it. Fact is, the colonel’s current wife ain’t his first. Twenty-odd years ago, when he was a dashing young captain – forgive the circulating-library language – he fell in love with a pretty wine-merchant’s daughter. I mean the daughter was pretty, not the wine-merchant. And do I mean love? I think it must have been on her part because she threw up everything and eloped with him in spite of her father, who didn’t approve of the attachment at all. Then, Sir James was just plain Captain James Delabole, an officer with a racy reputation and few prospects, as it seemed. He was of good family, but he was a younger brother: it was his elder brother who inherited the baronetcy and the estate in Hampshire, and all James D. had was his commission and a clutch of debts. But the wine-merchant had done well for himself: and so one does wonder whether, when the captain whisked the girl away and married her, he was hoping her father would do something financially handsome, once he was reconciled to the marriage. But it appears the merchant never was reconciled to it. He did not unlock the coffers, or give the couple his reluctant blessing. The captain and his young bride went abroad, in the fashion of elopers with nothing a year to live on; there in France, it seems, it all went tragically sour and they parted. This is the point where you must take your pick on what you believe. Did the captain feel she had misled him about her prospects of an inheritance? Or was he just a rogue? At any rate, they quarrelled and he decamped, leaving her alone and pregnant.’

‘Hm. A rogue, whatever the circumstances.’

‘It don’t look pretty, I admit. I speak no secrets, by the way: all this is a musty tale of yesteryear, though no doubt it made delicious tattle in its day. Well! The unhappy bride had her child and made her way back to these shores, and her stern father, the wine-merchant, at last gathered his erring daughter back to his relenting bosom. I’m quite catching the style of this thing, aren’t I? Well, the poor girl’s spirit seems to have been quite broke, and she went into a consumptive decline and soon died – leaving the merchant in sole charge of the little girl-child she’d borne. So he brought her up himself. She had her father’s surname, but nothing else, and that seemed the end of their connection. The old wine-merchant wanted naught to do with the villain who’d taken his daughter – and the captain showed no great interest in claiming his child. Viewed the whole thing as a youthful indiscretion, I dare say.’

‘You are not making me like this Delabole very much.’

‘Oh, my dear sir, I don’t like him particular, myself, but there’s no denying he’s a character. And there’s no denying either that when a gentleman’s handsome and well-born, society’s apt to forgive him a good deal. Especially when he starts gathering honours to himself, as that penniless young captain did. First he was promoted major under Cumberland, putting down the Pretender in ’forty-six. Then he married again – the heiress of a rich lawyer this time, getting past her bloom and counting herself lucky to have hooked him, and with no disapproving parent to spoil things. Then, wonder of wonders, his brother the baronet died young and childless and suddenly he had an estate. In the late wars he was made colonel, and he swelled his fortune with various pieces of jobbery in the Ordnance, and a grateful sovereign gave him a knighthood.’

‘The reward of virtue,’ said Fairfax, putting aside the empty canary bottle.

‘Dry, sir. I like it. Well now, here he is, Colonel Sir James Delabole, fifty going on seventy – all that good living, you know – full of gout and full of honours. He’s lived abroad a good deal – Gibraltar – then Jersey where he was governor – and there’s a hint of laying down the old bones about him now. Sink to his rest in his dear homeland and all that. Now what goes through a man’s mind when he gets old and decayed I don’t know – hope I never find out – but it seems Sir James has got to thinking of the past and the daughter he’s never known, that neglected flower of his first love – am I nauseating you?’

‘Well, he is. So, he fancies himself as a repentant rake now, is that it?’

‘I don’t know about repentant. That would mean admitting he was wrong, which is . . . well, not his way. But it is reconciliation he’s after. The wine-merchant retired here to Bath some years since, with his precious granddaughter; and that’s what brings Sir James here, besides the waters. He wrote to the old man to make his first approaches, I believe, and got a stony answer. But he’s persisted, and they have met without tearing each other’s throats, though it’s all still quite ticklish.’

‘It was forgiving of the wine-merchant, I think.’

‘Well, there’s the girl herself, don’t forget. Suddenly here’s the father she never met, a man mighty grand and distinguished in his way: natural if she’s curious to see him. And it ain’t just a matter of embraces and fine words. The nub is, Sir James is a rich man – God, he’s rich! And hearing time’s chariot at his back, doing whatever time’s chariot does, he turns his mind to where he’s going to leave his property. Ah yes – that’s the interesting question! D’you know, I’ve had more entertainment out of these people than a dozen plays!’

‘And what will he do, do you think?’

‘There you have the suspense of the piece. I don’t know – he certainly don’t confide in me – and I fancy no one does know. But I’ll say this: I reckon he’s as sentimental as only a hardened old rakehell can be, and he’s mightily struck with this brand new daughter of his. I’ve seen that for myself.’ Ensign Locke drained his glass and smacked his lips. ‘See for yourself! Aye, that’s my cordial invitation to you, Mr Fairfax. The wine is gone and the morning is fine. Let’s go and parade ourselves in the Pump Room, like every other Bath booby, and there you’re sure to meet Sir James at the least, if you’re equal to it.’

‘He can’t be worse than a butcher’s dog. All right: let me just change my stockings.’

Even primed with wine as he was, some part of Fairfax inwardly protested that he hadn’t even unpacked. He ought to be settling himself in properly . . . Oh, but that was old and fussy. He contented himself with pulling a clean pair of stockings from his trunk and hastily retying his cravat. The face in the mirror reproached him, in spite of himself. Thirty-five, Robert; and see how the wine is drawing these lines under the eyes. For a moment he imagined his former mentor, Samuel Johnson, frowning over his shoulder. So what is this, Robbie? You are setting yourself up as a man of sorrows, is that the shape of it? You lost a lady-love who was never yours to begin with, and so you cease to care for yourself. And you pledge bumpers with some young coxcomb of an ensign, because it gives you a sickly fancy of being young yourself.

Yes, that was about right. But acknowledging it changed nothing.

‘By the by, Mr Fairfax, you don’t know of a good bone-setter hereabouts, I suppose?’

‘I can’t say I do. Do you still carry a wound?’ He thought Locke looked as lithe as a tumbler.

‘Oh . . . fetched a crack in the ankle-bone at Fort Duquesne. The surgeon fixed it but he was always half-seas over, in truth, and it still gives me trouble now and then. I fancy it wasn’t set right, and you hear of these fellows who know how to give a twist and a wrench in the right way and all’s well. I thought Bath was a likely place – every sort of leech and quack here – but never mind. Ready?’

On their way out, Locke pushed open a door standing ajar on the ground floor.

‘We’ll see if Macleod wants to join us. He won’t, though . . . Holla, Davey! Here’s a new inmate for the madhouse. Mr Fairfax. He teaches pupils, like you, except you scare yours off.’

‘I’d say come in, Locke, but you are in. Sir, how d’ye do? Forgive me not shaking hands, but I’d only daub you.’ A young man dressed in a threadbare banyan, a loose cap on his unwigged head, was painting at an easel by the window. He greeted Fairfax with a lift of his pugnacious chin, his eyes hardly straying from his work. It was a very large canvas, for the most part roughly blocked, but marble limbs and a fluted column suggested a classical subject.

‘Macleod’s a drawing-master,’ Locke said. ‘Or at least that’s the idea, isn’t it, Davey?’ His tone was affectionately malicious.

‘Go boil your head, you puling redbreast,’ Macleod said robustly. ‘I have a new pupil to visit this afternoon, as it happens.’

‘But will you keep this one?’

‘The slubberdegullion is referring, Mr Fairfax, to the matter of my last pupil. No great secret. She was a young woman of uncommon stupidity, whose fond parents wished her to learn fashionable accomplishments. She had already defeated a music-teacher who could not get her to understand that the keys of the harpsichord were different from the key that unlocked it. With me, it was a simple sketch of Prior Park that did it. “Sketch the foliage lightly,” says I, “like this.” “Foliage?” “Leaves, madam, leaves.” “But must I draw every leaf, then?” says she. “Damn your eyes,” says I, “can you see every damnation leaf?” That was the end of that. No great loss. I am a drawing-master by necessity: but this –’ he made a sweeping gesture at his canvas – ‘by avocation.’

‘That don’t pay, though, does it? There’s the rub,’ Locke said.

‘Ach, you think of naught but money, Locke.’

‘Consequence of not having any.’

‘The subject, sir,’ Macleod said to Fairfax, ‘is the grief of Niobe for her dead children. A most beautiful and sublime fable, calling for the most elevated treatment—’

‘And a deal of naked flesh. No one would give a hang for those old Greeks and Romans if they’d worn a lot of clothes,’ Locke said. ‘Come on, Davey, we’re going to take a turn in the Pump Room. Join us. Feast your eyes on real beauties instead of pretend ones in togas.’

‘Women didn’t wear the toga, ass. Go, go, before I find a place for this maul-stick. I’ll come another time.’

‘He never does,’ Locke said as they left. ‘Dedicated, you see. Or mad.’

Fairfax found he rather envied the young Scot. Walking with Locke to the Pump Room, through the singularly aimless bustle of the Bath streets, he found himself entertaining an ascetic fantasy: himself in a room like Macleod’s, solitary and rapt, hard at work. (At what? He couldn’t paint but he had scribbled in his time, and he had entertained thoughts of an epic poem on the subject of King Arthur – though he doubted that would ever appeal.) Yes, that was the life, surely . . . He felt the gravely mocking presence of Johnson again. So, instead of a disillusioned wastrel, you are now a dedicated artist. Which is it to be, Robbie? Who are you?

Indeed, Fairfax thought, as they plunged into the stifling throng of the Pump Room, who am I?

‘You,’ said a harsh voice in his ear, ‘are that villain I saw earlier.’
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