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Chapter 1 

 

London-1765.  

 Blood and lust make the world go ‗round I say. You may argue that it is 

money – the pound or the pence, the farthing, the bob, the crown, gold or silver 

– that makes it spin. God knows money is good. I will tell you straight away, I 

have personally found it quite handy when bartering for a wench or wine in 

those rare exquisite moments of self-indulgence. But if you believe that, you‘d 

be as wrong as tits on a bull. 

 Ladies, forgive me. A crude turn of phrase, that. Men, you expect it. But I 

will, for the ladies sake, attempt to rein in the crude-osity of my tale. It won‘t be 

easy what with britches dropping nearly as often as your jaw. What I offer is a 

tawdry tale of bullets flying and death-defying antics – but also a tale of love. 

Man on woman. Man on man. Camel on…well, let‘s have none of that here, 

shall we? 

 Mostly, this is a story about oral stimulation. 
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 Wait! Don‘t run. No need to even blush. It‘s not at all what you imagine. 

Although your imagination did just have a go with you, now didn‘t it? Cheeky 

devils. Yes, you are my kind of crowd, and you have proven my point. Blood 

and lust make the world go ‗round. Repeat it with me. That, in fact, is my world. 

And I offer it for sale to you. Got two pence and a halfpenny? Then step up 

even closer, and let‘s have at it. You see I am a patterer. At your service. 

 That is my exceptional skill. It is also my curse, as you will surely see.  

 Now the first rule of a good patterer is to begin with the most titillating, 

scandalous or horrific story you can find. Flesh it out whenever possible with 

references to bodily fluids, and never, never let facts get in the way. 

 Actually, I have a saying, which I made up, entirely original, though you 

may steal it if you wish: ―If it bleeds, it...‖ 

 ―Leeds!‖ 

 That‘s me. Leeds Merriweather. The roar of my name as it rolled like 

thunder through the printer‘s shoppe yanked me rudely from a dreamless sleep 

so deep it would have awakened Shakespeare himself. And this just in: 

Shakespeare is still dead.  

 ―Leeds Merriweather, you lazy son of a twat! The ink‘s dry an‘a day‘s a-

wasting.‖ 

 Charles McNabb owned the dusty print shoppe where this story begins. 

He added an exclamation point to his roar with a kick to my ribs. I squinted up 
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at him from the corner of the pressroom where I had curled up for the night 

with a soft pillow and a hard floor. It seemed as if I had only just closed my 

eyes before being subjected to the indignity of McNabb‘s boot. I know for a fact 

that it was nearly dawn when, like a weary tomcat, I padded in and settled 

down with a snout full of gin and a head full of stories I had collected from a 

long night patronizing the public houses along Fleet Street.  

 ―If‘n you‘re not going to sell for me today, it‘d be certain I have plenty like 

you who will,‖ McNabb said. He carried a bundle of the day‘s edition of his 

broadsheet, the London Tattler-Tribune. 

 ―Aw. Go easy if you please, sir,‖ I said. My ribs where McNabb‘s boot 

struck ached, but, oh, how my head throbbed even more. February had just 

given way to March, and the light from the window danced with particles of 

dust creating a veil of sorts before my eyes. I sniffed. Oil and ink, parchment 

and stain. The aroma of the printing press, of literature freshly baked. And 

turpentine. I love the smell of turpentine in the morning. 

 McNabb slapped the back of his hand on the broadsheets. ―Cannibalism,‖ 

he cried. ―Adultery and ravishing of maidens.‖ 

 I love the ravishing of maidens. It sells newspapers. 

 The publisher was a short Scot with a gunpowder temperament, and that 

morning something put a spark to his britches. ―‘Tis death on the high seas. By 

God, I am good.‖ 
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 I asked, ―Good for what?‖ 

 He aimed his next kick at my privates; I raised a knee just in time. ―Don‘t 

you be insolent, y‘ragged lump of gutter waste. If this story d‘nnot draw a 

decent income today then we have no business doing business in this 

business.‖ 

 I used the brick wall behind me as a brace for my back as I inched up – 

slowly, very, very slowly – to a standing position. War drums were beating in 

my noggin, and the battle for a clear head was most definitely in doubt. Too 

much gin last night, for certain. I took the broadsheet McNabb forced upon me 

and glanced over the all-important lead story beneath the Tattler-Tribune 

banner. 

 Spank me senseless! ―Lord Howell‘s shipwreck? What the bloody hell is 

this?‖ I demanded. 

 ―A fine bit of writing, if I say so myself.‖  

 ―A fine bit thievery, I say.‖ That weasel McNabb had attached his name to 

the story – my story!  I was the one who mined the details of the shipwreck over 

a bottle of rum from a Portuguese captain whose ship happened upon an 

uncharted island. The crew was taking on fresh water when they discovered 

what was left of a tourist yacht in the lagoon and the remains of the rich 

nobleman, his wife, and the others who perished with him. 



The Patterer/Brill 5 

 ―What is this dung you‘ve printed here? What happened to what I wrote?‖ 

I wanted to rip that newspaper and wave the tatters in McNabb‘s ferret face. I 

had only turned the details over to McNabb on the promise that I could print 

and sell the story under my name. All I had to do was raise a couple of quid to 

cover the cost of printing. All the right elements of a great story were there, not 

the least of which was potential for profit. McNabb understood that. He held 

out his palm, and the way he rubbed two fingers against this thumb said it all: 

Show me the money. 

 I shook my head. ―Soon.‖ 

 ―And what of yesterday‘s sales? D‘ya drink it all away as usual last 

night?‖ 

 ―‘Course not,‖ I lied. Yes, I was penniless again. Even McNabb could read 

that much in my bloodshot eyes. 

 ―It‘s a fine story, lad, and I couldn‘t let it waste away a-waiting for you.‖ 

That bugger, McNabb, knew a golden story when he saw one. 

 All they found were the bones of the good Lord Thurston and those six 

who were shipwrecked with him. The evidence of the extreme hedonistic life 

they lived and left behind created a tale so repulsive and so enchanting in one, 

that it was sure to shock and awe and produce profits. More important, this 

was a story to be told and re-told and remembered for generations. And it was 

mine to tell first. 
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 ―Lad, ‗tis a sin to give stock to such profound pride. Be prudent,‖ 

McNabb said. ―You‘re a better man for surrendering it to me, and the story is 

better for it; that is my duty as editor. Now run. Run and patter. Patter and run, 

whichever it is that you do.‖ He waved me off, dismissing me as one might shoo 

a cat from the supper table. 

 ―Leave the wordsmithing to McNabb,‖ he said. ―You have every chance to 

patter your version on the street. You have a handsome face, a strong voice 

and straight teeth. You were made to patter, not to publish. That is your proper 

lot in life. Accept it.‖  

 I looked down at McNabb. He was barely as tall as my shoulder. My left 

hand clenched, balling up a corner of the Tattler-Tribune I held. I snapped at 

him. ―This was mine. You said it was a story beneath you.‖ 

 ―She rose to the occasion,‖ he said with a smirk. McNabb handed the 

broadsheets to me. ―Do you want them or shall I find another patterer today?‖ 

 I moved to the window and bent at the waist enough to peek at the sky 

above the roofs of Fleet Street. The clouds were grey but not dismal. More 

distressing was the odor of the fish market carried on the wind. Whitefish today, 

and not a fresh catch apparently. Strong enough to blow down from 

Billingsgate, the wind would invariably carry my voice away from the crowds I 

hoped to capture. Bloody hell it was, this would be a difficult day. 
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 I turned to face McNabb, took one of the broadsheets from the bundle 

and waved the front page at him, not ready to back down from this duel. ―You 

agreed I could rent your press to print my own.‖ 

 He laughed, ―What? You have no money and c‘nnot afford it, you foul-

breath alley dog. Be intelligent for once. Why should I allow you to compete 

with me? ‗Twould be like lettin‘ you shag me wife and offer you my own bed for 

the purpose. I may be a Scot, but I‘m not insane, man.‖ 

 I took a step toward him, and then sharply veered right to the large 

typesetting table in the pressroom. To my left, near the front door, a wall of 

books, pamphlets and assorted printed pages for sale stood behind the counter 

where McNabb serviced his customers. Everything for the literate gentleman, 

from pens and ink to writing paper and wax seals, sat on display across the 

counter itself. At the back of the pressroom, McNabb‘s assistants, Simon and 

Garfield, were preparing the printing press for another go and pretending to 

ignore the battle of wills and ink-stained egos. 

 Pacing back to McNabb, I considered my limited options. No respect, I 

say. Some day, I knew, I would have my own press and see my words, my ideas 

in print instead of being cast on the wind as they were now. Even on a calm 

day words disappeared within the moment at each street corner where I 

stopped. No one respects the patterer, but put your story in print? That, my 

friends, is a whole ‗nother kettle of carp.  
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 Change would come – of that I was certain. But until then there were 

meals to be purchased and rent money to be paid. Both, sadly, had been hard 

to acquire of late, and dodging my landlord who selfishly insisted on being paid 

for overdue rent had become a daily game.  

 ―How is your head this morning?‖ McNabb asked, as if the matter was 

settled and forgotten. ―And your rhyme? How will you pitch this?‖ 

 ―My head? As right as ever. My rhyme? Far too splendid for the drivel you 

have written here,‖ I said.  

 ―Leeds, ‗tis that attitude that makes you so difficult. If I want a bit of 

criticism I have only to spend more time with my wife. Show some conviction, 

man. And be positive in your expression. Be cheerful, even. For no one wants 

to buy death from a grump.‖ 

 He was right, of course. In pattering, proper disposition is nearly as 

important as a winning smile and the tale‘s details. I admitted to McNabb as 

much, and it placated him. So, I handed him the one copy I had waved in his 

face a moment earlier and stepped next to the window. I counted only those 

papers in my hand. ―Three and twenty papers,‖ I said. ―That is a half-penny 

short of twelve shilling in total.‖ 

 He shook his head. ―No, lad, the count is twenty-four.‖ 

 ―But Mr. McNabb, see for yourself.‖ 
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 I handed him the bundle of papers in my hand and, in return, took the 

single broadsheet he was holding. I rolled it cylindrical and tapped it like a 

baton on the palm of my left hand while McNabb counted the papers. 

 ―I am sure I printed out exactly four over twenty,‖ he said. He looked at 

the table in the center of the room. He looked to his left and to his right, clearly 

confused. He counted again as if he could perform the Lord‘s own fish-and-

loaves miracle to increase it by at least one, but the stack in his hand had not 

changed. 

 Then I pointed my rolled newspaper to the printing press. McNabb‘s eyes 

followed the sweeping motion of my paper pointer. ―Is it possible you left the 

final print on the press?‖ I asked. I took the bundle of broadsheets from him, 

and while he stumped to the press in the back of his shoppe I unfurled and 

added the sheet in my hand to the others. 

 ―No, it is not here.‖  

 With a shrug I placed the newspapers in my satchel where I still had six 

as-yet unsold copies of The London Gentleman’s Magazine and three books I 

had purchased at discount from Mr. Hawke, the bookseller six doors down. I 

slung the satchel‘s long leather strap over my head, collected my hat and 

turned for the door. ―Well,‖ I said, ―If by chance the missing copy appears, do 

send it my way. I should have made three; maybe four stops by then, and will 

most certainly reach the West End within three hours. I‘m certain that with a 
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story so compelling and cleverly written as this, I should be sold out in no time 

at all.‖ 

 Mr. McNabb accepted that as certain fact and grinned. ―Do your job, and 

my words will do theirs.‖ Then he demanded payment for the twenty-three 

Tattler-Tribunes he could account for. I sheepishly shook my head. 

 ―I c‘nnot go on giving you papers on credit, lad. Why can‘t you pay like 

the other patterers? ‗Tis no way to run a business.‖ 

 ―You tell me; you‘re the Scot. And don‘t I always make good? I am the 

best patterer you‘ve had, Mr. McNabb. No one sells your trash like me.‖ 

 ―I‘m not so veery certain of that, me boy. On the soul of my sainted 

muther I say n‘more credit. This is the last time.‖ 

 ―That is precisely what you said last time.‖ I smiled. I was starting out 

my day with a one-paper profit. And with the extra two pence I could afford a 

full meal that evening. It would be my first of the week. 

 With a gulp of the thick London air and a sip of thin potato gin from the 

flask in my pocket to steady myself, I began my march across uneven 

cobblestones toward my first stop, a busy corner at Cheapside.  

 ―Hummm.‖ I drew out the sound like a monk‘s chant to test my vocals. I 

would need them proper today. The tone sounded strong enough; it carried a 

depth, timbre, and a bear-like resonance that comes only after a fair night of 

drinking. Some say London gin will put hair on your chest. I say it‘ll put 
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baritone balls in your voice. At least for me, more than three nips and I sound 

like God on high, Himself. With what I could remember of the previous 

evening‘s rounds, I was bound to be thrice as strong that day. 

 I will tell you, I do not fancy the overuse of rhyme in pattering as so 

many of my compatriots do these days. But this was a story so full of twists, 

and characters uncommon in London that it demanded just such the fine, 

Merriweather touch. A wretchedly wealthy, shipwrecked aristocrat, his wife and 

his five fellow castaways, (―fellows‖ being a relative description; two were lusty 

females—harlots, I was happy to note), left to fend for themselves on an island. 

 I began shouting more than twenty paces before reaching the corner. 

Drama on the high seas! Cannibalism! Lust on the high seas! Lusty 

cannibalism! Come hear me out, I have details! 

 A crowd formed around me like the first innocent swell of high tide when 

I stopped across from Cheapside Market. I stepped on a small platform I built 

there and paused. I looked over the faces before me and let tension and their 

expectations of entertainment build. I held up a copy of the Tattler-Tribune and 

directed their attention to first the masthead, and then the story of Lord 

Thurston. 

 ―Step right up, and come hear a tale.  

 ―A tale of a fateful trip.‖ My voice was strong. More passers-by paused to 

listen. 
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 ―It started in a distant port—aboard a tiny ship.‖ 

 I told them of the first mate and the captain who was brave. ―And sure, 

they set sail that day for what was to be a three-hour tour.‖ 

 ―A three-hour tour?‖ a woman asked, wide-eyed. 

 Indeed. ―A three-hour tour.‖  

 

  



The Patterer/Brill 13 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter 2 

 

 The life of a patterer is not especially difficult for one with a quick wit, 

strong lungs, and a God-inspired talent for exaggeration, or outright disregard 

for the truth. Bollocks, I say. I deliver the truth in every story. I won‘t lie 

though, many a time the truth is more snooze than news so I am forced to 

improve upon it. Sometimes, considerably so. As the hangman said he slipped 

the noose over the accused‘s neck: ―If I do this right it won‘t hurt a bit—it‘s all 

in the execution.‖ 

 Groan if you will, the pain of pun is nothing compared to the anger 

building inside me after I left Cheapside Market that day. Cheapside, The 

Monument, and Blackfriars Bridge were all profitable stops. But the jingle in 

my purse only served as a reminder of what might have been had McNabb not 

gone Jolly Roger on me arse. 
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 I worked my way up Ludgate Hill past St. Paul‘s Cathedral, expecting to 

make it to my favorite corner at the city‘s western gate for the late afternoon 

rush hour.  

 ―Oye! Mr. Merriweather!‖  

 Aloysius Periwinkle Procter stepped from the doorway of a tailor shoppe 

and thumped the large drum he carried on a sash around his neck. Bung. 

Bung. Bung!  

 His long, dark hair was oily and tangled; it spilled from beneath a soft 

cap to his shoulders. His clothes were a patchwork of patches, and even on the 

stale London air the strong scent of horse dung told me Aloysius had spent the 

night sleeping on the floor of the blacksmith‘s stable. 

 ―Mr. Merriweather, are you off to market?‖ Bung. Bung! 

 ―I‘ve been there already. Now I‘m on my way to Temple Bar, Ape.‖ 

 ―That is Ay and Pee,‖ he said. ―You must uh, uh ‗nunciate.‖ 

 ―Ee-nunciate,‖ I said. ―A new word for you?‖ 

 A.P. nodded and grinned. Aloysius Periwinkle, being a cumbersome name 

to pronounce even sober, caused most of his friends to simply call him A.P. 

 ―My enunciation is just fine, Ape. It is my humor that you can‘t hear.‖ 

 ―Humor me rightly then, Mr. Merriweather. Ay and Pee.‖ 
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 ―Not this minute, Ape. I must get to Temple Bar while the light is still 

good.‖ A.P. fell into step with me. He bunged his drum as we marched. It was 

no better and no worse than the rest of the circus noise filling the street, but it 

was closer and more annoying. I snatched his mallet in mid bung and bopped 

him on his cap. ―Now get along, I‘ve work to do.‖ 

 ―I can help you draw a crowd, Mr. Merriweather. You know I can.‖ 

 I tapped my chin with the handle end of the mallet. ―At what cost, my 

friend?‖ 

 ―I am a might bit parched and haven‘t eaten yet. It‘d be a tur‘ble shame if 

I keeled right over, dead on the spot without being of any use to you at all. But 

a pence or three for a quick bite would go a long way to secure my health until 

we reach your next stop.‖ 

 I turned out my empty pocket. ―I can only pay you in lint, Ape.‖ 

 His shoulders sagged, and A.P. lowered his eyes. I wondered how he 

came to pick this moment to approach me, when I actually did have coin in my 

purse. My story that day was fresh, my patter was perfect, and response had 

been gratifying. But looking at Ape I could see my day‘s profit shrinking by a 

farthing or two. 

 ―Don‘t be so down, Ape.‖ Oh, for one extra shilling at that moment to buy 

a harder heart. A.P. was barely seventeen, not much older than I was when I 

reached London half a dozen years ago. He looked up at me with his dirty face 
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and his nose smudged as if he had kissed a horse‘s behind. His clothes may 

have been tattered and soiled, but I knew his soul was pure. Aw! 

 I said, ―Tell you what we‘ll do. Go wash your face in the trough over there. 

Then bring your drum and help me draw a paying crowd. If we can make the 

day‘s full commission, then dinner is on me tonight.‖ 

 ―With beer?‖ 

 ―With beer.‖ 

 ―Then time is a-wasting.‖ 

  The afternoon was growing short, and we walked mostly in the shadows 

of the buildings as we headed toward Temple Bar. The western gate of London 

was my last stop of the day, and a jolly good place to catch the merchant class 

as well as bankers and barristers as they headed home. They were precisely the 

sort of people who had the interest, the education and the purse to purchase a 

newspaper, a book or magazine, or writing accessories stashed in my satchel. 

Sales from a well-timed stop at Temple Bar could make a bad day good, a good 

day great. This was turning out to be a great day. 

 The sun broke through the clouds, and the weather was pleasant enough 

for the first week of March. It was all that a spring day in London could offer. 

Even the factory smoke seemed to take pity on us.  

 He asked about the top article in the Tattler-Tribune and the patter I used 

to work the crowd. I handed him the paper; he read while we walked. A.P. 
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struggled at times, but I had been encouraging him to read, helping when I 

could. ―Everyone will be reading soon, from the king to the lowest peasant,‖ I 

told him. ―I see it more every day, so you‘d better learn now. It‘s all the rage.‖ 

A.P. was bright, and he improved much over the winter when we were stuck 

indoors too often.  

 ―You must be pleased, Mr. Merriweather, sir. And handsomely paid for 

writing somethin‘ as fine as all this.‖ And then he sighed, ―If only I could put 

into words like you the things I sees and hears, then I could be somebody too. 

Then McNabb and the likes of him would pay more for what I have to offer. You 

are most fortunate, Mr. Merriweather.‖ 

 I gave no hint at that moment what McNabb had done to steal the story 

from me, without even just payment. So as we approached Temple Bar I 

fingered the coins in my purse and prayed they might copulate in their cozy 

leather lair. Go forth, be fruitful and multiply. I removed three shillings and 

tucked them in a special compartment of my waistcoat. Emergency funds. 

 Ape turned heads as he bonged his drum and we merged into the flow of 

traffic funneling into the square. Although I still had eight papers left, I wore 

my confidence like a mantle. I might even order meat with supper tonight, 

along with A.P.‘s beer. 

 ―Who is that?‖ Ape asked. 



The Patterer/Brill 18 

  We shouldered past bodies at a fruit cart and slipped between several 

ladies admiring lace on the rack held by another costermonger. A handsome 

fellow held forth on the very steps where I had planned to pitch. He stood head 

and shoulders above the audience he held captive there. One gentleman in a 

wool banker‘s coat drifted from the crowd and passed us with his head down, 

his nose buried in the paper in his hand. 

 ―Did you see that?‖ A.P. asked as the man brushed past. 

 I swallowed and nodded. It was the Tattler-Tribune. That was my first 

sense of the troubling scene in front of me. The second was of the unusual 

sound in the square. For once, the air lacked what should have been a 

cacophony of street noise. It was as if the vendors and musicians, the beggars 

and the animals, every man, woman, and child all paused to give this man 

their attention. Even from where we stood we could hear him calling to the 

crowd in a clear and melodious voice. 

 ―Gather around me, gentlemen and good gentlewomen. I have a story 

that is true, though it may strain your belief. Come now, I will begin and you 

will be amazed and delighted, confounded, and horrified. You will not walk 

away unfulfilled.‖ 

 A.P. and I moved closer. I stuffed my eight Tattler-Tribunes into my 

satchel so as to be less conspicuous. He paused in the middle of the story to 

sell newspapers and build some tension for what remained. My heart felt heavy 
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as Ape‘s drum and thumped with a dull ache. Here was this man pitching my 

story of the castaways. It was my story, but it was his crowd. 

 ―Wot d‘ye think of ‗im?‖ Publisher McNabb stood behind me. The weasel 

slipped up with such stealth, or I had been too engaged in my newfound rival, 

that I failed to notice his approach. More so, I failed to notice that McNabb‘s 

brother, Archibald, stood beside him. Archie McNabb was built like a brick shit 

house. A coal-hauling porter by trade, he blotted out what was left of the sun 

as he positioned himself behind me. 

 ―Th‘boy has something special,‖ McNabb said. He cocked his head 

towards the patterer. ―He‘s twice your talent and he pays upfront, you poxy 

pool of vermin vomit.‖  

 ―Oh yeah? You fetid funnel of flatulence. Piss off!‖ 

 We unleashed an arsenal of alliteration upon each other, a war of insults 

so increasingly creative that I almost paused in order to capture them in my 

notebook for future use.  

 ―Don‘t forget Stinky Cloud of Skunk Cabbage,‖ A.P. called from the side. 

He elbowed Archie. ―That‘s my favorite.‖ Archie swatted him aside with the 

back of his hand. 

 McNabb made a grab for my satchel and the broadsheets inside. Thrust 

and parry, I whacked him thoroughly upside the head and drove him to the 
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ground and gave him good measure with several more blows of leather on face 

and a fine bit of knuckle too. 

 Bad form. Especially when your victim‘s bigger brother is at your flank. 

Archie pulled me up with a thick forearm upon the back of my neck and a 

hand at my throat. 

 McNabb rose and dusted himself off. He straightened his clothes and 

then straightened his nose. Finally he said, ―You can ease up, Archie, but don‘t 

let him loose until we collect on the day.‖ 

 Archie relaxed just as the wind in my lungs exhausted itself. ―In the nick 

of bloody time,‖ I thought.  

 Ape slapped at Archie‘s back, his shoulder and even his head. Archie 

ignored him while McNabb came at me with a very short, but very sharp 

printer‘s knife. He reached up and tapped its point on my chin then cut 

through the strap of my satchel. He grabbed the bag as it slid off my shoulder 

and removed the copies of the Tattler-Tribune. 

 ―Eight left? You should have done better.‖ 

 ―It was a slow day at the market,‖ I choked. I twisted. I elbowed. I 

surrendered. 

 ―And what‘s this? Gentleman’s Monthly. I c‘not recall selling you any. 

How did you pay for these? For sure, no one along Fleet Street would give you 

credit as I have. No one is that foolish.‖  
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 ―You said it,‖ I squeaked from beneath the pressure of Archie‘s paw. 

 ―William over there. He sold nearly twice‘s many papers,‖ Archibald said 

as he lowered his face near to mine. His breath was so foul I wished he would 

close my throat completely and leave me to die. 

 Publisher McNabb said, ―And William‘ll not be a-asking for credit. 

Straight cash deal fer the takin‘.‖ Then he reached into my pocket and removed 

my purse. 

 Maybe it was the Scot in him, but McNabb only needed to weigh it in the 

palm of his hand to know the balance of coin inside. He raised a furry eyebrow 

and beneath it his eye twinkled with harsh delight. He was accounting for the 

obvious, that I had already withdrawn a portion of my share for the day. 

 ―Always pay thyself first, just so, Leeds?‖ 

  He transferred the money to his own purse and then held a single 

shilling before my eyes. ―I‘m notta thief, you see. Your snipe of an accomplice 

here can bear witness to that. You are hardly worth this but...‖ He made a 

grand show of dropping that coin into my purse and the purse to the ground at 

my feet. ―For a less than stellar day‘s work.‖ 

 McNabb held up the Tattler-Tribune. ―Now I must get these to the 

audience. With good fortune and William‘s talent we will run out in a short 

time.‖ 
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 I struggled, but Archibald tightened his hold, once again cutting off the 

wind to my lungs. Like the first stars in the evening sky, I could see points of 

light twinkling before me. 

 ―Your services are n‘longer required.‖ McNabb turned and backed away. 

―If there be questions, tell anyone who gives a farthing that you, uhm, felt it 

best t‘ explore other employment opportunities.‖ 

 Flog the frog! I‘d been sacked. 
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Chapter 3 

 

  

 It was my unfortunate lot in life to have grown up with education, though 

I don‘t take it as a personal affront. My parents meant well, really. 

 ―You‘re a bloody fool,‖ A.P. said, through the mug at his lips. 

 No, if I had been born into this life on the streets that I had taken to like 

a feral mouse just one fatal SNAP! away from getting caught with his nose in a 

bit of cheese, if I was blissfully unencumbered by knowledge, I would be 

comfortable in my situation. After all, what does a man care about what he 

could achieve when he is too busy just trying to acquire what he must have to 

survive?  

 ―Bugger McNabb. You don‘t need him,‖ A.P. simply stated. 

 We sat at a table far from the hearth of the Moose and Squirrel Tavern, a 

small and dark public house run by a pair of small and dark Russians. From 
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where we sat, the fire across the room was as helpful as a beer stein at a 

temperance revival. A.P. and I were three sheets to the wind and four mugs of 

the owner‘s ―Siberian Drool‖ into a discussion of my future.  

 ―But it‘s not just McNabb, my good little Ape. It‘s the bloody lot of them.‖ 

I snapped my fingers with contempt. ―McNabb was not the first, though, as 

God is my witness, he will be the last. Those publishers, they steal my ideas or 

maim my words with their criminally negligent editing, take all the credit and 

profit while telling me I‘m too fine a patterer to be of any other use to them.‖ 

 ―Well, do have fine looks, a strong voice and straight teeth. Did I mention 

your teeth? I‘d cut off me left pinky for a smile like yours. Do you floss?‖ 

 I ignored him and thumped my mug upon the table. ―Ha. But then they 

sack you for no better reason than they find some fresh word wanker they like 

better. They will respect me when I can publish myself myself someday.‖ 

 ―Ain‘t nobody in London can wank words like you, Mr. Merriweather.‖ 

 I whined. 

 I bitched. 

 I bemoaned my lot in life to the point of turning self-pity into a higher 

form of art. 

 A.P. rolled his eyes and endured. He wasn‘t about to abandon his friend 

and mentor—at least as long as his mug was full. 
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 I couldn‘t see how things could get any worse, so naturally they did. The 

door to the Moose and Squirrel burst open like a trumpet blast announcing the 

triumphant arrival of a hearty party of half-dozen men or so. They paraded in 

behind my better dressed, stipend-baby, remarkably-undistinguished-member-

of-Parliament brother Deuce. Just my bleeding luck. 

 The group chortled and raised the roof, certainly raising the volume 

inside the tavern, with boisterous laughter as they stumbled all over 

themselves to a reserved table across from us. It was really quite festive—a 

dagger to my heart. Deuce stopped long enough to acknowledge us. He 

brushed the brim of his hat with a finger, gave me a measured squint with a 

hint of amusement and a subtle shake of his head.  

 ―Looks like ‗e don‘t need your company tonight, Mr. Merriweather.‖ 

 ―Judging from what I can see of that motley crew, impeccably dressed 

though they may be, my friend, joining those tossers would be the last item on 

my wish list on any night. Especially tonight. They make me sick.‖ 

 ―They make me sick, too,‖ A.P. responded. His face was mostly white with 

shades of green. ―Really sick. Or maybe it‘s the beer.‖ He jumped up from the 

table and disappeared out the side door. It was a commendable effort; he 

almost made it. A.P. painted the door with something vile just before he darted 

out.  
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 ―You‘ll grow out of it, lad,‖ I said to the empty bench where Ape had been 

sitting. I sniffed the remnants of his mug and then poured it into mine.  

 Lancashire was six years older. Father gave him the nickname Deuce 

because he was son number two. Coming in at number four, I had no special 

designation. I didn‘t see much of Lancashire in London; we lived in the extreme 

opposite ends of society. I had my social circle, and he had…well, it was more 

of a trapezoid of friends. But the one thing we had in common, along with the 

Merriweather surname and good looks, was that our oldest brother London 

pressured both of us out of our family estate, Wittyglib Manor. Yes, stay with 

me. London is my brother as well as the town. Lancashire and I are more or 

less in exile, though for entirely different reasons. Deuce got a seat in the 

House of Commons that our brother bought for him on an installment plan, as 

well as a monthly stipend and townhouse. All I got was a friggin‘ shirt. Oh, and 

fifteen lashes. And the toe of my brother‘s boot up me rump. 

 A.P. is as thin as you‘d expect from a regularly undernourished teenager 

of the streets, but he dropped onto his bench like a fifty-pound sack of tired 

grain. He pushed away what was left of the mystery stew we had for dinner 

with a retch and buried his face in his hands. 

 ―If I had known Lancashire was going to bring his little social club here 

tonight I would have gladly endured the swill over at the Bashful Bull instead,‖ 

I said.  

 ―Lancashire?‖ 
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 I nodded toward my brother, ―Yeah. Deuce.‖ 

 ―And your other brother?‖ 

 ―London. And then, naturally, there‘s Lincoln. He‘s after Lancashire, but 

before me.‖ 

 ―You‘re daft, Mr. Merriweather.‖ 

 I admit it was a bit odd. The truth is, and I am to this day uncertain of 

how much truth there is to this, but as the story goes my father traveled 

frequently on business and, as was his habit, would impregnate my mother 

upon his return from some corner of the land. The offspring of that encounter 

was given the name of the most recent stop on my father‘s travels. We are five 

children in all, the first four boys and my sister. In order, we are London, 

Lancashire, Lincoln, Leeds, and Hereford. 

 Pity the girl, my sister Hereford, and the unfortunate timing of her birth. 

I suppose it could have been worse. My father was aging by then and 

sometimes confused the itinerary of his travels. There was apparently much 

discussion about whether Her, as we had taken to calling her, should be 

named after that city, or named from what my father suspected was truly the 

final town of call. How dreadful it would be if she had been christened Snout-

upon-Avon. 

 Though I confess, Snout-upon-Avon Merriweather is a name that rolls 

from the tongue with gentleness reminiscent of the hills surrounding Wittyglib 
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Manor. Snout. Possibly a fine name, come to think of it, for a bold, handsome, 

and full-bodied woman. However my younger sister was a nervous wisp, a 

mousey sort built for a name like Islip or Peepenshire. 

 A.P. caught me studying my brother across the room. ―You‘ll be your old 

self soon enough,‖ he said. ―You always buck up. And b‘sides, it ain‘t as bad as 

all that. You‘ve done well for yourself so far, Mr. Merriweather. It‘s a right life 

enough, I‘d wager.‖ 

 To a lad who thinks a single pound sterling is a King‘s ransom I couldn‘t 

really argue poverty. I was always broke, but I wasn‘t starving.  

 A.P. stood and wiped his chin with the sleeve of his blouse. He picked up 

his coat and thanked me for the meal that he cheerfully assumed was my duty 

to pay. 

 ―I wish I could be you, Mr. Merriweather. Really I do. But I ain‘t got your 

talent for the words.‖ He paused and looked my brother‘s direction. Then he 

said, ―You know where you could go to do what you would do if only you don‘t 

stop yourself from doing what you should do by going there, I say.‖ 

 Somewhere in that tangled net of mangled syntax was a bit of logic, a bit 

that I really didn‘t want to consider.  

 ―That would be like going straight to hell.‖ I attempted a laugh, but the 

thought was a stinging one. 
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 ―Your brothers got money. They could lend ya wot ya need, so whose hell 

is it, Mr. Merriweather?‖ A.P. shrugged as he left. 

 Christ on a crumpet. I hate it when he chirps like my bloody conscience. 

But hell is where your home is. And that is exactly what had A.P. proposed.  

 I watched my brother Lancashire and his friends raise their glasses and 

toast someone or something. Three cheers! Whether my family would feast and 

welcome the prodigal son, or transport me directly to the pillory was a gamble 

at best, a flip of a coin. 

 My brother London became patriarch of the family after my father‘s 

death. If I returned to Wittyglib, London might actually call for a public 

punishment, just on principle. I suppose I could endure being locked down 

head and hands in the village stocks to be pelted with mud and sludge, dead 

cats and road excrement. Dead cats are particularly plentiful and useful 

projectiles for the citizens who turn out for such public displays. Once one has 

been pummeled by a dead cat, any other shame would be, I suspect, shallow 

and short-lived. But it wasn‘t that easy. 

 First, London always felt unappreciated by my father and blamed me. 

Father placed great expectations on him with a very business-like and rather 

arms length approach while I, with no inheritance at stake, was much closer to 

my father‘s heart. It seemed everything I did to please father vexed, annoyed, 

and otherwise ruined London‘s disposition towards me. 
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 And then, of course, there was that other tiny matter, the one with 

London‘s wife Emily. Ah, sweet Emily. She was a much older woman at twenty-

one while I was merely fifteen. It was the year I was schooled in that most 

significant Bible lesson I must have missed in Sunday school about the 

Eleventh Commandment: Thou shalt not shag thy brother‘s wife.   

 That alone would be enough for London to be the pisser in the pot of life.  

 At that moment, so exclusive was my attention to the tale of two Londons, 

one being the city that was increasingly hostile to my existence and the other a 

sibling who was hostile to it from the moment of my birth, that I failed to notice 

the shadow that settled upon the table top. However the knife from nowhere 

that jammed its blade into the wood a mere inch from my hand was an 

unmistakable call to attention. Its hilt quivered, punctuating the force with 

which the knife was planted in the table. 

 And it came with a message, or rather a messenger who looked down 

upon me with a sneer that would make a pirate whimper. His curled lip ruined 

what would have been an otherwise pretty, boyish face. He was a few years 

older than me, maybe thirty years of age, and freckled. He wore a fine silk coat 

and an air of conscience-free menace. 

 ―Your brother. He wants a word with you, Merriweather.‖  
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 I wondered. How is it that a man can go his entire life without being 

significantly accosted, and it was my misfortune to wind up on the pointed end 

of a blade twice in the same day?  

 I rose with a weariness in my bones that was more emotional than 

physical and followed him across the Moose and Squirrel, scuffling up sawdust 

as we went. Lancashire looked at me from the front of the table. His face was 

noncommittal; this was not his idea. 

 The others ignored my arrival. As my knife-wielding escort rejoined the 

group I could not help but notice the effeminate stroke he gave the nape of my 

brother‘s neck as he reclaimed the seat to Lancashire‘s right. 

 A round stranger in the center seat stood and reached out a hand to me, 

bumping the table in the process with enough force that the others rushed to 

protect their glasses from spilling wine. Only one bottle was lost, and it 

appeared to be one mostly empty and useless by that time anyway. 

 ―You must be Merriweather the younger,‖ he said in a voice rich and 

pleasing yet lacking well-rounded vowels so that I could not place his accent.  

 ―Leeds Merriweather, sir. At your service.‖ I bowed slightly. Well, it was 

truly no more than a nod. Any company my brother kept expected more civility 

than they often deserved; I was not about to give him reason to feel superior 

despite whatever class he might have been born to. Take that, you graying 

pudgy poof. 
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 The stranger said, ―Your brother has spoken highly of you this evening.‖ 

Then he winked at Lancashire. ―Although begrudgingly, I suspect. And we have 

much in common, I believe, so I am pleasured to make your acquaintance. I am 

Franklin, Mr. Merriweather. Benjamin Franklin from the Pennsylvania Colony. 

 


