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About the Book


Recuperating from illness in Chelsea – in 1764, a rural spot outside the jostling city – Robert Fairfax expects to be bored. But a chance meeting with his old flame Cordelia leads to his involvement with a very unusual family: the Mozarts of Salzburg, whose young son is the musical prodigy creating a stir throughout their tour of Europe.


The boy is as inquisitive as any child, and it is this which makes him an uncomprehending but vital witness to the bizarre events surrounding the death of Mr Gabriel Chilcott, an elderly, wealthy and ill-tempered music-lover. His pretty young wife seems to have secrets she does not care to divulge, and the mystery deepens with the horrific discovery by the river of a local maid’s murdered body.


Fairfax’s investigation of these strange events leads him to a puzzle that seems too great for his powers to solve – unless he can garner a critical clue from the remarkable little boy whom the world will know as Wolfgang Amadeus Mozart. . .



About the Author

Hannah March was born and brought up in Peterborough on the edge of the Fens and was a student on the University of East Anglia MA Course in Creative Writing under Malcolm Bradbury and Angela Carter.
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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

Overhead, thunderclouds were massing. The sultry air was as tense and still as held-in breath.

Robert Fairfax, strolling along Royal Hospital Row, wondered if he would complete his prescribed morning walk before the summer storm broke. Convalescent as he was, he knew he should avoid a wetting. And yet at least it would break the monotony of this enforced leisure.

Two days, he reproached himself. He had only been here in Chelsea, in the rural outskirts of London, for two days – surely not long enough for boredom to set in. And how often over the past few years had he longed for a little free time to himself, to rest and do as he pleased? He had a comfortable lodging in a charming spot, with no one to answer to, and he had the latest volume of Tristram Shandy to read.

Yet the prospect of another four weeks spent vegetating here depressed him. When you got what you wanted, you didn’t want it any more – a sour truth that he had often reflected on with amusement. He would rather not have had it proved to him so thoroughly.

Ungrateful too. For the illness from which he was recuperating had brought him, he knew now, as close to death as he had ever been. At the time it had seemed an inconvenience that had run out of control. It had begun with a tertian ague, which he had tried to ignore; until at last his pupils asked their guardian why Mr Fairfax was trembling so hard he could not hold a book in his hands. And then bed-rest – except that no rest was possible in that burning, shivering, sweating, hallucinating nightmare into which he had descended. And still what lucid part of him remained expected to shake the fever off at any moment, and kept forcing his body up out of the bed, and could not understand why the doctor and the nursemaid restrained him.

Blankness then. His employers – decent and kind, he had been lucky – had despaired of his life, he learnt afterwards. They had even been about to send for someone – friend or kin – to be with him at the last. But he had rallied, somehow, and found himself lying flat and calm in sweat-soaked sheets with a feeling as if he had just surfaced from the depths of a turbulent ocean.

Kinder still, his employers had insisted on his taking a month in the country to convalesce, before returning to his post as private tutor: they would pay his salary in the meantime. It was touching, and he knew he should consider himself fortunate in all ways.

And so I do, he said to himself, as he paused by the Spread Eagle Inn, idly watching a carriage swing cumbrously off the road and trundle into the inn-yard. Be honest, Robert: it is that business of sending for someone, is it not? For who is there? Somewhere two sisters, married, preferring to forget the name of Fairfax. Acquaintances, glad enough to share a glass if we meet, but whom I cannot call friends simply because this restless and rootless life of mine precludes such a thing . . .

Yes, that was the nub of the matter. A brush with death had brought home to Fairfax how little his life meant to anyone but himself.

Morbid thoughts. But they beat a path, at least, to an understanding of why he dreaded this month. Without occupation, he could only be aware of his ever-present loneliness.

With a physical shudder, Fairfax shook these thoughts off, and was brisk with himself. He was not a lover of rustic seclusion, that was all it came down to. Chelsea was less than an hour by chair from St Paul’s, and the pinnacles of Westminster Abbey could be seen across the fields on a clear morning; but still it was not the city that he loved, with its ceaseless clamour and colour. Here there were meadows and nurseries rather than clubs and coffee-houses, and a slumberous country-town atmosphere drowsed over the spacious streets around the Royal Hospital and the fashionable resort of Ranelagh Gardens. His doctor had recommended the spot for air and quiet, and quiet it certainly was, Fairfax thought: why else would he be watching the arrival of a carriage as if it were a noteworthy event?

Well, the healthy mind could find exercise in any object, he reflected, and set himself to deduce what he could about the carriage’s owner.

No aristocratic crest, but the smartness of the equipage, the gleaming lacquer and mahogany, proclaimed wealth. The horses were young and well groomed, but some awkwardness in negotiating the turning into the inn-yard suggested they were not a well-matched team. The owner was no sportish squire then, for whom horseflesh was religion. There was little dust on the wheels or on the horses’ legs, so their journey could only have been short: probably from one of the riverside mansions or villas that rich men built for themselves hereabouts, as a retreat from the city – which suggested a man who was or had been in business. The coachman, in plain livery, drove sedately, and was himself elderly.

An older man, then, of fixed or retiring habits, accustomed to driving even short distances, perhaps a bachelor; though a further reason to employ elderly male servants, rather than personable young ones, might be . . .

A young wife. Just as Fairfax thought of it, the coachman got down and opened the carriage door to a young woman. She was richly but conservatively dressed, dark-haired, her thin face strikingly pale. Getting out, her kid-shod feet avoided the puddles of horse-urine with mincing accuracy.

Now for the older husband, Fairfax thought, quite caught up in his game; and he felt like letting out a small cheer when the man stepped out of the carriage after the woman, frowning, fiftyish, crusty-looking, clutching a malacca cane in one large reddened hand.

Just then Fairfax became aware that he was not the only observer. A man was lounging against the pump on the other side of the cobbled yard – a giant of a man in truth, well over six feet tall and brawny to boot. His arms, thick as Fairfax’s thighs, were crossed over a deep chest which an open shirt and carelessly tied neckcloth revealed to be as hairy as a bear’s. The big man was watching the young woman with frank interest, and when she glanced his way, he swept the uncocked hat off his head and leered at her, with a half-mocking bow. His nut-brown hair was long and lustrous and untied, falling about his shoulders. The village Samson, Fairfax thought maliciously: strength in his hair, and his brains in his—

‘Ah, so there you are, sirrah!’ the gentleman from the carriage cried, as an ostler came hurrying to attend to the horses. ‘I began to think we must wait till doomsday. Are they all as sluggish to serve at this establishment, or are you just the laziest?’

The gentleman had a rasping crow’s voice, and a flinty eye, and he proceeded to instruct the ostler on the care of his horses with the hectoring sharpness of a man accustomed to having his most pedantic demands met. Meanwhile the hulking Samson had sauntered over to the lady, who stood looking about her with a cool indifference, and with another sweep of his hat said, ‘They serve a nice drop of shrub here, ma’am, if you stand in need of reviving.’

The lady looked at him, expressionlessly, and rather to Fairfax’s surprise said, ‘Do I look as if I need it, then?’

‘Mebbe,’ the big man said, studying her sideways with a little swagger. ‘Not that there’s any improvement needed: damn me, no.’

All at once the elderly man was at his lady’s side. His florid face had turned crimson, and the way he thrust it forward at Samson’s suggested that whatever else he was, he was no milksop. Indeed, for all the lace at his cuffs and the embroidery on his waistcoat, there was something raw-boned and bullish about this gentleman. A self-made man, Fairfax thought, in some trade that involved getting his hands dirty, at least when he started out.

‘Sirrah? Do you address me?’

‘I suppose I do now,’ the big man said with a lazy smile. ‘But afore that, I was speaking to the lady—’

‘And that you do not do.’ The elderly man gathered the lady’s limp white arm to him fiercely. ‘Are you employed here, fellow?’

‘I ain’t now, but I was. I used to do yon lazy cove’s job, and a lot more smartly too. Now I’ve got me a better place, but I like to call in, you know, and give ’em the benefit of my advice. And as for the advice I was just giving the lady here—’

‘The lady – my wife – does not want your advice, or your insolence. I’ve a mind to speak to the innkeeper, and have him turn you out of here.’

‘Oh, that’ll be fun to see,’ the big man said, laughing with great composure; and he continued laughing as the older man hustled his silent wife away as if from a terrible contagion. But there was a hard and speculative look in his eye as he watched them go; and when he stirred at last and turned, Fairfax was careful not to catch that eye. Quickly he strolled on as if he had never stopped. Well, after all, he thought, I am a convalescent.

He did such a good job of seeming obliviously wrapped in thought that he nearly collided with a grey saddle-horse that was being hitched to a post by its rider a little further along the street. With a murmured apology he blundered on, still preoccupied with what he had seen in the inn-yard.

Mighty high-handed and protective the old curmudgeon had been, practically propelling his young wife away. And mighty discontented she had looked, though there had been no appearance of finding Samson’s attentions welcome either. How did people end up in such ill-assorted matches?

A simple answer, of course: they married for other reasons than love. Or they married for love and found it did not endure. So it had been with the woman whose last letter to him he still carried in his breast pocket after nearly three years.

Inaccurate to say he had fallen in love with her, back then: rather love had stood phantom-like between them, an unrealized potential. Both had seen the ghost, but had not spoken of it. She was married. Her husband was cold, domineering and mistrustful, though there was that sad perplexity in her that suggested he had not always been so; and her husband he would remain. Fairfax still sometimes glimpsed the ghost, and sighed over it, uselessly.

His steps took him down Queen Street towards the timber bridge at Stone Wharf. Here a network of streams and canals fed from the Thames into a long reservoir, divided by a reedy island. The water supplied the new buildings springing up on the west side of the city, and the chimneys of the pumping-house could be seen towards Tothill Fields, adding their coal-smoke to the thundery murk of the sky. A couple of watermen’s punts, and the stiff-legged floating corpse of a dog, gave a less than reassuring impression of the purity of the water that was destined for the sculleries of the genteel squares; but leaving that aside, it was a tranquil scene, and Fairfax leaned on the timber rail of the bridge to admire it.

There: the first sound of thunder from the southern horizon, oddly musical, like an arpeggio on deep bass strings. Below him the canal was filled with the turgid colour of the sky. To his surprise, he saw a small cocked hat on its surface, floating gently out from under the bridge. A moment later came a high-pitched exclamation, and a splash.

A child, surely.

Fairfax ran, shoes pounding on the timber, almost skidding as he reached the bank by the underside of the bridge.

A small boy had fallen into the canal; and though it was not very deep here, and he had managed to get a hold on the stone support of the bridge nearest the bank, his eyes were round blobs of alarm.

Well, here is the wetting after all, Fairfax thought, wading in. The water struck very chill on his heated body: the boy was already shivering, though no doubt that was partly shock. Lifting him out was a simple matter: he could have been no more than eight, and was very slight.

‘Bathing is tempting on such a hot day,’ Fairfax said, setting the little boy down on the bank. ‘But try a safer spot next time – and not in your best clothes.’ For the little boy, whose fair hair was curled and tied, was dressed in a notably grand and expensive coat of lilac cloth trimmed with gold.

The boy’s large eyes regarded him with a shy, wondering, and somehow uncomprehending expression. It had just occurred to Fairfax that he might be deaf when the boy’s lips moved. He murmured something.

Thank you . . .? It was not quite what he had heard.

‘Danke . . .’ The boy raised his voice a little. ‘Danke, gnadiger Herr.’

‘Keine Ursache,’ Fairfax said automatically, before his surprise sank in. A little German, or German-speaker, playing about the Chelsea waterways! Before he could speak again, the boy turned in agitation and pointed at the canal.

‘Mein Hut.’

Wading in again, Fairfax retrieved the little tricorne. The boy thanked him more fulsomely, and began to explain in rapid German that Fairfax had difficulty following that he had fallen in because he was trying to reach his hat, and his hat had fallen in because he had been leaning out over the bank to see what he thought was a frog but wasn’t a frog . . .

Suddenly the boy gasped and looked down at himself. Water was dripping from the flared skirts of the gorgeous coat.

‘Oh, my beautiful coat,’ he mourned. ‘I hope it will not be ruined. What will my father say? I was allowed to wear it today, in honour of my sister’s birthday, but I promised I would look after it.’ He gazed up at Fairfax with a bright confiding look. ‘It was a present, you see, from the Empress in Vienna.’

Die Kaiserin in Wien . . . Had he really said that? Fairfax stared at the solemn, round-cheeked face. Either the boy was an odd fantasist, or . . .

Well, no matter. The important thing now was to get him home where he could dry off, especially as there was another deep chord of thunder booming in the sky.

‘I don’t think the coat will come to any harm, if you go home and dry off quickly,’ Fairfax said. ‘Where do you live?’

The boy turned confidently to point, then hesitated, scanning the waterways and meadows. His face fell.

‘I know where it is, but I can’t see it. It is called’ – he struggled with the words – ‘fi-fee-ro . . .’

‘Five Fields Row. I know it. I am lodging quite near there myself. Come, I will show you the way. My name is Robert Fairfax.’

The boy nodded, in a curiously gracious and adult manner, but did not offer his name in return. Again Fairfax thought, as they set off: the Empress in Vienna . . .?

The boy had to hurry to keep up with Fairfax’s long strides, but it seemed best to get him home as soon as possible. The thunder was growing louder, and the sky was a weird and ominous biscuit colour from horizon to horizon. Fairfax’s charge certainly showed no sign of wanting to linger, and when they came to Five Fields Row, a street of tall, genteel townhouses pleasantly situated with open meadows at their rear, he broke into a run.

Then, with his foot on the first of the steps leading up to his house, the boy paused and looked back. His face was full of appeal. Water dripped from his coat on to the steps.

‘I will come in and explain to your father what happened,’ Fairfax said, with a smile that meant and I will put the best complexion on it.

‘Papa has been ill,’ the boy confided, reaching up to rap at the door, ‘I must not give him trouble. I only meant to go out for a little while. I thought no one would notice.’

Vain hope. The woman who threw open the door immediately cried out in German, ‘Wolfgang, where have you been? And what is this – you’re soaked, come in quickly. Your father—’

The woman stopped, Fairfax, just about to say that he could explain, stopped too. They gazed at one another. For several moments he suspected his mind of playing some trick upon him, for this was the very woman he had been thinking of earlier.

‘Mrs Linton,’ he said. ‘Cordelia . . .’
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