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About the Book

It’s 1761. Travelling up to the country home of his new employer, Robert Fairfax is aware that this lonely stretch of road is the haunt of a notorious highwayman. But nothing can prepare him for the shocking discovery of the Stamford to London stagecoach, tipped into a ditch. The driver has been shot through the head and the two passengers are dead.

Investigating at the behest of his employer, the local JP, Fairfax soon suspects that this is more than a simple highway robbery. Fairfax must piece together his most baffling puzzle yet – knowing that a ruthless killer will stop at nothing to prevent him . . .
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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




For Bill and Angela


One

The body of the man was suspended some twenty feet in the air. It swung with a slight pendulum motion in the east wind that came tumbling across the bare black fields, here on the lonely reaches of the Great North Road.

The clothes in which he had been hanged, and then brought here to be gibbeted, still clung to him in strips and tatters. Indeed, they had lasted better than he. As the carriage rattled past, Robert Fairfax gazed from the window and saw a crow alight on the crossbar of the gibbet; but the bird was only spying out the land. It did not bother with the corpse dangling below it. Meagre pickings, now.

Hard to believe, Fairfax thought, that this blackened horror had ever been a human being – a man who had been nursed by a mother, had known the pleasure of food and drink and fire, had had his loves and fears and hopes. And yet . . . and yet in the way the body lazily twisted in its iron bands as the carriage trundled below it, Fairfax could almost fancy a kind of greeting; a ghastly good-day to the passing travellers from a fellow who was going nowhere.

Sir Edward Nugent, who had been half dozing in the opposite seat of the post chaise, roused himself and looked out.

‘Hm. Been there since the Lent assizes, I fancy.’ He grunted and settled himself again. ‘Supposed to set an example, though I misdoubt it does.’

‘A highway robber?’ Fairfax watched the grim shape recede into the distance. The gibbet-post was set about with iron spikes to prevent the criminal’s relatives from climbing up to retrieve the body for a decent burial. Against the lemon-white October sky they gave the gibbet the look of some bristling nightmare tree.

‘Likely enough in these parts. Don’t be sentimental, Fairfax. There’s one such rogue who’s been plaguing the roads about my country since late last year, and I’d gladly see him swinging. The highway between Huntingdon and Stamford is his favourite hunting ground. A dozen robberies to my knowledge; some quiet folk are too feared to stir abroad. A good friend of mine was held up by the knave at pistol-point in broad daylight. One doughty old fellow, a farmer in his cart, refused to pay up and was used very roughly. ’Twas after that the justices put a hundred-pound price on the fellow’s head. One hundred pounds’ reward for the apprehension, or information leading to it. Usually these villains are known to other reprobates, at least. But this fellow has the devil’s own elusiveness. Plies his damnable trade alone, and disappears into the wilds leaving nary a clue.’

‘Has he killed?’ Fairfax asked.

‘Not yet. But what’s to prevent him? Highway robbery’s a hanging offence, and he knows he’ll dangle, blood or no. That’s why I want the fellow caught.’

‘Between Huntingdon and Stamford . . . Isn’t that the road that lies ahead of us?’

Sir Edward gave a deep bay of laughter. ‘Of course. Best hide your pocket-watch in your boot, Fairfax, and say your prayers. Nay, nay, I warrant we’ll get to Cheyney Hall safe and sound. I was born with a caul, you know: I’m generally lucky.’

Well, I am lucky too, Fairfax thought – lately at least. The profession of private tutoring, which he had never intended for himself, had turned out moderately well. Having to extricate his first young gentleman-pupil from a charge of murder, as he had had to do last year, was not a part of the job he had bargained for, but somehow he had crowned that with success, and won golden opinions from his pupil’s father. The trouble with tutoring young gentlemen – bear-leading, as it was disrespectfully called – was that they very soon reached an age when the bear-leader was no longer required, and they could be turned loose. And so it had happened this summer. Robert Fairfax, with no home, family or fortune of his own, had shaken hands with his pupil for the last time, and turned to face the unfriendly world again.

But he did have a warm recommendation from his former employer – and a wealthy family were prepared to engage him as tutor for their two young boys on the strength of it. They were set to return to their Surrey seat from Ireland at the end of the summer. Relief turned to dismay. The return was postponed until Christmas, perhaps the new year, depending on the weather for the sea-crossing. The family were in the process of marrying off an elder daughter to an Irish peer with estates all over Kerry and Cork – maybe they were Kerry and Cork – and such important business naturally had the first claim. Fairfax must shift for himself until then – which was easier said than done.

Into the choppy sea of his perplexity swam the figure of Sir Edward Nugent, baronet, of Cheyney Hall, Northamptonshire.

Sir Edward had no dull sons in need of polishing. He was a widower with two daughters. But he had heard of Fairfax’s scholarly accomplishments, and sought him out because of them. (Which put Fairfax to the blush a little, thinking of his years as a Grub Street hack, often translating dirty French and Italian books into dirty English ones.) Sir Edward wanted someone to catalogue and put in order a vast and eclectic collection that he had inherited from his recently deceased father – several thousand volumes, as well as maps, prints, coins, curios, papers and correspondence. The someone would receive a secretary’s salary and live with the family while the task was in progress. An accessible antiquarian, a biddable bookworm, was needed.

And so, it seemed, Fairfax’s luck had held after all! A short interview with the baronet at his London apartments – Sir Edward was in town for a few weeks on legal business – and the bargain was struck. Fairfax, who had been living in an attic lodging by St Paul’s in hopes of picking up some hack work from the booksellers thereabout, paid his last week’s rent with his last shillings, packed his life-containing trunk, and joined Sir Edward at the Bull in Bishopsgate Street. They were to travel in easy stages by hired post chaise, up the Great North Road to Stamford: Cheyney Hall lay within a few miles of that elegant market town. They had broken the journey overnight at Royston, and now were bowling along in good time in the windy autumn morning, brittle torrents of leaves swirling and racing about their red-rimmed wheels, and hoping to reach their destination before dinner.

‘Ah, it’ll be sweet to see my little chicks again,’ Sir Edward said. ‘Not so little now, mind – I fear I’ll find them grown again after a mere month. Letitia is just turned seventeen, Amelia fifteen. Aye me, they’ll be taking wing all too soon. They’ve plagued me, in every letter, to be allowed to go to the Assembly in Stamford this week. ’Tis a genteel occasion, right enough, and I dare say fitting for their first out. But I see it as – well, the stage from which there is no turning back.’ He shrugged ruefully. ‘A fond father’s folly. Well, they are excellent girls, pretty as paint, and with good heads on their shoulders. I don’t believe in women being brought up to nothing but ignorance and coquetry.’

Fairfax was finding the baronet an interesting mixture. Sir Edward was vigorous and straightforward and thoroughly conventional in many of his ways – yet he was no boor. His ruddy English face, with strong nose and pugnacious jaw, was enlivened by grey, intelligent, faintly melancholy eyes.

‘The young ladies have had instruction?’

‘Aye, they’ve been well taught – they have French and music and so forth; and then they have instructed themselves – what with their grandfather’s library, and his enquiring spirit too. They were sore grieved when he died – always lived at Cheyney with him, you see. As did I, from the day I was wed. By the time he died, my father was elderly, and wrapped up in his books, and I was pretty much the master in all but name. A common enough arrangement in the old families. And, of course, I was sore grieved too . . . but I think you are sufficiently a man of the world, Fairfax, to understand that I was also a mite relieved. I was proud to be old Sir Jemmy’s son – but not that alone, for ever. At two-and-forty, the title “young master” doesn’t sit too well on your shoulders, you know: to be plain, it itches likes a drover’s blanket. Mind, I’ve no thought of breaking up my father’s collection, nor selling any part. ’Tis only that I’m no scholar, and don’t know my way about it – nor did anyone but he, in truth. We used to say he lived in it like a badger in his sett, and not even the housekeeper dared disturb the diggings.’

‘I hope I shall do justice to it,’ Fairfax said, very humble – and fascinated. He had actually had dreams of being let loose in such a library, and woken full of disappointed longing. God’s life, he thought, what does that say about me . . .? ‘And the Assembly, Sir Edward – shall you relent?’

‘Ha! They know full well I will, little minxes,’ Sir Edward said with a smile of great tenderness. ‘Ah, excellent, we’re coming to Huntingdon. I’ve the devil’s own thirst, and my guts are yawning. We’ll get good victualling at the Bridge. Then fresh horses, and on –’ he slapped his great knee – ‘to home and hearth. God saving, of course, that we don’t find ourselves staring into a highwayman’s pistols at the foot of Alconbury Hill.’ He gave his great trumpeting laugh again.

Fairfax laughed too; then wondered why he should think of the old proverb, He laughs ill who laughs himself to death . . .

The yard of the Bridge at Huntingdon was as busy as befitted a coaching-house on the Great North Road: sleek horses being led out to exercise from the stables; lathered horses being taken from the shafts of post chaises; farmers chewing the fat and doing a little business over the backboards of their carts; grooms and postboys hurrying across the cobbles with clomping boots on their feet, leather tackle festooned about their necks and loud horsy jargon on their lips. ‘Wisp her over, Sam – gently, she’s a miller.’ ‘This drag’s took a scrape – that lame hand over there feather-edged it on the bridge.’ ‘Sharp on the ribbons, that’s why.’

Then, more comprehensible, the innkeeper welcoming Sir Edward and adding, as he wiped his hands on his apron, ‘You drove up from the south road, sir?’

‘Aye: Royston was our last stage. Why?’

‘Oh, I was wondering, if you’d come from the north, whether you’d seen aught of the Stamford Flyer on the way. The public coach, you know, sir, and regular as a coach may be; we expected it here twenty minutes ago.’

‘The Flyer, eh? Usually keeps good time,’ Sir Edward said, surprised. ‘Mind, we found some heavy going in the hollows this morning, even driving post.’

‘Aye, just what I thought, sir – this late rain – it must be the state of the road.’ The innkeeper glanced with a frown at the inn yard gate. ‘Not like the Flyer, though . . . Well, sirs, how can I serve you?’

Sir Edward bespoke a private eating-room, ordering wine, veal and ham pie, and beef patties.

‘It will stay our stomachs till dinner,’ he said, clapping his hands with relish. ‘I keep a good table at Cheyney, Fairfax, and you must take advantage of it – you’re as thin as a rasher of wind.’

A man of erratic appetite, Fairfax wondered how he would keep up. He felt like a frail-stemmed glass beside the sturdy Toby jug of Sir Edward.

Crossing the yard, they passed a man holding a saddle-horse by the bridle, and talking to a groom.

‘She seems to favour that foot – something amiss with the shoeing, perhaps,’ the man was saying tentatively.

Sir Edward, who Fairfax already knew was a passionate expert on the subject of horseflesh, turned at once and deftly lifted the horse’s foot on to his knee, examining the shoe with keen eyes. ‘By your leave . . . Why, man, it’s the most mob-handed shoeing I ever saw in my life! The nails are half out, don’t you see?’

‘I had not observed it.’ The man was plainly, soberly dressed, the broadcloth coat and worsted stockings suggesting a small tradesman or farmer: spare, square-shouldered, a little gaunt, he wore his own grizzled hair tied severely back and had the most intensely blue and penetrating eyes Fairfax had ever seen.

‘I don’t know how you could miss it,’ Sir Edward said in his bluff way, releasing the horse’s foot. ‘But you’d do best to change your blacksmith, for whoever did this isn’t worth his hire.’

The baronet was plainly a man accustomed to a certain deference. Just as plainly, the stranger was a man who did not readily give it.

‘I seldom visit the same smith twice,’ he said. ‘I am about the country a good deal, travelling on the Lord’s business. The shoeing of my horse is a small matter.’

‘Not to the horse it ain’t.’ Sir Edward gave the man a thorough look. ‘What, you’re a parson, sir, are you?’

‘I have not been ordained,’ the man said in the same pale, informative, unaccommodating tone. ‘I have been called by my God to carry the bread of His word to those famished for it, wherever they may be.’

Sir Edward’s great head went up – very like a shying horse, Fairfax thought. ‘A Methody.’ The baronet’s tone said everything, and he was about to stump past into the inn when the man spoke again.

‘I find no disgrace in the term, sir.’

‘Oh, plainly, my good fellow, plainly. Come, Fairfax,’ Sir Edward said, shaking his head and chuckling, ‘else we’ll be preached to death before we get our victuals.’

Fairfax followed, feeling – as his employer did not seem to feel – the uncompromising stare of the homespun man following them into the inn.

‘You do not approve Mr Wesley and his works?’ Fairfax said, as a cloth was laid for them in a snug panelled supper room with low beams and a sulky fire.

‘I do not. And neither can any rational, sensible man who wishes to preserve the property, integrity and peace of the country.’ Sir Edward took a deep draught of his pint of wine. ‘What is this Methodism, after all? A set of wild preachers, constituted as such only by the say-so of fanatics and not by any established church, roaming amongst the poor and the impressionable and turning their wits with raving enthusiasm, till they think in their absurd pride they are the first and only creatures ever to be Christian. ’Tis a very ill meddling, sir, very ill.’

‘Yet Mr Wesley is quite a Tory, they say – enjoins strict submission to the social order, humility, industry. The things of the next world concern him, not this . . . And often his people are bringing religion to places, in remote spots and mines and seaports, where there simply are no churches.’

Sir Edward studied Fairfax with a shrewd look. ‘Ho, now you are trying to convert me.’

‘Not at all,’ Fairfax said, smiling. ‘I count myself upon the rational side. And much of Methodism repels me, as overheated superstition and emotionalism . . . Yet there must be some need for it. The poorer people, especially, seem to thirst for what it offers.’

‘There you have it precisely – the essential germ of danger and sedition in it. For what is it planting in these folks’ minds? The notion that the Church has failed them. Duly established society – parish and parson – has nothing for them. So they reject them. What next? Landlord, government, king? I wonder. I say, Fairfax, stand the door ajar, will you? This fire’s smoking like the devil’s dunghill.’

As Fairfax did so, in the common dining room beyond he noticed the Methodist preacher sitting down at a plain board close by, and quietly asking for bread and cheese.

‘By the by, Fairfax,’ Sir Edward said, refilling his glass, ‘I can’t swear to this, but I fancy there may be some rather broad material amongst my father’s collections. He really did take all knowledge for his province, as Bacon has it, and there may well be engravings or volumes of a rather, hum, pagan character. I thought I’d mention it, while we’re on the subject of morality . . . Ah, here comes our provender. Leave the door, man, this fire’s smeeching. Not that I see you as a prig, Fairfax, in the least. After all, weren’t you telling me your mother was a Frenchwoman?’ Sir Edward chuckled.

‘She was indeed. And the very fact was sufficient to make people think her likely to be immoral, when she first came to England. After all, to anything dubious or indecent we tag on the word French – yet in France they do the same with us. You have doubtless heard of the “English vice”, and of capotes anglaises . . .’

Sir Edward was rumbling with laughter as he ate. ‘So, sin is always what the other fellow is up to, eh?’

At the word ‘sin’ Fairfax saw the preacher in the next room lift his head from his frugal meal like a dog alerted by its name.

‘Well,’ Fairfax said, ‘some would say sin is absolute.’

‘Boh – such as yon fellow with the half-lame horse, you mean? Oh, but ’tis a ranting tinker’s faith they preach, and a damned intrusive one, poking into the privacy of men’s souls. The state of my soul is a matter for me and my Maker. And I hope when the time comes we may settle the account like gentlemen, without bawling the business out in a farmyard prayerfest with hysterical women fainting on all sides. All I ask of religion is that it should not be vulgar.’

It was a rational, worldly, aristocratic attitude often met with in people of Sir Edward’s class. Fairfax had even known eminent divines who shared it. As an admirer of Voltaire and a freethinker, Fairfax himself privately took enlightenment a step further . . . And yet there was a dark and melancholic side to him that saw the allure in the hellfire conviction, the black-and-white fervour, of men like the Methodist preacher – who was now standing in the doorway of the supper room, regarding the occupants with his compellingly pale eyes.

‘“What is truth? Said jesting Pilate; and would not stay for an answer”,’ he said. He had a singularly beautiful and musical voice, deep and resonant with a slight edge of sadness. Fairfax could imagine its effect at an outdoor field-preaching.

‘Ah!’ Sir Edward sat back good-humouredly, glass to his lips, regarding the neat slight figure much as his ancestors might have regarded a motleyed jester capering up to divert them. ‘Bacon again. Our minds run parallel, my friend, even if they cannot meet. Will you drink a glass with us?’

The preacher shook his head minutely. ‘I don’t touch it, sir.’

‘No. Scripture, I suppose. But then doesn’t scripture say something about taking a little wine for thy stomach’s sake?’

‘I cannot be provoked, sir, by such trifling. My feet are set too firm upon the rock of salvation for that. I mean no disrespect; but I cannot sit by and hear a man speak jestingly of holy things.’ The preacher pointed a steady finger at the baronet. ‘Out of very concern for your immortal soul, I cannot.’

Sir Edward’s bushy eyebrows rose. ‘My eternal soul ain’t your business, my good man. But this rock, now, with your feet so firmly set upon it, and so forth – how do you know this, might I ask? This is what perplexes me about your sort, Mr Preacher. You sincerely believe that you are utterly in the right of it – always, world without end? Such assurance! Almost like pride, is it not? And after all, what is to separate you from any mountebank at the fair who says that his miraculous elixir will cure everything from toothache to the pox?’

Sir Edward was amusing himself; that the preacher knew it was plainly written on his face, but he spoke temperately. ‘All men’s souls are my concern, sir. And just now I tremble for yours. I see the flames licking about it.’

‘I’m conscious of no heat, Mr Preacher.’ But there was vexation in Sir Edward’s laugh.

‘I have a name, sir: it is Henry Griggs.’

‘Well, Henry Griggs, mine is Sir Edward Nugent, of Cheyney Hall, Northamptonshire. I don’t know where you intend pitching your next prayerfest, but let me advise you I will not allow it on my land; and as a magistrate I shall not look kindly on such gatherings neither.’

Henry Griggs barely inclined his head, and said composedly, ‘I have a standing invitation from the Methodist society here at Huntingdon to speak, and to wreak a revival of the spirit here, if the Lord wills. We meet only in peace and brotherhood, sir, to be washed in the blood of the Lamb. None come to harm: many come to good. You might come to good yourself, Sir Edward Nugent.’

‘An entertaining impudence. But one can have enough of it.’ Sir Edward looked suddenly bored, and helped himself to the last of the pie. ‘Good day, Mr Preacher.’

Henry Griggs seemed about to correct him again; but with another passionless, penetrating stare, went away.

‘You meant it?’ Fairfax said.

‘Certainly. And I know that Lord Burghley of Burghley House, who is the most considerable man in the district, and chairman of the justices, is no friend to our Mr Griggs and his like either. Why, man, never tell me he’s won you over?’

‘No, but I should be interested to hear such a man preach, as an experience.’

‘You’re like my father,’ Sir Edward grunted, ‘interested in everything. A man should cultivate a little dull indifference, Fairfax, to give him ballast. Well, let the good burghers of Huntingdon endure the fellow’s ravings.’ Sir Edward tossed a handful of coins down. ‘Come, Fairfax – why, man, you’ve hardly ate a morsel – we’ll go see if the horses have been changed.’

The post chaise, elegant in yellow and black, with a pair of fresh-groomed horses stamping in the shafts, stood ready in the yard. There too was the innkeeper, still fretting over the lateness of the Stamford Flyer.

‘’Tis mighty unlike it. Dear me. Here’s a gentleman booked an inside seat, and needs to be in Baldock this evening.’

He pointed to a testy old clergyman leaning on a silver-topped stick, who patted his vast powdered wig pettishly and grumbled: ‘I am to officiate at a funeral. Two children, of very good family. If I do not appear, ’twill likely be conducted by some wretch of a curate with dirt under his nails: hardly fitting. I shall take this up with the coach proprietors, upon my word I shall, and my bishop shall hear of it.’

‘Coach must have foundered,’ Sir Edward said as the yellow-jacketed postilion mounted the lead horse, and he and Fairfax stepped into the post chaise. ‘Let’s hope there’s no one hurt.’

The horses were very fresh, and as most postilions drove at a gallop, they were soon rattling along at a speed that made Fairfax wish he had eaten even more sparingly of the rich pie than he had. But a check soon came to their progress in the shape of Alconbury Hill, a notoriously hard climb for wheeled traffic of all kinds. As the coach strained and lurched up the ascent, Fairfax commented on the singularity of such a considerable hill occurring in such an expanse of flatness.

‘’Twas a little provoking of Providence,’ agreed Sir Edward. ‘We are on the edge of the fen country here, which is no more hilly than a bowling green. And there are surprising dense woods down about Stangate Hole, before we get to Stilton, which have always been mighty convenient for our friends of the mask-and-pistol persuasion . . . Whoa, down we go. Don’t look so green, Fairfax, we’ll soon be on level going again.’

The coach bucketed down the descent with an almighty rattling of the axles and swingle bars, the glasses and the coach-lamps; only the rattling of Fairfax’s teeth in his head seemed louder. A long queasy swaying of the whole vehicle from one side to the other, like the lashing of a great tail, indicated that they had reached the bottom. Fairfax settled his hat on his head and swallowed down something unpleasant in his throat. Level going, thank heaven.

They had about five minutes of it before the coach lurched again – but this time because the postilion had pulled up the horses sharp, with a curious shout audible over the noise of hoofs and wheels. Swearing, Sir Edward pulled down the glass and started to bellow out to him.

‘What the devil are we stopping for—’

Fairfax silenced him with a hand on his arm. Through the other window, over at the right-hand side of the empty road, he had seen what the postilion had seen. And even before the details had imprinted themselves on his mind, he hoped that he would never see a worse sight.
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