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  Indeed, sir! There is nothing to be compared with the conviviality of a troupe of comedians!


  [Reminiscences of a theatre manager, Thomas Keregan (London: published for the Author, 1736)]


  If ever a man was born to be murdered, it was John Mazzanti.


  I was not in the mood to be tolerant. My head ached with the June sun beating in through the windows of the makeshift theatre, catching clouds of dust and sawdust in its rays. Outside, in the
  timber yard, sawyers could be heard shouting and clattering; inside, the resinous scents of the pine and cherry and rosewood that were normally kept here made me giddy. The store had been swept
  clean and the stage raised at one end for us to stand on, yet the scents still lingered.


  But it was Mazzanti who tried me most. Here he came again, pounding up the wood floor of the warehouse, a tall thin man with a sour twist to his mouth. The very worst kind of theatrical
  director. He called imperiously, Violino! Quiet! Damn it  cant you play more softly than that!


  Amongst the assembled company gathered on the stage, someone tittered. Mazzanti swung round on them. His gaze settled on Ned Reynolds, our leading man, playing the role of the dashing hero.
  You laugh, sir!


  Ned stared at him, with an insolent little smile. Mazzanti reddened but snarled. You have nothing to be proud of, sir! You began the song too slowly. And you! He rounded on elderly
  Mrs Keregan, resting her bulk against a table on the stage. Yes, you, madam! Do not breathe so loudly in your dialogue!


  Want me to stop altogether, eh? Mrs Keregan wheezed. Her husband, the company manager  kind, gentle, inoffensive Mr Keregan  fluttered and stuttered unhappily.


  The real problem  the reason we all disliked Mazzanti so much  was that he wasnt even Italian. All could have been forgiven if he had been  or at least swallowed with
  some resentment. Everyone knows that Italians are the crme de la crme as far as music and the musical theatre are concerned. Or at least its fashionable to say so. But
  Mazzanti might have had an Italian name, and an Italian father, even a performance or two before the nobility of Europe, but he was as English as I am.


  Besides, I had a personal grudge against him: he had been hired to lead the band for the concerts in Race Week and throughout the winter. That had been my job.


  Very well, Mazzanti snapped. Let us start again  from the beginning of Julias song.


  Someone groaned. That damn girl. Julia, John Mazzantis daughter, his pride and joy, his rising star of an actress and singer, even now hesitating with modest innocence at the front of the
  stage. Seventeen years old, golden-haired and blue-eyed, demurely dressed in white and pink. A limpid melting gaze. She turned to smile coyly at Ned Reynolds. He was playing her lover in this
  nonsensical little musical entertainment and did his best to look adoringly down at her, but I saw his jaw clench as he fixed his smile hard.


  No, no! Mazzanti said. Hold her hand, you fool.


  A muscle worked in Neds cheek; he took the girls hand. Yes, surely someone must have planted a punch in Mazzantis face before now, maybe several times. I was tempted
  myself.


  We began again. The sun beat in and bathed us in sweat. The players in the company walking the stage around me were surrounded by a bright glare that made my head ache. I screwed up my face in a
  desperate attempt to play quietly enough so that Julias song could be heard. She had the worst singing voice I have ever known, a breathy little girls voice that you could hardly hear
  a foot away.


  My sweaty fingers slipped on the violin neck; the squeak was loud enough to be heard over the shuffling of the actors.


  Damn it, violino! Mazzanti roared. Are you completely incompetent?


  Play it fortissimo, Mr Patterson, advised a Scotch voice above me. Glancing up, I saw a huge cobweb  a single line drifting in the sunlight  and on the end of it a
  bright gleam. A spirit. Timber yards are dangerous places at the best of times and many a man has met his death here; three days later, his spirit disembodies and  as spirits cannot move
  from the place of the living mans death  joins the throng already here, happily spending their eighty or hundred years before final dissolution in the company of their friends and
  fellow workers.


  I knew the spirit on the cobweb of old; the living man had been killed when a stack of oak fell on him and the spirit, once disembodied, insisted it was the best thing that had ever happened to
  him. To be confined to a snug warm wood-scented building was apparently his idea of heaven, particularly during the winter months and in Junes Race Week when the building was cleared of all
  its wood and transformed into a theatre, and he was given plays and farces and pantomimes for free.


  As loud as you can, sir, the spirit whispered, swinging dangerously on the end of the cobweb. Drown the girl out! Shes not worth hearing.


  Mrs Keregan took a hand, saying loudly, punctuated by heavy breaths: Ignore His Foreign Highness, Charlie boy. Ive been in this business fifty years and never yet cowtowed to no
  Italian. The Keregans daughter, Athalia, spirited and red-haired, said: You tell him, Mama. But then Athalia was jealous of Julia Mazzanti who, she insisted, had stolen
  the leading role from her.


  Mazzanti flushed bright red, clearly remembered just in time that it was unwise to shout too often at the wife and daughter of the theatre manager, and took out his ire on the spirit instead.
  Get those damn cobwebs out of the way! Theyre catching the light and blinding me!


  He stood immoveable until young Richard the errand boy brought a broom and swiped at the cobwebs. The spirit scuttled away to a corner beam, and Richard hurried after to apologise. Never offend
  a spirit if you can avoid it. Eighty or a hundred years is plenty of time for them to wreak revenge on someone they dont like.


  Mazzanti banished me to the back of the stage where I could scratch away without overwhelming the singers. On his way back to his place, he glowered at Ned Reynolds. Take
  your hands off my daughter!


  I stifled a grin at the thought of Ned putting hands on any woman, then stared in astonishment as I saw him flash a smile at the girl. Anyone would have thought he genuinely admired her.


  Of course Mazzanti paid the price for offending the spirit. No sooner had delicate, demure Julia started once more on her song, than the spirit struck up from a high beam with a Scotch song so
  bawdy it would have embarrassed a married man. The actresses in the company sniggered, Mrs Keregan looked grimly triumphant, and only young Richard, who is barely sixteen, blushed.


  In the aftermath, while Mazzanti was shouting and Mr Keregan trying to calm him, and the spirit crooning happily in the rafters, the rest of us retired to the costume boxes and fanned ourselves
  against the overwhelming heat.


  Someone ought to see to that man, they should, Mrs Keregan said darkly. Beer, Charlie boy?


  I took it eagerly.


  I hope the spirit isnt offended, young Richard said anxiously, staring at the cobwebs in the corner.


  Athalia preened her red hair to an even greater pitch of curled perfection. Ill sort him out, she said in warlike tones and pranced off across the stage.


  The afternoon sun was slanting across me; I shifted the box backwards into the shade. Outside, in the bright yard, bare-chested workmen hauled huge timbers about and shouted instructions to the
  apprentices darting here and there. And one dark face appeared at the window, peering in with a leer. An unshaven face, scarred on one cheek and surrounded by dirty tousled hair.


  He met my gaze. Instinctively, I pulled back. He grinned and was off.


  He was following me, had been for nearly three months now, along with two or three other fellows. Back in March, I tangled with some ruffians in one of the chares down by the Keyside, and they
  had been after me ever since. They trailed me down the wide daylight streets, grinned at me if I thought of venturing into an alley, embarrassed me by coming up and addressing me by name when I was
  talking to respectable gentlemen and ladies. I had even seen them lounging outside my lodgings.


  They were trying to frighten me, of course, revenging themselves for the defeat I had inflicted on them and their leader. They were succeeding. And I suspected that they would not stop at
  frightening but would sooner or later press on to give me a beating. I would have felt safer if my great friend Hugh Demsey had been in town to lend me a little practical help, but he was in
  Houghton-le-Spring, teaching the country ladies and gentlemen to dance, and I didnt expect him back for another week or two, until Race Week itself.


  At the front of the stage, Athalia was cooing over John Mazzantis shoulder.


  Shes after him, her mother said with a sigh.


  I was startled. But hes married. Signora Mazzanti, who is also English, lingers in her lodgings, annoying the neighbours by practising her scales. She is a much better
  singer than her daughter  very good indeed, Im told.


  Mrs Keregan rolled her eyes. Marriage? Why should Athalia want that? Its money shes after.


  I kept quiet. I had one hundred guineas hidden beneath my mattress, the proceeds from selling a chamber organ which I had won in a raffle despite the fact that I had not bought a ticket; there
  were two people who might have bought me a ticket without telling me, and I didnt much like the idea of being beholden to either of them. Athalia would think one hundred guineas amply worth
  her attention, although, if the rumours were right, Mazzanti had a great deal more. He certainly dressed like a wealthy man.


  He allowed himself to be cosseted out of his bad temper and called for us to begin again. I sent young Richard to whisper a polite request to the spirit not to annoy Mazzanti further; the boy
  looked dubious but went off willingly enough.


  As I got up to play, I saw Julia Mazzanti turn. Her golden hair glittered in the bright sunlight, the twin yellow ribbons danced and gleamed. She gave me the sweetest of looks, winning and
  winsome.


  I stared stonily back and glimpsed something else. A trace of anger? Or even desperation? Abruptly she looked very young, almost lost.


  She turned her shoulder and began her song once more.


  An hour or so later, as the company was rehearsing some dialogue and Mazzanti was busy offending everyone even further, a man slipped in beside me. I was dozing at the back of the stage and
  started in alarm, thinking the newcomer was one of the ruffians. But it was Matthew Proctor, the wandering psalm teacher, a slight, reserved man with a soft voice and a hesitant manner. In his
  mid-thirties, perhaps eight or so years older than myself. He slid down on to the wicker costume basket with a nervous nod of greeting, clutching his bassoon case to his chest.


  Proctor, I said in surprise. I thought you were spending Race Week in Carlisle.


  Yes. No, he said. Very well, thank you.


  He was staring at Julia Mazzanti in patent adoration. Heaven help us, did she have all the men trailing in her wake? Even young Richard was offering shy homage, darting here and there to bring
  her lemonade, or her shawl, or a sweetmeat. They were much the same age of course, and I had seen them chattering together in odd moments  Julia artlessly innocent, Richard innocently
  adoring. He longed to act upon the stage himself and I had overheard Julia offering sage advice, which Richard would do well to ignore.


  But it was Ned Reynoldss behaviour that startled me most. What the devil did he mean by solicitously handing Julia into her chair like that, or leaning over to murmur something that made
  her laugh? Proctor certainly didnt like it much. He leant close to me, without taking his reverential gaze from Julia.


  Whos that fellow?


  Ned Reynolds. One of the company.


  Hes too encroaching.


  I could have told Proctor he didnt need to worry about Ned Reynolds as a competitor for Julias affections. Whatever pose he might strike in public, Ned wouldnt even glance
  at the girl  any girl  in private. But such things are obviously never to be talked of, given the penalty the law demands.


  Proctors thoughts had already moved on. She is going to London, you know.


  Julia? Is she?


  To play Lucy Locket.


  Yes, I thought, Julia would look very well as the virginal heroine of The Beggars Opera. A pity she couldnt sing.


  I may go there myself, Proctor whispered. To see her acclaimed at Covent Garden would be magnificent.


  I said nothing. Proctor was clearly enamoured of the girl  he was unworldly enough to think of her as an angel come down to earth. That was no doubt a part she could play very well too.
  Providing she didnt have to sing. Or act.


  She could not remember her words. She was rehearsing a love scene with Ned and stuttered over a commonplace: Tonight, but  but   I saw a flash of annoyance in
  Neds eyes. That was much more like the man I knew. No one is more dedicated to his profession; it is a point of honour with him to do the best he is capable of. Which is considerable.


  The book! young Richard said eagerly and snatched the playbook from Athalia Keregans hands.


  Before he could hurry to Julias side, Proctor leapt up and seized the book from him, shyly presenting it to the lady himself. But Julia was already turning away, receiving the correct
  lines from her father. Proctor stood ignored at her side.


  I have never seen a man so disconsolate. Proctor looked so woebegone that I leant forward to say something consoling. But the spirit leapt in first, sliding up the wicker work of the costume box
  and gleaming on a broken piece of cane. Shes not worth it, he said, in his broad accent. Theres not a woman in the world worth crying over.


  Proctor gasped and leapt away.


  I stared at him as he stood trembling on the edge of the stage. This was nervous behaviour even for the unworldly Proctor. Mr Keregan took his arm kindly. Proctor, my dear fellow. Come
  and say good day to my wife  shell be delighted to see you again.


  He bore Proctor off and the spirit hung on the edge of the basket. Not my day, it said, philosophically. Anything wrong with me, Patterson, you reckon?


  Not in the least. Its the heat, I daresay. Everyone gets tetchy when its so hot. I glanced towards the window again. Yes, the fellow was still there, grinning in at
  me.


  We should have given up then, before tempers frayed still further. But we played on, sweating and drinking ale by the tankard-full, getting hotter and more irritable by the minute. The sun
  slanted in through the windows, dazzlingly bright and fiendishly hot; even the spirit retreated to the coolest corner of the barn-like warehouse.


  Mazzanti grew, if anything, more annoying, snapping at Ned for talking privately to Julia, complaining loudly when Proctor, clearly still upset, played a hatful of wrong notes. Young Richard
  grew very quiet, looking from Julias face to Neds with real unease; did he believe Ned was really attracted to the girl? Athalia muttered over the attention Julia was getting; her
  mother breathed yet more heavily. My violin was suffering so badly in the heat that I could hardly play a line in tune and Mazzanti made sure I knew it. I toyed with the idea of knocking him down
  with one well-aimed blow.


  And the ruffian still grinned in through the window.


  Mazzanti let us go at last, with a final contemptuous: We will have to do better tomorrow. If you could all make sure you know your songs and your words


  I pushed my violin into its case, slung it over my shoulder and strode off the stage. If I stayed a moment longer, I would say something unworthy of a respectable, god-fearing man. Or, worse, do
  something. The thought of punching that sour face grew ever more attractive.


  I barely got as far as the door before the fellow strode up. Where the devil are you going, violino?


  Yes, someone was going to do away with him soon and if he picked at me again, that someone was going to be me.


  If you want me to play for you, I snapped, you could at least do me the courtesy of using my name!


  His lip curled. Think a lot of yourself, I see.


  I could say the same thing.


  I swung away, then stopped, heart racing. The dark-haired ruffian who had been staring through the window all afternoon  surely I had just seen him again. But there was too much of a
  crowd. We were jostled by workmen; a man with half a tree trunk across his shoulders blocked my view


  Mazzanti was snapping at me again. Something whined, hissed between us, thumped on the door jamb. We stood for the briefest of moments in startled immobility. Then Mazzanti ducked back inside
  the warehouse.


  I ran the other way. After the man who had fired the shot.
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  The political situation is at the present time very complex.


  [Letters from London, Newcastle Courant, 5 June 1736]


  I glimpsed a figure behind one of the huge stacks of Baltic timber and dashed for it. The heat struck me as soon as I was out in the open, like the heat from a bread oven when
  the door is opened. What chance did I have of catching the ruffian in this heat? And with the violin bouncing against my back too?


  I reached the stack, swung round it, found the open gate of the yard. A cart rumbled past in the street outside. I grabbed for the side of the wagon. Did you see a fellow
  running?


  The carter grunted and jerked his whip. I tripped on the cobbles, staggered upright again and found a side street.


  It was well-nigh deserted. No ruffian, no grinning filthy villain. Only a burly man halfway down it, wrapped in a heavy coat as if it was midwinter. He carried a bag over one shoulder and was
  staring back down the street.


  I stumbled to a halt, out of breath, gasped out my query again. Did you see  a fellow  running?


  The man turned to me; he had a good strong face, sallow skinned. I saw him, he agreed with good-humour. He was a little out of breath himself. I only wished hed seen
  me. Sent me flying against the wall. He brushed dust from his coat. Youll not catch him now. Hes long gone.


  I went after him anyway. I was damned if Id let ruffians intimidate me. But the hot air clogged up my throat and sent the sweat running down my back in rivulets; by the end of the street,
  I knew I could go no further. In any case, as I looked right and left, I saw such a bustle and a hurry of people  women with chickens and children with hoops and men with heavy bags of tools
   devil take it, Id never find the fellow.


  The man in the coat came up behind me, stood contemplating the crowds. Whats the villain done?


  Shot at me, I said shortly.


  At you?


  I turned to eye him  I didnt like the incredulity in his voice, as if he didnt think me worth shooting at. He gave me a benign stare. He was a good-looking man, very dark in
  hair and eyes; the sallow skin branded him a foreigner although he had no accent and sounded entirely English. About a decade older than myself, thirty seven or so, I guessed and three or four
  inches taller than me, and I am not short.


  Well, well, he said. Never believe a chaplain. I met one on the coach down from Edinburgh who said nothing ever happens here.


  Scotch, was he?


  Well-nigh incomprehensible.


  Then how do you know what he said about this town?


  He grinned. Touch! My dear sir, I invented the whole tale. The frankness with which he admitted lying took my breath away. You ask why. Of course you do. The last
  two weeks of my life have been the dullest of my entire existence and here you have plunged me straight into excitement. I must thank you. Allow me to buy you wine  or would you prefer
  beer?


  I was so thirsty I could have drunk the Tyne dry. And sitting in a crowded tavern with my back to a wall was probably a lot safer than walking the streets.


  The fellow professed to know nothing of the town, having arrived barely an hour before, so I took him down on to the Key, to one of the sailors taverns, all rushes and wooden benches and
  the stink of sweat and coal. But it served a surprisingly good beer and we took it out into the cool shadows of the keels waiting at the wharfs.


  I lowered myself on to a crate of candles waiting to be loaded on board one of the keels. My companion stretched and arched his neck, stripped off his coat and dumped it in a heap over his bag.
  Under the coat, he was dressed in drab brown, clearly with an eye more to practicality than fashion.


  I have not introduced myself, I said. Charles Patterson, at your service.


  A violinist? He gestured at the case on my back.


  I prefer the harpsichord. But I play whatever I must to earn a living. In truth, I preferred the organ, but my opportunities to play are limited to acting as deputy at All
  Hallows Church.


  He inclined his head. Domenico Corelli, at your service.


  I spluttered through my beer. Domenico  


  The great composer himself was my father.


  I did not have the honour of being acquainted with the gentleman in question because he died when I was three years old. But I knew he had no son called Domenico.


  Illegitimate, of course, he murmured.


  I am a musician, sir, I said tartly. You cannot pull the wool over my eyes! I began to think him not as respectable as he looked and told him so.


  He fanned away a little cloud of flies. A trickle of sweat ran down his cheek  he was not as impervious to the heat as he had pretended. And you, sir? he said lazily.
  Are you respectable? What sort of respectable man has fellows shooting at him?


  Ruffians, I said shortly. They tried to rob me a couple of months back and I fought them off. They didnt like it and they have long memories.


  He sipped at his beer as if it was an overlarge glass of wine. And no one was hurt, I take it?


  Hurt?


  When they fired at you? I see you came away safe but were there others around you?


  I swore. I had a momentary vision of John Mazzanti ducking back into the theatre. Or had he fallen? I tossed back the beer. I had better go see.


  He stood, lazily, a big man and, I realised with some surprise, intimidating. Then if youll direct me to a decent inn with comfortable rooms?


  I gave him instructions to get to Mrs Hills in the Fleshmarket and turned back to Ushers timber yard.


  My legs were aching by the time I had climbed the Side and reached the gates of the timber yard. I have never enjoyed weather as hot as this; it weakens me and leaves me disinclined to do
  anything. I wove my way across the yard towards the warehouse that served as our theatre, tired of darting looks left and right to be certain I was not being followed. The worst of it was that it
  was all my own fault; I had taunted the ruffians when we clashed  I should have had more sense.


  All was chaos inside the theatre. Some of the timber yard apprentices had been attracted by the excitement and were laughing and shouting about the back of the theatre, miming firing a pistol
  and shrieking, Bang, bang! At the stages edge, Julia was drooping in the arms of Ned Reynolds, who looked both embarrassed and annoyed; young Richard was hovering behind them
  unhappily. Proctor looked on from a corner  the psalm teacher clutched his bassoon case to his chest almost as if he thought it would protect him. Above, the spirit swung from cobweb to
  cobweb singing a rousing hunting song.


  On the stage itself, Mrs Keregan sat in majestic isolation and indifference on one of the costume boxes, chewing her way through a large chunk of bread. Below her, the rest of the company were
  gathered in a huddle and I heard the mellow, soothing tones of Gale the barber surgeon.


  Athalia saw me and came dancing across, her red curls bobbing. I dont suppose you caught the villain?


  I bridled at her mocking tone, said brusquely, No, I didnt. I noticed with some satisfaction that her face was flushed with the heat and was almost redder than her hair. I
  pushed past her and marched up to the affecting little scene.


  Mazzanti was sprawled in a chair, his eyes closed as if he was in a faint. One hand clutched affectingly at his chest; little moans escaped his lips. Gale had removed Mazzantis coat,
  rolled up one shirt sleeve and was bleeding him to relieve the shock; Julia, who cannot have been able to see a thing for Neds encircling arms, murmured distractedly, The blood, the
  blood


  Was he hit? I demanded.


  Gale glanced up at me. Mr Mazzanti has suffered a great shock. In other words, no.


  Most distressing, kind-hearted Mr Keregan murmured. It must be most upsetting to be shot at  


  So it was to be Mazzanti who had been attacked, not me. Well, I was not tempted to claim the dubious honour. I had friends who would have been distressed to know I was in danger, and I had long
  since decided not to tell them.


  Julia groaned and pushed herself from Neds arms. He let her go without protest; I caught his eye. He was grim-faced; his mouth twisted in a cynical curl. What the devil was he doing?


  Mazzanti moaned as his daughter caught hold of his trailing hand. I fancied she must have accidentally dug her sharp nails into his fingers for he started with pain. His eyes opened; he stared
  at her.


  Dear father, she said brokenly. You are safe now. We are all here, we will look after you.


  He feebly tried to wave her away; she brushed away a tear. And I had thought there was no danger here


  Danger? I said sharply.


  She turned her lovely face up to me. Her hair glinted in the sunshine, bright ribbons gleamed amongst the curls. This isnt the first time hes been shot at. She
  gripped his hand forcing another grunt of pain from him. Twice before. Once in London and once more on our way north.


  Mazzanti struggled to sit upright. It is nothing. Nothing at all. Just some madman. He wiped a hand across his brow, leaving a faint trace of blood. Nothing of any moment at
  all.


  I stared down at him. I had told myself half a dozen times in the few days I had known him, that Mazzanti was the kind of man his acquaintances long to murder. Could it be that the shot I had
  thought meant for me, had really been aimed at him?
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  We must strenuously condemn this modern tendency to lawless behaviour.


  [Letter from JUSTICIA to Mayor of Newcastle upon Tyne, printed in the Newcastle Courant, 15 May 1736.]


  Was he hurt? Esther asked absently. She twitched a curtain back into place as we passed through the drawing room into the library of her house. The evening was
  cooler than the day but not by much.


  I swung my violin off my shoulder and laid it carefully on the harpsichord stool. He says so.


  Mrs Esther Jerdoun (the title is purely honorary and the lady, I thank God, unmarried) comes from an impeccable family with aristocratic connections (albeit remote). She is my most constant
  pupil; I give her a lesson in harpsichord playing almost every day. But more than that, she is my delight. I met her more than half a year ago and fell under her spell at once. The strong sunlight
  is perhaps a little unkind to her, showing that she is a woman of mature age  thirteen years older than my twenty-six years  but she is still lovely in face and figure. I could have
  looked at her for ever, at the tiny strands of pale gold hair clustering at the back of her neck and gleaming in the sunlight, at her faint smiles and cool mischievous glances


  And, dear God, here I was again, longing for what was out of my reach, in all respects. Her age, her social position, her wealth all come between us. She was one of the two people whom I thought
  might have bought me that ticket for the organ; I avoided asking directly if she had  how could I take such a favour from a woman about whom I felt so strongly?


  And there was of course the question of how she felt about me


  She stared out of the window into the garden at the back of the house. Perhaps the ball ricocheted?


  It did not, I said forcibly. We dug the ball out of the door jamb.


  She was still musing over the sunlit roses. I looked at her with some concern. She is the most practical of women, the most astute, the most down-to-earth. But here she was, staring
  absent-mindedly out of the window into the enclosed garden beyond, as if I was not even in the room.


  Does it matter? she asked.


  Yes, I said sharply, then bit my lip and brought my attention back to the matter in hand. I had not told her about the ruffians and I did not intend to tell her; she would worry.
  So it was difficult to explain why I thought Mazzanti might be lying. He said later that he had offended some rich aristocrat in London by dallying with the actress the lord had in keeping.
  His Lordship evidently sends his hirelings from time to time to remind Mazzanti to keep away from the lady.


  I reconsidered Mazzantis hurried man-of-the-world explanations, confided with a knowing air to the men in the company. They were just about unlikely enough to be true. Yet it struck me
  that there was something else, something he was hiding That look in his eyes when Julia started telling me about the previous attempts on his life  I could have sworn he was
  genuinely afraid.


  Esther glanced round at me, broke suddenly into a wry smile. Oh, Charles, do forgive me! I am in the very worst of humours but I should not take it out on you.


  I could forgive her anything when she used my name like that. We had fallen into this casual way of speaking, in private at least, some weeks ago; it was inappropriate and unwise but I could not
  regret it.


  She took a little key from her pocket and unlocked the harpsichord; I helped her fold back the lid and prop it up, revealing a garland of dancing nymphs and shepherds. I pressed a few keys to
  see if it was in tune  hot weather plays havoc with such things  but I was distracted by the way Esther lingered beside me. Her perfume was bewitching; the pale green of her wide gown
  complimented her colouring perfectly. But there is more than that: an air of decision, of cool independence  these are the things that I 


  No, the word is inadmissible. A foolish self-indulgence.


  She traced the dancing nymphs with idle fingers as I adjusted the tuning. We were alone in the room; Esthers maid, Catherine (whom we told everyone chaperoned her mistress during the
  music lessons) had taken herself off to examine the linen cupboard as she usually did. This of course was disgraceful. A single man and a single woman  no matter how unequal their ages or
  status  are not to be trusted in a room together for fear they will be overwhelmed by the worst of human nature. Or for fear, rather, that everyone will assume they have been.


  For that reason, when I first started teaching Mrs Jerdoun the harpsichord two months ago, we used the harpsichord at the Assembly Rooms, with Catherine sewing industriously in one corner and
  the gregarious Steward of the Rooms easing in and out from time to time to enquire hopefully if we had everything we needed. A perfectly innocuous situation  nothing secret about it at all.
  But not long since, we had, without discussing the matter, removed to Esthers house.


  The harpsichord is very much out of tune, she had said.


  Do you wish me to tune it for you? I had said.


  Indeed  and you may give me my lesson at the same time.


  At the time I had been wary. I did not like Esthers house in Caroline Square for it had once been the scene of the most extraordinary events which had left me unnerved and shaken. It was
  a gateway, in some mysterious inexplicable way, to a different world entirely, one that ran parallel to our own, almost identical but not quite. I had met my own self in that world, and had nearly
  come by my death.


  But all this had happened last November, well before Christmas  seven months ago now. It had in some respects the quality of a dream; distance had blunted the edge of my fear. In many
  ways I would have been intrigued to experience something similar again. But I could not open and close the gateway at will but had merely to wait and see if it opened of its own accord. So far it
  had not.


  Esther. I cleared my throat; she started.


  What? Oh yes. Now where is my music? She started to sort through the books that lay on top of the harpsichord. Her bare arm, and the fall of lace about her elbow, brushed my
  sleeve; I caught my breath.


  Tell me what is wrong, I said.


  She stared at me then let out a sigh. You are right of course. But it is only a small thing. There is no need to worry about it.


  I always worry when someone tells me not to.


  She laughed ruefully. I loved that laugh, that smile. (But I would never press myself on her, and no woman, of course, would be so immodest as to proposition a gentleman. Dear God, why was I
  even thinking about this?)


  It is a little thing, Esther said. But come and have a look.


  I followed her out of the library into the rear quarters of the house, where the wooden floors gave way to cool flagstones, and servants clattered in the kitchens. The windows at the back of the
  house looked to the west, and the sun, slanting down the evening sky, cast a red glow through the glass on to the lime-washed walls. I heard a male servant laugh.


  We passed open doors  I glimpsed a wine store and a pantry before we came to the scullery, scattered with tubs and buckets and other mysterious machines. Here a door gave on to the
  garden. Esther took down a key that hung on a hook beside the door and pushed it into the lock. The key turned smoothly, well-oiled and well-kept.


  When Esther pulled open the door into the sunlit garden, I was assailed by the scents of herbs, mint and sage, thyme and rosemary; a border of chives was in full purple bloom, lavender heads
  were forming on bushes beyond. I walked out on to a path that bordered cropped lawns. It was a rectangular garden, not large but well-tended and surrounded by a high wall that was almost
  obliterated by climbing roses; two apple trees stood in the far corner.


  Esther brought my attention back to the house door. Here. Look. She fingered the lock plate and I bent to examine it. The plate was shiny and polished, relatively new; the tiny
  scratches surrounding the lock were very visible.


  I straightened. Someone has been trying to get in.


  She nodded. For a moment I saw weariness in her and was tempted to  I took a step back.


  The gardener will have it that Tom is being careless with the key but I cannot believe that.


  Tom, if I remembered correctly, was the only male servant in the house; the gardener lived elsewhere with his family.


  When did this happen?


  Last night, quite late. We had all gone to bed.


  The servants heard nothing?


  Not a sound.


  And George?


  George, my former apprentice, is the only spirit in the house. He was, fortunately, a boy when he died, at that stage of being both fascinated by women, and frightened of them. He adores Esther
  but keeps his distance bashfully; we can guarantee therefore not to be interrupted by him.


  Did he not hear anything? Spirits, after all, do not sleep.


  George, Esther said with exasperation, has discovered that if he opens the kitchen window on a windy night, the pots and pans all clatter together and wake the household.
  Charles, however did you put up with him as an apprentice?


  Fortunately, he was only with me a few weeks before he died. What was he doing when your intruder attempted to get in?


  Thinking, he says. He believes he heard a scratch or two but took no notice. He thought it was probably a stray cat.


  I stepped back carefully, on to the lawn. The path was of gravel and held no mark. I retreated to the herb beds, scanning for footprints in the soft well-tended soil. There were none. I looked
  across the garden, squinting against the low sun.


  Is there a gate to the street?


  Esther pointed to a place where rose blossoms flourished.


  I walked slowly down the path, scanning the flowerbeds on either side. Beyond the beds stood three damson trees, then the path turned sharply right along the wall; the roses trailed long thorny
  stems to snag at my coat. The gate was set back under a fall of heavy pink blossoms; I lifted the latch. It did not open.


  Its locked, Esther said behind me. Silently, she handed me another key. Her hand brushed mine; I shivered with its warmth.


  This lock too opened smoothly; I pulled open the gate and saw outside a narrow cobbled lane, bordered on both sides by high garden walls. It was a dead end; Esthers gate stood at the
  blocked end.


  I checked the lock on both sides. There were no scratches.


  I walked down the alley. The garden walls were high and well-maintained; no crumbling mortar offered handholds that would have enabled someone to climb. A ladder might have been set up, I
  supposed, and would have left no marks on the cobbled alley but the thorned roses would have made it impossible to get down on the garden side.


  The street at the end of the alley ran at right angles, passing the back walls of the houses in the square. As I stood looking along it, several people trudged past, casting me incurious
  glances. Late at night, drunks sauntered along here; the lower sort of thief would think Esthers house worth breaking into; even if all he got were a few silver spoons or lace cloths, it
  would repay the risk handsomely. But how could he have got into the garden?


  I went back to Esther who was standing by the back door of the house, turning the house key in her hands.


  Perhaps the gardener was right and the scratches were caused by Tom, I said. No one could have got into the garden.


  She hesitated then shook her head. There was someone. I saw him.


  I stared at her in horror. But you said  


  That none of the servants heard anything. They did not. But I did.


  She breathed deeply. In the strong light of the setting sun, I saw how tired she was, and how unnerved, and that worried me more than anything. Esther is not a weak woman to break down in
  fearful tears at the first hint of danger. Ive seen her outface a whole gang of ruffians.


  Last night I had a headache when I went to bed, she said. I was restless, could not sleep. I heard a noise, after midnight, I think. A kind of chink.


  Like keys?


  She considered. Perhaps. The only thing I could think of was that perhaps a fox had got into the garden and knocked something over. So I got up to look.


  And you saw something  someone.


  She was breathing more easily now, as she thought back to the events of the previous night, as if it was a relief to explain what had happened.


  It was very dark, unfortunately  the moon had not yet risen. But I saw a shadow moving away from the house, along the line where the path is. I distinctly saw him where the path
  turns, as if he was going down to the gate. Then I lost him. She gestured in annoyance.


  I took the key from her, ushered her back into the house, locked the door firmly. This is intolerable, I said. We will report it to the constable.


  She laughed, seeming to relax a little. Charles! What good will that do? I can give no description of the man. And he took nothing because he did not get into the house.


  But if he comes back! You are alone here!


  I stopped, suddenly realising that she might misinterpret my words. How tempting it was to suggest that I should stay tonight, to make sure the fellow did not come back or, if he did, to make
  sure that she was protected. And if I stayed 


  Esther said wryly, Alone except for four or five servants! She smiled and leant closer confidentially. Her skirts rustled, her hair drifted across my cheek. Dear God. And a
  pair of duelling pistols, she murmured.


  Esther is an accomplished user of pistols. And fearless, when she sees the need. But what if the would-be intruder was a large, well-built man? What if he disarmed her?


  I looked back through the window at the gate hidden amongst the roses and the setting fire of the sun. There was of course one way he could have got into the garden. If he had a key for the
  gate. And if he had a key to the garden, who was to say he did not have a key to the house?
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  This town, sir, is infested with ruffians.


  [Letter from Sir John Hubert to his brother-in-law on visiting Newcastle, May 1732]


  By tacit agreement we made light of the affair. Esther promised to inform the constable if there was another attempt to break in; she herself would double check that the
  servants had closed and secured all the windows and doors before retiring for the night.


  By the time we had talked the matter through, the sun had fully set and it was late. We were both tired, so I shut up the harpsichord again and bid Esther goodnight; as I took my leave, she
  hesitated a moment as if she was about to say something more, but then evidently decided against it.


  I had reached the hall before Tom, the young manservant who acted as footman, butler, and general factotum, appeared. His face was red as if he had been rushing; his coat sat askew on his
  shoulders. I told him I could see myself out and he disappeared back into the servants quarters with a grateful smile of relief. I fancied I had caught him in the middle of his supper.


  The hallway echoed as I walked across the shining black and white floor tiles. Behind me, an impressive staircase with a carved wooden banister rose towards an ornately plastered ceiling. Esther
  has only recently inherited the house and one of her first acts was to bring in a small army of painters, plasterers and glaziers to refurbish the rooms. Remembering its slightly shabby appearance
  of last year, I was inclined to admire.


  A voice called: Papa?


  A childs voice, a young girl, I thought. I turned on my heels, shivering. And as if a veil had been drawn across the hallway, the fine paint peeled, the windows cracked, the curtains
  frayed. The door to the drawing room stood slightly ajar but the view of the room I glimpsed showed not Esthers elegant new dcor but a grimy expanse of wall. Looking out of the
  window by the front door, I saw not the elegance of Caroline Square but a narrow busy street. It was still day, overcast and drizzling with rain.


  The gateway to that other world had opened, and to a slightly different time of day.


  I stood for a moment, reorientating myself, wondering why this should happen now and not at another time. Could it be mere chance? A trace of my old fear lingered but I was intrigued too, no
  doubt of it. I went cautiously to the drawing room door, scratched on it. There was a moments silence then the door was pulled open.


  A girl confronted me with a wary, almost frightened look. She was maybe twelve years old, a wisp of a girl with thin brown hair neatly tied back with a ribbon and a clean but faded apron
  covering a shabby green dress. Her wary look faded; she curtsied politely. I beg your pardon, Mr Patterson, I thought at first you were the landlord. Was it Papa you wanted to
  see?


  She talked as if she knew me. Resigned, I realised she must have mistaken me for my counterpart in this world  a man who bore my name, spoke like me, looked like me, but who was a great
  deal wealthier. Indeed, I saw she was frowning at my clothes as if wondering why I was wearing such poor things.


  Who on earth was Papa? Er  yes, I said.


  Hes not here, sir. But I expect him back at any time. Will you wait? Her politeness was almost painful. She opened the door wider, to let me in.


  The whole room had fallen on hard times. The ceiling, though cobwebbed, was in tolerable condition although a chunk of plaster had detached itself from one corner and showed the grimy laths
  beneath. The wallpaper, flaunting the bright colours of former days only in places, was torn and faded; the fireplace chipped and cracked. The grate was empty. A curtain cut off a corner of the
  room and I glimpsed a bed behind it. A chipped cup or two and a pewter plate stood on a large table together with a cloth covering what might have been a chunk of bread.


  It was all scrupulously clean but unutterably dreary.


  The girl had settled in a chair by a rickety table. A workbasket stood on the table; she plucked thread from it and started to thread a needle.


  I often wonder what this was like when the house was owned by the old family, she said, with the air of a hostess entertaining morning callers. Of course we are very lucky
  to have so big a room between the two of us. The Forsters upstairs have a room only half the size for six people!


  So the house in this world had been sold and divided into tenements for the poor. The last time I had seen it had been eight months ago and it had been bright and smart then. Could time pass
  more quickly in this world? Surely the house could not have got in such a state in only a few months?


  The girl was sewing ribbons, yellow strips of material on which she was setting tiny blue flowers each with a bright bead at the centre. She went on with the work as if it was automatic,
  something she did not have to think about, setting tiny fine stitches with quiet assurance. On the table beside her, was a neat pile of gauzy fabric, perhaps intended for a dress.


  Im sure Papa was going down to the theatre, the girl said, picking up a bead to sew on to the ribbon. Was he not there?


  No.


  Then perhaps he has gone for a bowl of buttered barley. Hes very fond of that.


  While his daughter chewed on that chunk of dried bread under the cloth on the table, no doubt. Yes. Of course.


  Did you want him for another concert? she asked with sudden eagerness. Im sure hell be available. Hes often said how much he likes playing for your
  concerts. Her anxiety to obtain work for her papa was almost heartwrenching. Im sure hell come home soon, she added wistfully. Her gaze wandered to the window.
  He does usually tell me if hes going to be long.


  She broke off, staring out into the street. Im so sorry. She hurriedly gathered herself up. A customer  


  Of course. I walked to the door with her.


  I hope you understand.


  Of course.


  Im sure Papa will have gone down to the theatre.


  Ill go and look.


  And I glanced out of the hall window into the street. Just as a chill took me, and the world began to blur, I saw a woman walking to the front door.


  Julia Mazzanti.


  I was standing on the steps of Esthers house looking out at the central gardens of Caroline Square. Stars were gleaming brightly, the full moon just sliding over the
  roofs of the surrounding houses. There had been another discrepancy in time; I had spent only a few minutes in that other world, yet an hour or two seemed to have passed here.


  I shivered. The night was stifling warm but stepping through to the other world was always accompanied by a cold that chilled me to my bones. I eased my violin on my shoulder and
  set off round the square. There is a drunken spirit in the gardens who enjoys a gossip too much and it is always less time consuming to take the long way round.


  The streets were quiet; remembering what Esther had said about the moon rise the previous evening, I knew it must be the early hours of the morning. I heard St Nicholass church clock
  strike but halfway through counting the chimes, I stopped.


  Someone was following me.


  Cursing, I strode out more quickly. My lodgings were across town from Caroline Square, on the far side of the Lort Burn. This stream cuts Newcastle in two from north to south; the only ways over
  it are by the Low and High Bridges. But to reach the bridges, I had to traverse some dark streets  the householders in this part of town are notoriously lax about putting out lanterns. In
  five or six streets, I saw only three lamps, all above houses of ill repute.


  Not far from the High Bridge, I crossed from one side of the road to the other deliberately, so I could glance back at my pursuer. I was lucky, caught sight of him as he passed under a rare
  lantern. It was the man who had been staring in the theatre window at me. Had he been the one who fired too?


  And  dear God!  could he have been the man trying to break into Esthers house? The ruffians had seen us together; it would not have been hard to discover who she was and
  where she lived. Were they trying to attack me through her?


  If Esther was in danger, this had to be stopped. And now. But how? I was unarmed and any musician hesitates to get in a brawl for fear of an injury that will ruin his profession for life. I had
  my violin too which I didnt want to damage.


  I walked on, glancing behind me, listening for a rush of footsteps. We were coming into the darker part of town now; half a dozen men might be hiding in the alleys for all I knew, to spring an
  ambush. I glanced down one of the alleys  and quickly stepped into it.


  Someone had abandoned an old spade against a wall. The blade and the handle had parted company and the blade fell over with a clatter as I snatched up the handle. I pressed back into the shadows
  of the doorway, awkwardly trying to protect the violin on my back.


  The footsteps were quickening, faster, faster, until they were almost running. I held my breath, gripped the spade handle.


  Here he was, swinging into the alley in a panicking rush. I caught a glimpse of his face as I swung. Yes, it was the same man. Then he went down in a heap, hands clutching at his head where the
  handle had cracked against it.


  I vaulted over his prone body and hurried on to the High Bridge. His groans followed me. I had not killed him then, which was a relief. But perhaps I had taught him I was not as defenceless as
  he had thought.


  Perhaps.


  My lodgings were eerily quiet when I walked in. Only a few months ago, there would have been the chatter of Mrs Foxton, my landlady (a spirit of many years standing) and the
  seamstress in the back room on the ground floor. But death, alas, paid a visit and the seamstress collapsed and died in Brewers shop, amongst all the bales of cloth and silks and lace. An
  ideal place for a seamstress to die, youd think, but Ive heard that she plaintively sends messages backwards and forwards to my landlady until all the other spirits are sick of it.
  Ive hardly had a word out of Mrs Foxton since, except when the rents due.


  My room is on the second floor; as I pushed the door open, something caught beneath it. A note, folded and sealed, with a great grimy fingerprint in one corner. I lit a candle, locked the door.
  Automatically, I lifted the mattress to check that the little bag of coins was still there. It was. I must make a decision soon about where to invest it  it was hardly in a safe place
  here.


  The note was from my great friend, the dancing master, Hugh Demsey, and was dated two days previously. I have known Hugh since we were in petticoats, and over the past years he has been in many
  a scrape with me, though never more so than in the last year. Not long since, Hugh was shot while we were attempting to apprehend a murderer and he has only recently recovered his full health. He
  was still apparently in Houghton-le-Spring, which is tolerably near to Durham.


  
    Dear Charles (he had written), I trust that now you are wealthy you have not forgotten your friend languishing in this god-forsaken spot with only flat-footed yokels for
    company.

  


  Thank God the seal had been unbroken. I had told Hugh to keep my good fortune private. And if the ladies and gentlemen of Houghton-le-Spring knew their dancing masters opinion of them,
  they would look for a new teacher.


  I scanned the rest of the letter briefly. Hugh was a wicked observer of weaknesses and told a good tale but I was in too much of a hurry at the moment to read his stories properly. One thing
  that did catch my attention was the last paragraph.


  
    
      Have our Italian Guests arrived yet? Is the Signora as fat as all operatic Sopranos? Is her husband as bad a Violinist as we were promised? And is the young Signorina
      delightfully virginal? I trust you have not forgot the phrases of Italian I taught you? I have been hearing Tales here that the Signor is not a man with many Friends  perhaps someone
      will take it into his Head to rid you of him and then you can take up your rightful Position as Musical Director again.


      I am


      Your Obt Servt Hugh Demsey


      I am entrusting this to a Welch miner to deliver.

    

  


  That clearly explained the grimy fingerprint. I put Hughs letter in a book for later detailed perusal, and blew out the candle. I was more than half inclined to go out again and patrol
  the back of Esthers house in case the intruder returned. But the household was on the alert now and if it had been an opportunist burglar he surely would have realised that the house was too
  stoutly defended.


  The ruffians decided me. When I crawled across the bed, to draw the curtains aside and look out, I saw two men across the street, lounging against the wall. One was smoking a pipe. They were
  standing directly under a lantern and must have seen my curtain move for they looked straight up at me and grinned. I let the curtain drop. To go out again would simply get myself in trouble and
  not help Esther in the least.


  Oddly, as I lay sleepless in bed, it was Hughs letter that preoccupied me. Mazzanti was not a man with many Friends he had said, implying that he was a man with a number of
  enemies. I still had quite not decided whether that shot had been intended for me or for Mazzanti. Was Mazzanti really in danger of his life? The previous shootings, in London, had suggested so, if
  Julia Mazzanti was telling the truth of course. I felt an obscure guilt; Mazzantis death would make my life a great deal easier for I would be in possession of my old post and the money that
  went with it.


  I turned over to make myself more comfortable. To acknowledge such self-interest was not to wish Mazzanti dead.


  I wondered who did.
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