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            Prologue

         

         
            By hand

            Sam

            My fingers are black. You should know that first off. I reckon I’ve drained a well of ink trying to write this. A hundred crumpled versions of what I want to tell you are lying on the boards round my feet. Seeing as how there’s only four sheets of paper left now, I haven’t got much choice in the matter.

            I didn’t know how to begin, how to address you, I mean. In polite circles I suppose they write ‘dear’ or ‘dearest’, but it seemed a liberty.

            Thing is, Sam, I wonder why it is that I haven’t heard from you? I know you’re not dead. I’ve seen your name often enough in my newspaper these last two weeks to prove that you’re very much alive.

            (I’m sure it hasn’t escaped your notice that I’m paying your salary too – yours and all the others at The London Pictorial News. Looking back, I should have realised it was more than a fancy to keep Mr Peters in tea leaves that made me buy it.)

            I didn’t know I had feelings for you until I thought you might be lost to me. Then, after what happened to you and Lucca, I didn’t think I had a chance. I know he told you all about me when you were held prisoner together. Now you’ve had fair time to consider the matter at a distance, perhaps you’ve washed your hands? I wouldn’t blame you, truly. Most men would put a desert between themselves and the trouble I carry around.

            But you’re not most men, are you, Sam? 

            Don’t get me wrong, I’ve seen through you. For a start, I’ve always thought that twitching and bumbling was a show. I’m in the trade, remember? I know a good act when I see one. You’re sharp as a bailiff’s nark, and sly with it. But what you did for Lucca was a fine thing, a brave thing. There’s not many who’d do that. Even if I never hear from you again – and like I said, I wouldn’t blame you – I’ll always be grateful.

            No. More than that. Much more.

            When I read that note you left for me I went straight to my Bible and looked up the reference. I won’t deny it, I was wound up tight as a lace maker’s bobbin thinking you were taunting me, having a last clever word like you always do. But I was wrong. At least I think I was wrong.

            Is that right?

            I’m going round in circles here avoiding the target and I’m running out of paper.

            I need to know, Sam, if you meant what you said about love.

            There. I’ve written it down and it cost me. You’ll notice the ink blot where my hand trembled on the word. If I had the paper I’d start again. It would be a blessing to know for a certainty one way or the other. I’ve got enough on my plate to keep me occupied without you taking up valuable room in my head.

            Lucca said I should write to you. He says a lot of things. As you spent so much time cooped up with him, I imagine you know that already? If he wasn’t an artist he’d make a good vicar – or a father ’fessor. That would be more his line, given he’s a Roman. Thing is, he’s usually right. I trust his judgement. These days Lucca Fratelli is the nearest thing I have to a brother.

            He thinks I should be straight with you, shine up the past so we know exactly where we stand. He reckons you’re waiting for me to show my hand. That’s easier said than done, partly on account of the fact that I’ve not got the paper left, and partly because the past leads to the future.

            I don’t know if that’s somewhere you’ll want to join me. Not after you’ve read this.

            You asked me once what I’d done to make Lady Ginger so partial that she passed her three halls and the bulk of her estate to me. You made it sound like a dirty thing, and you were right, but not in the way you sinuated.

            In the end it was a matter of family.

            Lady Ginger was my grandmother. It all begins there – and most likely it will end there too, but I’m getting ahead of myself.

            She didn’t just leave me her house in Salmon Lane or her scrag-end music halls or even her money. My own grandmother left me caught like a fly in the middle of a web. Sometimes when I try to imagine the threads of it, I can’t see it whole – not the starting nor the finishing of it. It loops back into the past and it winds into the future, twisting itself into so many dark places that I’m frightened to move in case the shivering of the strings causes a spider to come scuttling from the shadows.

            I reckon you understand by now who the spiders are? It’s a funny thing, but I was never frightened of them as a child. Joey, now, that’s another matter. Our rooms were festered with them, especially in the autumn when they trooped inside to find a nice dry hole. It was always me who caught them in a cup and carried them to the window.

            I told you once about Joey. I loved my brother fierce. There was a time when I would have done anything for him, and I did, but it turns out he wasn’t worth the effort. I don’t know where he is now and I don’t much care. That’s a thing I never thought to write, but I learned it the hardest way.

            I’ve only got one sheet left and I’m not getting to the meat.

            The Barons are creatures to be feared, Sam. That’s something you need to know whether or not you decide to answer this.

            Most of them you wouldn’t notice. There are a thousand blackbacks in the City, sitting in silent offices behind great mahogany desks and spinning their threads. They buy the world cheap, wrap it up tight and parcel it off to the highest bidder on behalf of Her Majesty. Very respectable they are, with their plush little wives and pink-cheeked children; a house in the town, a place in the country and a plate on the family pew.

            The Barons are just the same, except when they sit at the mahogany desks in their silent offices, they’re waiting for a jangle on a web that hooks up every foul trade and noxious game you can imagine. And some, I’m glad for your sake, you probably can’t. I wouldn’t be surprised if the fog that rolls regular from the river isn’t the steam off their labours. They’ve got it all portioned and weighed. They all have their place in the scheme of filthy things and a territory to call their own.

            Like I said, you’re a clever man, Sam. You knew she was a Baron all along, didn’t you? Lady Ginger, I mean. And now you know about me.

            A year back when my grandmother knew she was dying she passed everything to me – her territory, Paradise, included. She told me it was named for plenty; the spices and the silks, the furs and the ivory, the tobacco and the opium – everything that washes up right here on the banks of the dirty grey river. Everything that washes up in my lap.

            At first I was flattered, I won’t deny it, and I won’t insult you by pretending I didn’t understand what I was entering into when I agreed to take it from her, even though Lucca warned me.

            It was like a game at the beginning. My head was so turned by the crowd that called out my name night after night in the halls when I was singing seventy foot up in that cage that I wanted to hear them shout for me again. The joke of it is that you gave me the name they was hollering. It was you who called me The Limehouse Linnet when you first saw me perform in my cage at The Gaudy. You wrote it in your newspaper and the name stuck.

            Even though Paradise was riddled with rot like the canker eating my grandmother from the inside out, I thought I could deal with it in my own way. I reckoned I could brush it up, make it a cleaner place for the poor types who came with the dirty trades. I could make them all love me, I thought.

            I was wrong about that. I’ve been wrong about so much.

            ‘We have fallen, but the wonders and riches of the world are crammed into the warehouses that huddle by the Thames.’ That’s what my grandmother said the night I took her place as a Baron. She made it sound like a second Garden of Eden.

            Well, I’ve fallen right enough. Like I said, my fingers are black, but not just with ink.

            Bad luck follows me around like a starving dog. It sniffs at my skirts and snaps at the heels of everyone I care about. You need to mark that, Sam, because the Barons will have marked you. They have a particular interest in my family and anyone close.

            The very first time I spoke to my grandmother she said my brother was a murderer. I didn’t believe her, but she was telling the truth. Joey Peck murdered one of the Barons and the man he killed was the brother of Lord Kite, the most powerful among their number.

            I fear him. I fear them all, but Kite the most. His real name – the name he goes by in his business – is Anthony Carstone. The Barons dress their cant with secret names and ceremonies that would turn a cardinal green. They treat it very serious and that’s the greatest joke of all. I suppose it takes a girl from the halls to see through to the bone.

            Carstone’s a legal, a judge, and he’s got the reins of the law tight in his hands. I’m telling you this because in your line of work you might come across him, and because you’ll need to know it if he comes for you.

            Soon he’ll come for me. Not Kite personally, you understand – he’s too grand to dirty his hands. Most likely it will be his man of trade, Matthias Schalk.

            You already know him, Sam. He took your eye in place of Lucca’s.

            There’s less than half a side of paper left. I’ve been scratching away all night and it’s light outside. Lok is standing at the door now. I asked him to come to me sharp at six to collect this letter. He’s to put it into your hand only. He won’t wait around for an answer and I don’t expect one immediate. You’ll need to think hard before you come to a certainty.

            I’ve not got the space to tell you more, except to say I’m not a Baron, not any more. I’m Kitty Peck, proprietor, female, of three dog-kennel music halls in the arse end of London. But it’s not over with the Barons. There’s only one way out of their number and it don’t come with a pat on the back and a golden fob.

            I’m going to make them pay for what they are and for what they’ve done. I swear it on my mother’s grave. Turns out Lady Ginger left me what you might call a family obligation there. It’s the one thing I’ve been happy to take from her hands.

            I wasn’t straight with you from the beginning and I should have been. I’ve caused you pain and a loss I cannot repay. I’ve led you into danger and I regret that more than I can say. But even if you never want to see me again you’ll be walking in my shadow and that’s a dark place.

            I’d be a liar if I said I didn’t want you walking beside me, Sam Collins.

            Yours in truth,

            Kitty 

         

      

   


   
      
         

            Chapter One

         

         The limes were spitting like cats and burning fit for Guy Fawkes. I could hardly make out the body slumped in a chair in the middle of the stage on account of the light.

         I shielded my eyes, but it didn’t do no good. I still couldn’t see him clear. He was just a shadow beyond the flickering wall. I wasn’t sure I wanted to, not after what Fitzy said about the way he’d found him.

         Three tables and six chairs were set out in a neat row just below the apron of The Carnival’s stage. That was when he knew something was up, Fitzy said. The night before, see, he’d piled the furniture up against the sides to get to the floorboards. There’d been complaints about the smell fugging up the hall and it was most likely rats, dead ones, a rotten nest of them. As manager of The Carnival, he’d come in early with a crowbar to take up the floor and deal with it.

         Fitzy had found a corpse right enough, but it wasn’t a rat and it wasn’t buried under The Carnival’s greasy boards.

         He pointed to the table in the centre of the row. Two figures showed up black against the blinding light from the stage.

         ‘You want to take a look at them first.’ He fished a silver flask from a pocket in his chequered jacket. I noted the tremor in his hands as he unscrewed the cap. For once I gave him the benefit. I didn’t think it was the liquor that made him fumble.

         From behind, it looked like there were two children, a boy and a girl, sitting there meek as a Sunday school in front of the stage. The girl’s long black hair was twisted into a plait that trailed over the back of the chair, and the red mop on the boy caught the flare from the cups dancing dangerously high along the apron. I went forward until I was almost level with them.

         I could feel the heat off the limes licking my face. The brass cups jittered with the force of it. I turned to Lucca and Tan Seng, who were standing behind me. Tan Seng’s unlined, oval face was blank as usual, he never gave anything away, but the skin around Lucca’s one good eye pulled tight as he stared up at the stage.

         I pointed back down the hall to the fringed curtain drawn across the doorway leading out to the street.

         ‘Tan Seng, will you stand out front and make sure no one comes in, please? It’s early, but you never know. The hands need to go through the hall to the workshops.’

         ‘Lady.’

         He bowed and slipped silently back to the entrance. His long grey plait, still black at the tip, swished down the back of his sober tunic as he walked. I rarely went anywhere these days without one of the Chinese brothers who’d come to me with my grandmother’s house. Tan Seng and Lok had been Lady Ginger’s servants, but I was glad to call them my friends.

         I turned to Lucca. ‘Can you go behind and turn the cylinders down? Firing like this, they’ll take The Carnival and everything in it.’ He nodded and went to the stairs at the right of the stage, disappearing behind the painted flaps that screened off the sides.

         I shouted after him. ‘Turn them low, but don’t turn them off.’

         A moment later the hissing grew faint and the brass stopped chinking. The limes dimmed, but there was still a glint in the black glass eyes of Signor Marcelli’s red-haired boy. Which was more than I could say for Lena.

         Deep scratches slanted across the marionette’s painted face and there were two ragged black holes where someone had gouged out her eyes. The shadowy pits gave her the look of a skull.

         To be straight, I never liked Lena and her brother Milo, them being the names Signor Marcelli gave his darlings. To my mind there was something sinister about their hard, pointed little faces. In the act they were supposed to be his children, but their rouged cheeks, dark arched brows and pouting lips gave the impression that they were adults shrunk in the wash.

         Lena was the worst. I’d seen tuppenny bangtails north of forty who looked a deal more innocent than she did. Signor Marcelli was a regular slave to her paintwork on account of the harshness of the limelight.

         ‘My little one has to look her best.’ That’s what he used to tell us as he dabbed at her lips and brought a rosy glow to her wooden cheeks. Lucca said it was like he was in love with her and I reckoned he was right. Thing is, I didn’t think Signor Marcelli loved Lena like a child and that’s why I was wary of her. And I didn’t go much on him, neither, even though the punters liked him well enough. He was a peculiar, scrawny-limbed little man, with a painted face like his marionettes. God rest his soul.

         It was unnerving the way that bleedin’ puppet sat there now with her wooden hands cupped in the lap of her white smock. As I grew customed to the light, I saw there was something in her upturned palm. I reached down, but she was finely balanced on the seat and the movement disturbed her. She slipped to the left. One arm dislodged from its pose to swing loose at the side. 

         Something, things more rightly, fell to the floor. One skittered over the boards towards Fitzy. The other span round and came to a rest next to my foot. I bent to take it up and turned the small twisted lump around in my fingers, trying to make sense of what I was looking at.

         ‘I think it is an ear, Fannella.’

         Lucca had come down from the stage. As he stared at the shell-like object, the scars tightened round his mouth.

         ‘And here’s its mate.’ Fitzy held out a similar curled nubble. The hairs on the back of his fat freckled hand showed up ginger in the limelight.

         ‘From the boy.’ He nodded at the other puppet, blew out his cheeks and added, unnecessarily, ‘Some bastard’s cut off his ears.’

         He delivered that in a tone of mournful disgust as if it was genuine meat and gristle he was clutching, not a bit of pink-painted plaster. I almost laughed out loud, but I buttoned it on account of what was on the stage behind me. It didn’t seem respectful.

         I turned to Milo and pushed back his thick red hair. It was just the same as the girl. Ugly grooves and deep score marks across the side of the puppet’s head showed where the ear had been hacked away. The knife, or whatever it was that had been used to do this, had cut through the plaster to the wood beneath. Frayed splinters fringed the plaster wound. Even though this wasn’t a child of flesh and blood, the butchery was still uncomfortable to look at. This hadn’t been a delicate, careful job; the jagged furrows bore witness to a savage attack.

         Of an instant, I caught a scent, or thought I did. Just recently I’d been waking in the early hours convinced there was someone with me in the dark, someone standing so close to my bed I could smell the leather and spice of their cologne.

         I glanced at Lucca.

         ‘Do you recognise it?’

         He frowned. ‘Recognise what?’

         ‘The stink of cologne. I thought …’ I stopped myself. Even as I put it into words, I knew I was mistaken.

         Lucca shook his head slowly. ‘There is a … scent here, Fannella, but it is not cologne.’ He looked to the shadowy figure on the stage and crossed himself. I took a sharp breath and caught his meaning. Signor Marcelli must have loosened his bowels and pissed himself, poor sod.

         I stroked Milo’s hair back into place, but he slid towards his sister. Someone had cut the strings off both puppets in order to make them more amenable to arrangement. Now they were slumped at the table together like a pair of drunken half-pint punters, their heads angled close to take in the view.

         Fitzy held out the flask. ‘You might need a drop of this before you go up there.’ He jerked his fat head towards the stage. ‘A terrible sight, so he is.’

         I ignored the offer. ‘You told anyone else about this?’

         I heard the wet glug of Fitzy’s swallow as he tipped back the flask and drank deep. He wiped the neck on his cuff and offered it to Lucca, who stepped back sharp, surprised and, given his notable fastidious nature, most probably repelled.

         ‘I sent the boy to The Palace, straight after I found him.’ Fitzy moved the flask from hand to hand as he spoke, the silver glinting greenish in the limelight. ‘Then I was reacquainted with my breakfast.’

         Fitzy’s little eyes slid to the stage. I saw a shudder roll across his broad shoulders. He crossed himself, which was most unlike him, and Lucca – being of the same persuasion, but a more regular kneeler – did the same, again.

         What was up there?

         Two months back, when Netta Swift lit up like a Roman candle on the night of her first solo outing at The Carnival, it had been Fitzy who had doused the flames with buckets of sand. But not before we all got an eyeful of the pitiful, blackened wreck of her. I thought I’d never get the rancid pork-chop stench of melted human flesh out of my nose, but Fitzy, now, he took it in his stride.

         If the sight and smell of Netta didn’t turn his gin-lined guts, then Signor Marcelli must have been a ripe eye-poker. I looked up at the stage. Now the limes were burning lower it was mostly in shadow, only the sloping boards showed clear. From where I was standing all I could see was the back of a chair.

         Fitzy cleared his throat and pointed at the steps. ‘I think you’d best go up and have a look before I clear him away.’ He rolled Milo’s ear around in his palm. ‘If you think these two are … Well, like I said, take a look for yourself.’

         I couldn’t put it off any longer. I put Milo’s right ear on the table and wiped my hands on my skirt like it was real. I turned to the stage.

         ‘You two follow me up.’

         
            *

         

         Nanny Peck, the woman I thought to be my true grandmother until I knew different, used to let me play with her wool box. We’d sit together in front of the hearth and she’d show me how to wrap yarn round and round my hands, changing the pattern with a single movement of the wrist or a twist of a finger. I thought about the old girl and her yarn game now.

         Signor Marcelli was caught in a cat’s cradle. The limes flickering in a semicircle behind him cast his shadow to the back of the stage, but I could see a tangle of criss-cross strings rising above him.

         We’d gone up the side stairs and now we were standing to the right of the stage. It was plain as the boil on Fitzy’s nose that none of us wanted to go any closer. I glanced at Lucca; the scars down the right side of his face pulled tight round his mouth and jaw.

         ‘Like I said, you’d best take a look.’ Fitzy motioned me forward in the way you might usher a guest into a parlour. Apart from that fussy flap of the hand, he didn’t shift himself. I went three steps nearer before the stench of blood stopped me short. My feet turned to lead. The boards squeaked as Lucca came to stand next to me. He took my hand and I gripped tight.

         ‘Courage, Fannella,’ he whispered. We went forward together.

         I could see Signor Marcelli quite clear now. A thick black, flat-headed nail had been driven into the old man’s upturned hand. It split his palm and bored straight through to the wooden arm of the chair. His other hand was nailed to the opposite arm and his bare feet were skewered to the boards. One of his toes was pulped and crushed where the hammer blow had missed its mark.

         The head of another nail protruded from his breeches. There was a wet dark mess in his lap.

         ‘Jesus Christ!’ I tore my eyes away and stared up into the flights where the strings attached to the nails in his body disappeared into the gantry walks far overhead. Signor Marcelli had been strung up like one of his own puppets.

         ‘È l’opera del diavolo.’

         I heard Lucca whispering a prayer in the Roman. If I’d been a Bible type I might have joined him. My stomach pitched like a herring smack. No wonder Fitzy saw his breakfast again. I swiped at the tears running down my face.

         ‘It doesn’t get any better the second time, so it doesn’t.’ I heard the whistle of air through the thicket in Fitzy’s nostrils as he breathed deep. ‘I thought you should see it for yourself. His face, now …’ The metallic rasp of the flask cap came again and the cut of cheap gin in the air was a relief. ‘The mouth. I haven’t touched it. I left it for you.’

         I couldn’t see what he meant at first.

         The limes were burning low now and Signor Marcelli had his back to them, his chin buried on his chest. The boot black he used to paint hair on his balding crown was melting onto his collar. I didn’t want to touch him.

         Lucca squeezed my hand as I reached out to tip back the old man’s head.

         I couldn’t hold down the yelp of horror.

         His cheeks had been slit from the corners of his mouth to his ears, and then the gaping bloody wreck of his face had been crudely sewn together again. Wide black stitches sealed his puckered lips together into a permanent, hideous, lop-sided grin. The effect of it, with all the strings rising around him, made poor Signor Marcelli look even more like one of his own marionettes.

         Fitz cleared his throat. ‘What kind of a bastard would do that to a man?’ 

         ‘Schalk.’ Lucca whispered the name that had been slicing through my mind like the swish of a blade since Fitzy’s smudge-faced messenger boy had arrived breathless at The Palace. The scent of leather and spice came to me again, tart as the image of the hawk-headed cane that Matthias Schalk carried in his left hand. He wasn’t lame and he wasn’t a man of fashion. That bleedin’ cane of his was a weapon.

         As I stood there, looking down at the wreck of Signor Marcelli’s face, I thought about what Schalk had done to Lucca. What he’d done to all of them – Danny, Old Peter, Netta, little Edie, Swami Jonah, Brigid … Sam.

         God forgive me, but at that moment I found myself thinking most especially about Sam. If Lok had done as I’d asked, he’d have read my letter by now. I felt the shift of the hairs on the back of my neck. Maybe writing it out like that had twisted the key and now all the clockwork cogs and gears were turning to a conclusion?

         I heard Fitzy mutter something under his faded whiskers and turned to face him.

         ‘I didn’t catch that.’

         I waited for him to repeat himself, although I knew full well what he’d said.

         ‘Jonah.’ That’s what he’d called me from the day I inherited three halls, The Carnival, The Comet and The Gaudy, from my grandmother. He had a point. The Gaudy had burned to the ground, The Comet was still being repaired after I’d fallen from the ceiling in my cage, taking half the ceiling with it, and The Carnival reeked of Netta’s death. Even if it wasn’t the actual roast-meat stench that lingered, it was the membrance. And now Signor Marcelli. 

         ‘You’ll have to do something about that mumbling, Fitzpatrick. A person might suppose your wits have gone for a ramble.’ I stared at him, trying to master the fear stroking a feather down my spine. ‘The boy you sent, did he see any of this?’

         Fitzy shook his head. ‘After I found the poor bugger, I needed some air. I went out front to the street. The coal drays were about early. I gave the carrier’s lad a penny to fetch you and a sixpence to his master for the use of him. I’m the only one who knows about this.’

         He paused and seemed to examine the reflection of his face in the flask in his hands. ‘It’s not like we want the law to come knocking, is it, Ma’am?’

         He gave that last courtesy a garnish of insolence and took another swig. I caught Lucca’s eye before I answered, slowly.

         ‘You did well, Fitzpatrick. Your discretion is noted. And now I want you to deal with the body. Treat it decent, with proper respect, but take it away somewhere and lose it.’ I felt Lena’s sightless eyes on me from the hall as I went on. ‘It’s not as if he had family, so there’s not likely to be anyone asking questions.’

         ‘But what about the other acts? Even if he didn’t have family, they …’ Lucca faltered as I turned to him.

         ‘Are you telling me he’ll be missed?’ I felt bad putting it so spare without dressing it up, but it was the truth and we all knew it. I wouldn’t wish ill on Signor Marcelli, but I wouldn’t wish him luck either and I knew the turns he shared the bottom end of the bill with felt the same. I’d seen the way they avoided him backstage and out in the workshops. He wasn’t what you’d call popular, which was a sort of relief under the circumstances. 

         ‘Of course, people will be curious as to where he’s gone.’ I looked straight into Fitzy’s bloodshot eyes. He had a mouth on him slack as a sandboy’s pouch, so I spoke slowly to be certain we understood each other. ‘I reckon he’s moved north, to Leeds, say, or maybe Edinburgh, don’t you? They still like the old stuff up there. From what I hear The Panopticon in Glasgow’s a regular rest home for sentimentals. So, if anyone enquires after Signor Marcelli’s whereabouts you’ll say he’s taken up an offer he couldn’t refuse.’

         ‘Well, that’s true enough, so it is.’ Fitzy wiped the back of a hand across his mouth. ‘You’ll be knowing the story of the three wise monkeys, Ma’am?’

         Of course I did. It was one of Nanny Peck’s particulars. I quizzed at him. ‘What’s that got to do with Signor Marcelli?’

         Even as I asked the question, I had a clarity. As did Lucca.

         ‘Non vedere il male. Non sentire il male. Non parlare male.’

         He turned to the darkened hall where the puppets slumped together. ‘Lena’s eyes, Milo’s ears and …’ He crossed himself again.

         I forced myself to look again at the stitches sealing Marcelli’s slashed and bloodied mouth. For all his faults – and God knows there were enough of them to keep him jawing in a ’fessional until a fortnight after the second coming – Fitzy knew a theatrical tableau when he saw one.

         See no evil. Hear no evil. Speak no evil.

         It was a message.

         Since that time at the cemetery when I’d taken my grandmother’s bitter little corpse on its last outing, I’d been waiting for them. When nothing happened for what seemed a very long time I even wondered, of occasion, if they’d forgotten me. 

         I barked out a laugh and just as quick I smacked a hand over my mouth to force it back and seal the noise inside. Lucca and Fitzy stared at me like I was a Bedlam.

         I might have finished with the Barons, but the Barons hadn’t finished with me.

      

   


   
      
         

            Chapter Two

         

         The steps of the hack clattered down to the cobbles. Tan Seng went out first. He stood for a moment, turning his head slowly from left to right. When he was certain of safety, he offered up a hand to help me down. The light blinded me for an instant as I stepped through the narrow door. A gust of wind caught the ribbons from my bonnet and whips of dark blue satin stung my cheeks. Lucca clamped a hand to his own broad-brimmed hat as he joined us in the road. He always wore that hat when we went about. Conscious of his scars, he hid them in the shadow.

         It wasn’t far from The Carnival to Salmon Lane, less than a mile, but we’d kept the blinds drawn close all the way back. We didn’t talk as we sat there in the gloom, breathing in fusty leather and listening to the clip of the hooves, the squeak of the springs and the rumble of the wheels.

         Once I’d squared it with the driver, we set off in a tight huddle down Salmon Lane, turning sharp into the alley leading to The Palace. There was a time when I thought the house my grandmother had left to me was a fine thing. She’d ruled Paradise from here, sitting in her nest of cushions on the second floor, coiled about with the noxious fug from her opium pipe. French jet eyes glinting through the smoke, she’d tap her ringed bony fingers on the boards, give orders in that peculiar voice – my grandmother spoke like a child who’d swallowed a mouthful of fine dinner crystal – and the world turned. The sheer force of her will made everyone see both her and her house as something great and terrible. 

         Years back when we lived in two rooms off Church Row, Nanny Peck had told me and Joey stories from her old country. As a consequence, I knew all about the danger of the glamour. The little folk could blind the unwary, she warned us. Their spells could make a mortal believe the impossible.

         I should have paid more attention to those tales.

         Now The Palace was mine. It was a good deal cleaner and more fragrant inside than it had been in half a century, but without Lady Ginger clicking her fingers and rattling her jewels it had lost the glamour. These days, all I saw when I looked up at its soot-stained bricks, peeling paint and rows of narrow windows was another sort of cage.

         Peggy was waiting in the hall. She was sitting barefoot on the stairs in her wrapper. Sunlight slanted from the fan over the doors, shining up the red in her dark hair.

         She stood, put her hands to her waist and arched her back. The rounded bump of her unborn baby showed clear against the cotton.

         ‘You were up at the crack. I thought you’d all deserted me. What was it that took you out so urgent?’ She waited for a reply. Lucca removed his hat and started to fumble with the rim and Tan Seng found a smut on the brass of the door handle that needed attention.

         We were an odd collation, I won’t deny it.

         Lucca and Peggy lived with me at The Palace now. I’d insisted on it. I told them both it was for my sake. I dressed it up and said I felt safer having them around, but the truth was quite the opposite. I wanted them where I could protect them.

         For once, Lucca hadn’t argued. Tell truth, I’d expected him to put up more of a fight about it, him being so independent and having … well, let’s just say he had a particular life of his own to attend to. Then again, after what happened with Matthias Schalk, I wasn’t surprised.

         Lucca needed friends nearby when the nightmares came. These days they came often. I was no lay abed, but it didn’t matter what time I roused myself, of a generality I’d find him sitting alone in the parlour, dressed for the day with a book open on his lap.

         I’d arranged for all his gear – his paints, canvases, sketches, brushes and that – to be brought to The Palace from his lodgings by the river. Now he had a room for his art at the top of the house just below the attics, where the tall arched windows gave a view over the roofs of Limehouse to the masts of the ships riding on the river.

         The light was good for painting, he said, but I noted he never went up there.

         Point of fact, he never went anywhere much. We didn’t talk about it, but I knew Lucca couldn’t go back to the workshops. After Matthias Schalk forced him to paint those vile pictures of me at The Comet and at The Carnival he couldn’t face the memory of what he’d done.

         Fitzy wasn’t pleased to lose his best painter. These days the old knuckler’s ample backside was lodged most firmly in the chair behind the desk at The Carnival. He was revelling in his role as titular manager of my halls, lording over the hands and the acts as if he was the actual proprietor.

         To be fair to him, which is something I never thought I’d say, he was making a good fist of the job. The Carnival was actually turning a mouse-spit profit again, and I knew he was itching to make an impression with The Comet when it re-opened. Part of that impression was his plan for a grand mural of the ‘muses at play’ above the arch. What he had in mind, he told Lucca, was ‘something artistic’.

         This turned out to be a group of ample beauties disporting themselves in a field with only the faintest suggestion of drapery minding the view of their arts. When Lucca refused, Fitzy took it as a personal slight on his taste. He asked me to force him to take the job, but I never mentioned it.

         I knew why Lucca never wanted to paint a mural at The Comet again.

         ‘Has Lok come home yet, Peg?’ I pulled a pin from the crown of my bonnet.

         She shook her head. ‘He went off early too. He brought me tea before he went.’

         Like his brother Tan Seng, Lok was old. I didn’t know which of them was the senior and I couldn’t put a figure to either of them. They didn’t look much alike. Tan Seng was around my height with a face smooth and gold as a harvest moon. Lok was tiny with skin crumpled up like morning bed sheets.

         Tan Seng had a curious grace to him and something I might describe as presence. He was more serious than Lok and given to still moments of distant thoughtfulness. In contrast, his wiry brother was wound tight as a clockwork mouse. Rest wasn’t something that came natural to Lok and, as a consequence, The Palace was a shining tribute to his skills with a duster and a tin of beeswax. Where Tan Seng liked to keep his thoughts private, Lok was a gossip and, on account of that and a natural affinity between them, Peggy was his friend.

         If I ever tried to quiz the brothers about their past, they had a neat way of changing the subject or slipping away to attend to something more urgent. The things I knew for a certainty were that Lady Ginger had come across them in the halls and taken them into her service; that they were utterly loyal to her. And that now they were loyal to me.

         Peggy yawned and covered her pretty mouth with her hand. These days there was a ripeness to her I was glad to see. There was a glow to her skin that suggested somewhere deep inside there was a lamp burning bright.

         ‘Before he went off, Lok said Fitzy wanted to see you. What brought him out of his kennel so early, Kit? He’s no lark.’ She looked from Lucca to Tan Seng and then at me. The set of our faces must have told her this hadn’t been a regular bit of business.

         ‘Something’s happened, hasn’t it?’ Her hand clutched the wrapper, wrinkling the fabric tight across her body. ‘It’s not … it’s not Danny, is it? Have you … heard something?’

         The question was almost a whisper.

         Danny! Always Danny with her. Every day Peggy Worrow lived in hope of hearing that her man, Danny Tewson, was coming back. He wasn’t, not unless he was a second Lazarus.

         I was about to say something tart, but I buttoned it. Peggy was a good soul. I’d known her since we worked together backstage in the halls. Apart from Lucca she was my oldest friend. There was a time when I could tell her everything, but I could never tell her the truth about Danny. She deserved better from me, and certainly not the lash of my tongue.

         I shook my head. ‘No, Peg. It was nothing to do with Dan.’

         She sighed. It was a sound of a relief watered with disappointment.

         I turned the hat pin between my fingers, wondering how much to say. The light from the fan caught the facets of the blue glass stone set at the blunt end. It didn’t seem right to describe what we’d seen at The Carnival to a woman in her condition. Peggy didn’t need to know the detail.

         I decided to keep it simple, but close to the truth.

         ‘Signor Marcelli is dead. Fitzy found him at The Carnival this morning. That’s why he sent word.’

         ‘What happened?’ Peggy’s hand loosened on the wrapper. She came down the last few stairs to stand on the black and white marble tiles of the hall. I twiddled the pin and didn’t look at her direct.

         ‘When Fitzy went to open up, Signor Marcelli was on stage with his puppets. He …’

         I cast around for a way to finish that and I was grateful when Lucca carried on.

         ‘He used to practise … at night after everyone had gone, do you remember, Peggy? How he liked to be alone there with Milo … and with Lena.’ He placed an emphasis on the girl puppet’s name that opened a box of meanings, none of them pleasant.

         I saw a sort of understanding flower in Peggy’s eyes.

         ‘Is that it?’ She grimaced. ‘He must have been well past sixty, maybe near seventy. It was hard to tell under all that paint he used on himself. It was his heart I suppose.’

         It was a statement rather than a question. When none of us spoke she took our silence for agreement.

         ‘Well, I never liked him much, or them puppets of his, especially that Lena. Horrible lively thing she was. I know it’s wrong to speak ill of the dead, but if you want my opinion, I don’t reckon he’ll be missed.’ 

         A part of me was glad to hear her say that. It’s what I was banking on. I pulled off my bonnet and placed it on the hall table next to a vase of roses. As I did so a scatter of yellow petals fell to the floor. The roses were Lok’s doing; he liked to have fresh flowers around the place.

         I wondered about that letter. Lok would have put it direct into Sam’s hand by now. I felt a quick sharp jab beneath the ribs at the thought of him reading it.

         Peggy brought me back.

         ‘What’s going to happen then? Is he going to be buried decent? I don’t mind telling you, Kit, there’s not many who’ll follow his coffin.’ Her bare feet slapped on the tiles as she went to gather up the fallen petals. She straightened up and faced me. ‘It’s a shame, but there it is.’

         I glanced at Lucca. ‘There’s not going be a funeral. To be straight with you, Peg, I don’t want word getting around that he died on stage. The Carnival’s had its share of bad luck recently and that’s not good for trade. I’ve asked Fitzy to deal with it. He’ll put it about that Signor Marcelli’s gone north. An offer from Leeds.’

         As I lied, the small silk bird sewn to the brim of the bonnet regarded me with glittering black-bead eyes. There was a loud metallic rattle and a precise, cold voice called out from somewhere above.

         ‘Deal with it. Deal with it.’

         There were times when it was as if that bleedin’ bird could read my thoughts. Jacobin, my grandmother’s mangy grey parrot, had come to me along with The Palace. He lived in a big gilt cage in the corner of the parlour. The worst of it was that he’d picked up Lady Ginger’s voice – along with her malice – to perfection. Half the time you could almost believe it was her hunched up in the shadows, watching and listening.

         Peggy wrinkled her nose and turned to look up the stairs. She didn’t like Jacobin, and neither did I.

         ‘There’s another early riser.’ She pushed the petals into the pocket of her wrapper. ‘So that’s the story, is it? He’s gone to Leeds?’ She nodded. ‘I can see the sense of that, I won’t deny it, especially after what happened to Netta. But what about his landlord, Old Steddings? Signor Marcelli’s been lodged with him down Maize Row for as long as I can remember. He’ll likely miss him, although he’ll be about the only one who does.’

         I’d already thought of that. I carried on twirling the pin. If I let my eyes roam into the glass, I could see tiny versions of my face, pale and pointed, reflected over and over in the facets. I didn’t look up.

         ‘I imagine he’ll miss the rent, Peg, but not much else. I’ve asked Fitzy to make a visit to his rooms, pay his bills and collect his belongings. He’ll tell Steddings the same story – that Marcelli’s had a smart offer and gone north. Before he went – in a terrible hurry he was – he asked for his things to be sent on.’

         ‘But what about a funeral? Even if you’re not telling folk he’s dead, you’ve got to bury him somewhere. It’s only decent, even under the circumstances.’ Peggy turned to Lucca. ‘He was one of your lot, I should think?’

         ‘Sì.’ Lucca shuffled uncertainly. ‘It’s been some time since I last went to mass, but I think Signor Marcelli … he …’

         He was about to be wrapped in an oilcloth and dumped in the Thames estuary east of Gravesend; I knew that’s what Lucca was thinking. It was all decided before we left The Carnival. I cut in to save his guilty conscience. 

         ‘I’ve asked Fitzy to deal with that too. It will be quiet, nothing fancy.’ I looked at her now. ‘On the parish.’

         ‘Well, it sounds like you’ve got it all worked out then, Kit.’ Peggy stared at me for a moment longer than was comfortable. ‘You’re being straight with me, aren’t you?’

         ‘Of course I am.’ It came out too quick. I dropped the pin to the marble floor. It spun around in a lazy circle and came to a rest with the sharp end pointing at me.

         Peggy bent to retrieve it. ‘Is that right?’

         I nodded as she straightened up and handed it to me.

         ‘Only when you came in through that door just now, your face was paler than a sheet of Bible tripe. And there’s blood on the hem of your dress, Kit.’

      

   


   
      
         

            Chapter Three

         

         The faded Turkey rug was still covered with my half-finished letters, every one different, every one wrong. There was a disorderly mound of papers covered with my scrawl spread across the desk too.

         I wondered if he’d read my letter yet. Or perhaps he’d thrown it away without bothering to open it? Christ! I’d just spent half the morning staring at a corpse and all I could think about was whether or not Sam Collins still cared for me.

         ‘You need to get a grip on yourself, girl.’ I spoke aloud and tried to concentrate on Signor Marcelli.

         See no evil. Hear no evil. Speak no evil.

         I reckoned Fitzy was right about the three wise monkeys. It was never simple with the Barons. There was a message tangled up in them strings tied to the old man’s body, but what did it mean?

         ‘Think!’

         Somewhere outside, a bell chimed the hour. Depending on the wind and the season, the bells that sounded in Salmon Lane were either swung in the tower at St Dunstan’s over Stepney way, or closer to home at St Anne’s, Limehouse. This was a flat, dull, broken sound. According to Lucca, there was a crack as wide as a fist in the skirt of the single bell in the tall square tower at St Anne’s. I counted twelve leaden strokes.

         He’d had that bleedin’ letter for at least four hours.

         ‘Tell truth’, now that was a neat little phrase that always came easy to my lips, but it was a very difficult thing to put down on paper. What would Sam think of me now?

         When Peggy saw the blood, I couldn’t get away from the hallway fast enough. I cantered up the stairs to my room without giving her the answer she wanted.

         At that moment all I wanted was to get out of that dress and wash away the stench of Signor Marcelli. Tell truth, I wanted to get away from Peggy too, from the accusing look on her face.

         I planted my elbows on the desk top, rested my forehead in the heels of my hands and shut my eyes.

         There was a soft tap. I ignored it, but whoever it was tried again. I heard the rattle of the handle and a creak as the door swung open. I looked up to see Lucca out on the landing. He bent to retrieve the tray at his feet. Straightening up, he stared at the papers strewn across the table, the rug and the boards. There was a crumpled ball near the door. He kicked it as he entered the room and it skittered towards the hearth.

         ‘You’ll need to clear a space for this, Fannella.’

         He crossed to the desk and waited while I moved the mess to one side. In the confusion earlier, I’d left the pen lying open. Black ink had seeped into the worktop, leaving a bruise in the leather. I started to rub at the stain with the tip of a finger, but it spread the mark. I balled my hand into a fist and thumped it down hard.

         ‘Useless.’

         I wasn’t talking about the desk.

         ‘I’ll bring some turpentine from the attic – it might help.’

         I looked up. Lucca’s brown eye was round and knowing as an owl’s. He’d taken to wearing his thick dark hair combed forward to hide the scarred half of his face. It suited him. He was still thin from the illness, but then again, he never had much meat on his frame. It was only the purple-grey hollow slung beneath his left eye that told a tale.

         ‘Tea – just as you like it, Fannella. Just tea, no milk.’

         Fannella was his special name for me. It came from a time when I was no more than a slop girl clearing out the halls. Lucca was on stage late one evening, fixing up a bit of damaged scenery, and I was up in the gallery thinking that all I had in the way of company was a frowsy mop. I was singing, as was usual, and when I stopped to rinse out God knows what, I heard someone clapping on the stage. I leaned over the rail and there he was at the front of the apron, lit up like a demon in the flares.

         On account of his face – all puckered and scarred on one side – all the girls in the halls were wary of Lucca. And I was too back then. I ducked down quick, thinking he hadn’t seen me. Limelight is a dangerous thing. Word put about was that Lucca Fratelli had got himself badly burned up west. Why else would a talented scenery painter hide himself away in a thruppenny hall?

         As I hid there behind the rail, choking on the rank coming off the mop, I heard him start clapping again.

         ‘Bravo, Fannella, bravo.’ That’s what he called out. Back in Naples where he came from originally, Fannella means ‘little bird’. The name stuck, and so did we. After that night we was close as two halves of a walnut.

         Lucca rested the tray on the desk. I noted that there were two cups and saucers set out beside the pot. He pulled out the chair opposite and sat down.

         ‘It was a terrible thing to see. Signor Marcelli was a strange man, but to die like that …’ He shook his head, crossed himself and muttered something in the way of a prayer.

         ‘I think we both need this.’ Lifting the china pot from the tray, he poured a stream of hot amber liquid into a cup and handed it to me. As steam wound into the air between us I caught the tang of smoke and spice. Truly, I never understood all the fuss about a decent cup of tea until I came to live at The Palace. Lok and Tan Seng had taught me a lot. I don’t think I’d ever swallow a sour mouthful of London dish rag again, not after the tea the brothers brewed up. Lucca filled his own cup and stirred in a spoonful of sugar and then another. I was glad to see it.

         As I sat opposite him now, sipping my tea from a fine china cup like a lady, not slurping from the dish like the slop girl I was, I knew that the nutshell bond between us had nearly been the death of him. And another. The tea burned my throat as I thought about Sam and swallowed hard. I was a dangerous person to know.

         Lucca put his cup down and looked at the balls of paper on the rug.

         ‘You have written at last.’

         I nodded. ‘It went off first thing this morning. I set it all out, just like you said I should. I told him everything, nearly everything …’ I took another mouthful of tea. There were some things I couldn’t write down in case it made them true.

         I felt Lucca’s eye on me and rattled on sharp. ‘Lok took the letter to Holborn this morning. I told him not to leave it with anyone else, but to put it direct into Sam’s hand. I want to be sure.’

         Lucca nodded slowly. Don’t get the thought in your head that he might be jealous. With us being so tight, there were plenty in Paradise who thought we might be a pair. They were wrong. I wasn’t Lucca’s type.

         I stood up abrupt and went to the window with my cup. The leaves on the trees in the walled garden behind The Palace were tinged with the same colour as the tea. Autumn was coming early this year. I watched a black tom cat slink along the far wall. He stopped dead and flattened himself down on the bricks behind a hummock of ivy. There was a small dark bird, a starling most like, perched on the wall six foot ahead of him. At first the cat didn’t move a muscle, but then very slowly the tip of his tail began to flick back and forth. At the same time his rear end started to rise and sway.

         It was over in a moment. The starling never stood a chance. I saw wings and feet moving in the cat’s mouth before he dropped from the wall and disappeared from view on the far side. Soot had moved delicately and precisely like one of them fancy French dancers Fitzy was so keen to book for the ankle-grabbers. I wondered at the terrible grace of such a deadly creature, and then I thought of Matthias Schalk.

         I turned back to face Lucca.

         ‘And now I wish I hadn’t written. What we found this morning at The Carnival, Signor Marcelli left like that for us to see. If I was a superstitious type, I might think that letter had prodded at something that should have been left sleeping.’

         ‘It was always going to begin again, Fannella. You knew that.’

         I shook my head. ‘Of course I did. But you have to admit it was a ripe coincidence? Poor old sod. None of us cared for him or his act – or his ways, come to it. But Marcelli didn’t die because he wasn’t popular, did he? He died because of me.’ 

         God forgive me, but at that moment I wasn’t thinking of Signor Marcelli at all; it was Sam’s face I kept seeing in my head. I shouldn’t have sent that letter. I didn’t want Sam hurt again.

         I looked down at the china cup in my hands. The ink had caught in the whorls and loops of my fingertips. It put me in mind of the Scottish play. A year or so back, when I was still a slop girl, we’d had a touring party in for three nights of Shakespeare. The punters weren’t impressed – it wasn’t lively enough for their tastes. For a start, there wasn’t a single song in two hours and there wasn’t much flesh on show, neither – but I’d enjoyed it and so had Lucca. We’d sat together at the back of the gallery.

         I raised my blackened fingers.

         ‘Not all the perfumes of Arabia, eh? It would be better for Sam if he kept himself at a distance.’

         Lucca nodded. ‘Perhaps. However, I think it might be too late for that. Lok returned from Holborn ten minutes ago. He made the tea and asked me to take it to you, and he asked me to give you this.’

         He reached into the cuff of his shirt and produced a small buff envelope. Putting it on the desk, he rose from his chair.

         ‘I will leave you alone to read it, Fannella.’

         Once he’d shut the door behind him, I flew across the room and snatched up the envelope. I tore it open and pulled out a single sheet of paper. No, not even that, to be straight. I don’t know what I was expecting to see, but I certainly didn’t reckon on a torn scrap.

         It wasn’t neat and it wasn’t much, just a crudely ripped corner from Sam’s paper, The London Pictorial News. To be accurate, it was from my paper seeing as I’d bought The Pictorial to save his bleedin’ job, his and the rest of them all in that flea pit office.

         I flattened it out on the desk. Half of the top of page ten from yesterday’s paper, it was, and not even a proper story, just an advertisement of sorts, all hemmed about with scrolls and columns of a noble type.
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         With so many words picked out in capitals, I fancied I could almost hear the Reverend Auchlyne-Doune bawling his sermon at me. There was a note scratched in pencil across the bottom of the advertisement. I recognised Sam’s bold untidy scrawl.

         Care to join me?

      

   


   
      
         

            Chapter Four

         

         I pulled down the veil of my hat to cover my face and smoothed out the skirts of my drab brown street coat. Even though this was the last place people would expect to see me, I didn’t want to take the risk of being recognised. Lucca was more bundled about than usual. His black coat swept the tops of his boots and the dark woollen scarf round his neck was wound about so many times it almost reached the brim of his hat.

         No one quizzed our gear. They were all tight-buttoned and muffled up themselves. The swelter of summer had been washed away in a great storm weeks back. We hadn’t seen much sun since the back end of July, but there’d been plenty of rain. It rinsed all the colour from the streets, leaving behind a stodgy greyness that threatened to gather itself into a fog earlier than you might expect.

         These early days of autumn held more than a promise of winter, a hard one.

         I’d told Tan Seng and Lok to stay at The Palace with Peggy. They weren’t too happy about it, but as there weren’t many young women in Limehouse who went about regular with a couple of Chinamen in tow, I thought it best, for once, to go without their protection. Besides, I knew of a certainty that these days Lucca never ventured anywhere without that delicate ivory-handled pistol of his. It’s an odd thing, but I’d never asked where it came from, I just accepted that he had it. Christ knows, there were enough dark corners in his own past to tell me all I needed to know. 

         I peered through the net of the veil, hoping to catch a sight of Sam. As I scanned the people walking with us up Raven Street towards the hall, a sparrow shivered its wings beneath my coat. After a moment I realised I was holding my breath.

         A fair-sized crowd was making its way up the steps of the Martingate Mission Hall. The sickly light from globe gas lamps hanging either side of the doorway showed that a variety of types had answered the Reverend’s summons. Some were the pinch-faced, purse-clutching parabolists I expected. They’d swallowed a Bible whole and now great chunks of it rose like bile on a regular basis. You could tell from their crimped lips and scuttling eyes that saintly disapproval brought as much fire and delight to their shrivelled lights as ever a jug of gin could stoke in a regular punter. They were here for entertainment, just the same.

         There were a few ragged men and women gathered together in the shadows beyond the steps, waiting for their moment. They’d done their best to look decent, but when you live on the streets, or good as, it’s hard to hide the wear; of your clothes, your skin and your soul. To be fair, I didn’t think they had much against the halls. They were most likely at the Martingate Mission on the promise of a warm room and a free cup of tea. I wondered if the Reverend would let them in.

         Others were more difficult to give an exact place to, but I knew their game. From their gear you could tell they were comfortably stationed in life. Quality stuff it was, but plain as their big, bland faces. If it wasn’t for their dress you’d have trouble sorting the men from the women in this mob. Lofty – that was a word for them, although I could think of more. These poker-backed, horse-toothed temperance types had made their peace with their family fortunes by making war on those they considered to be beneath them.

         To my mind, they were the most dangerous people who’d answered the Reverend’s call.

         I searched among the faces slicked yellow by the gas lamps. Halfway up the steps I turned just once to look down at the crowd still waiting in the street, but I couldn’t see Sam.

         Once we were through the door at the top, we were herded into a narrow panelled hallway. I’ll tell you this for nothing about the GODLY, RIGHTEOUS and ABSTINENT pressing close around us: they stank as much as the MOTLEY in the halls without the taint of liquor to cut the frowse. It occurred to me that the postulant CHILDREN of PURITY might benefit more from a regular appointment with a bar of Pears’ finest than an evening with the Reverend Auchlyne-Doune.

         The queue was flowing like river mud. I turned to make sure Lucca was tucked behind me and then I stood on tiptoe to see what was holding us up. I couldn’t make out anything above the greasy heads and sober bonnets, but there was certainly a clump of bodies blocking the doorway leading through, I supposed, to the mission hall itself.

         We shuffled forward with the crowd. I was surprised so many had turned out for the Reverend’s patter act. Once we were almost level with the door it became clear why we were moving so slow. Just inside the hall there was a table set to the side of the entrance and people were bending over to sign their name in a book laid open for the purpose. I could see a pile of printed papers on the edge of the table too. I tugged Lucca’s sleeve, pointed to the book and rose to whisper in his ear.

         ‘Mr and Miss Smith. You sign for us both.’ 

         He nodded and we moved a few steps forward. As Lucca scrawled our names in the book, I clocked the hall. If Sam was here, he was keeping himself private. Twenty rows of collapsible slatted chairs set out in front of a plain wooden stage were nearly full. The air was thick with polish and carbolic, which was preferable to the meat stew of the hallway. There was a deal of rustling and a murmur of conversation. I won’t deny it, there was a spark of something else there too, something expectant like the nights at the halls when a new turn takes the limes.

         I found myself thinking of Netta Swift. Her first night as a solo at The Carnival had been her last. Matthias Schalk had seen to that. I bit my lip. What was I doing here, chasing after Sam Collins, when I should have been concerning myself with other things? Despite the street coat, I felt a sudden chill. I pushed my fingers under the veil to secure the ivory button at the neck of my coat.

         ‘Please take a seat, Mr and Mrs … ah, forgive me, Miss Smith.’

         The soft voice had a pleasant musical lilt to it. I turned from the hall to take in the young woman sitting behind the table trying to read the register upside down. She was around my age, skinny and fine-boned with a knot of dun-coloured hair pinned to the top of her head. From the look of her rig she was in mourning. Her plain black blouse was buttoned tight and high at the neck and there was a single black ribbon tied in a loop around her wrist – the only bit of her flesh, if you could call it that, on show.

         ‘The address will begin at eight fifteen prompt. If you’d care to take some literature to read while we wait. You’ll find everything you need here.’ 

         The young woman’s features were small and tidily placed. If she’d had more in the way of colour about her you might almost have thought her pretty, but as it was, she was the sort you’d pass in the street without tossing a second thought at. It was only her eyes, which were a very clear blue, that had what you might call a quality to them.

         She held out two sheets. ‘I think there are still some seats towards the front on the left side, Mr Smith. And as you can see, the last two rows on the right are also free. If you and your … sister, is it?’

         She glanced at me and I nodded. I recognised the particular tone in her soft voice now: she was Scottish.

         ‘Well, if you would both like to seat yourselves, as I said, my father will commence at eight fifteen. There is no charge for this evening, but we are grateful for donations, however small.’ She pushed a slotted wooden box towards us and waited expectantly.

         I fumbled in my pocket and found a couple of coins. Lucca did the same.

         The young woman watched us feed the box without a word of thanks or a flicker of a smile.

         ‘As I said, everything you need is in your hand.’ She turned her blue eyes to the man behind me in the queue. ‘Good evening. If you could just sign here, sir.’

         We went to the end of the back row and perched uncomfortably on the small wooden seats. Lucca started to read the sheet, but I kept twisting about to look at the door to see if Sam came in. He didn’t, but plenty of others did. Soon it was standing room only at the back.

         Lucca nudged me. ‘You should read this, Fannella. It is almost uno scherzo –’ he chased the right word around his tongue – ‘a jest, a joke. But I don’t think you will find it funny.’

         ‘Why, what is it then?’

         ‘It is a declaration of war.’

         I took a printed sheet from his hand and began to read. At the same moment a big brass-bound clock on the wall over the door struck the quarter. The gas lamps dimmed and organ music started somewhere up front. A proper dirge it was, nicely played, mind, but not the sort of thing you’d catch yourself humming on the way out.

         There was a commotion from behind. A deal of scuffling, then silence. I turned again to see that the people standing around the door had parted like the Red Sea.

         Moses, well, his twin brother good as, stood there framed in the doorway under the clock. His eyes caught the low light from the lamps as he took in the room, then, satisfied with the size of his audience, he strode up the aisle to the stage.

         That bleedin’ organ strained to a pitch of perfect piety as the Reverend Auchlyne-Doune positioned himself at the centre of the platform and raised his hands. The jets hissed and dimmed again, leaving the hall in darkness except for the one lamp positioned directly above the stage.

         The Reverend was tall, above six foot I reckoned, and built like a brewer’s stack. I was wrong when I compared him to Moses. He was the mountain. The light falling straight on his thick grey hair, craggy forehead, prominent nose and full beard made it look, for an instant, like there was a lion standing up there, not a man of the cloth.

         He made a circling motion with his right hand and the organ music stopped. 

         For a long moment, the Reverend stood still. Under a pair of tangled brows his eyes glinted fierce in the lamplight. Little points of fire they was, raking the depths of the hall. I knew he couldn’t see us on account of the dark, but it didn’t feel like that.

         Even though I knew better, I could swear he was taking us all in, eating us up like little lambs.

         
            *

         

         ‘… A great reckoning will come. A price must be paid. I tell you all, the Seven Plagues of Egypt are as nothing compared to the vengeance He will cast down upon upon this city if we do not scour the filth from our streets. For London is become a new Sodom where every perversion, every vice and everything that is unnatural and unclean is allowed to thrive. This is the Devil’s work and Lord Lucifer is the great deceiver. He has sweetened the rotten fruit so that their tongues know it not for what it truly is. We must be as Adam before the Fall. We must clothe ourselves again in the innocence and modesty that sinful Eve bartered away. Knowledge of decadence is the weed that chokes the God-given flowers of our garden. We must cut it out so that we can thrive in the Light. We must pluck it from the very soil where it has spread its fibres deep. We must kill the root.’

         Here the Reverend William paused. He came forward and linked his large hands together. The knuckles showed bone white as he tightened his grip like he was throttling the life from his words. He threw back his head, careful again to catch the lamplight in his eyes. He’d positioned himself in just the right place to snatch the glare. 

         At The Gaudy a couple of years back, we’d had a travelling mesmerist in for a fortnight. Monsieur D’Aiment was French – he told us – but he could have said anywhere and we’d have believed him. He had this way of looking straight at you and speaking in a very deliberate way that clouded up your mind. Most of the girls gave him a wide berth, on account of the fact that after spending any time in his company you could never quite remember what he’d said, or, more precisely, what he’d done.

         I had a clear membrance of Monsieur D’Aiment now as I sat there watching the Reverend work the hall. It was an act weighted and rehearsed to bring the audience to just the place he wanted them.

         He took a breath so deep and loud you could almost imagine him to have emptied the air from the Martingate Mission. He stared up at the rafters arching somewhere above and then he let his great shaggy head roll down to his chest again. As he glowered into the hall I got the keen impression you could light a match from his eyes.

         ‘Where is that root?’

         It came out as a whisper, the sort that carries to the back of a room. He raised his clasped hands, which had the look of a fist rather than a prayer, and asked again.

         ‘Where? Where do Satan’s deceivers walk among us? Where are we tempted, like our grandsire Adam, to fall again and again?’

         The room was silent for a long moment, then someone – a woman’s voice it was – shouted out: ‘The halls, that’s where. All them painted women flaunting themselves. Dancing about with their breakfast on show. My Charlie – he’s fallen all right.’ 

         Another voice – a man’s this time – chimed in. ‘There’s the liquor too, even on Sundays. Diabolical, that is.’

         Someone else took up the chorus to that. ‘It is an abomination. The halls should not be open on the Sabbath.’

         A new singer provided another verse. ‘Or any day, come to that. What about the songs? A Christian shouldn’t hear such indecency.’

         And suddenly it seemed like the Martingate was on fire with voices coming from every corner, words spitting into the air like sparks off a Catherine wheel.

         ‘Places of low repute.’

         ‘… corrupted my poor son.’

         ‘… sinful perversion.’

         ‘Drink!’

         ‘Lechery!’

         ‘Lewdness!’

         ‘Obscenity!’

         ‘Flesh!’

         ‘Whores!’

         The shouting grew so loud it became impossible to winkle out meaning from the sound. There was a pulse to the wooden boards beneath my feet. People were standing up now to stamp out their disapproval.

         If the punters hollering around us thought a well-turned ankle and a salty chorus were an ‘abomination’, what would they have made of the old man nailed to that chair at the centre of the stage at The Carnival? Christ! If they knew!

         Up on the platform the Reverend nodded his head, unclenched his hands and started to clap. It was a signal. The lights brightened enough to shine up the hall and that only made them bolder. I shifted in my seat. Just along from Lucca a man was bellowing and smashing a balled fist into the palm of his hand. Little flecks of spittle spurted from his lips as he shouted and rocked to and fro. In the row directly in front of us a woman pounded the air with a roll of paper, the sheet given out on the door most probably. Her thin face was a twist of spite as she worked her arm like a piston.

         Lucca bent his head close to my ear. ‘We should leave, Fannella.’

         I nodded and looked to the doorway behind us. It was blocked by the latecomers who couldn’t find a seat, all of them calling and thumping. I wasn’t sure how we’d push our way through, but Lucca stood and took my hand. We managed to slide out of the row, but our way was blocked by a woman with a beam as broad as a coal barge. She leaned in close to my face. Through the spotted net of the veil I saw her fat lips curl.

         ‘Leaving so soon, are we, when there’s God’s work to be done?’

         The reek of her last meal – cabbage, onion and boiled bacon – breathed hot and damp into my face. I was grateful at that moment to hear the Reverend’s deep voice toll above the uproar.

         ‘Cease, cease, cease.’

         I clutched Lucca’s hand and turned to face the platform again.

         The Reverend raised his hands and the noise stopped dead. You could have heard a roach fart in the sudden silence.

         ‘Praise the Lord.’

         Auchlyne-Doune let that hang there for a moment and then he repeated himself. 

         ‘Praise the Lord. I did not think to find so many righteous souls in this city. I must … I must …’ He faltered. A tremor shuddered through him. He stepped to the edge of the platform and seemed to be on the verge of continuing, but the words didn’t come. Instead, shaking his head, he reached into the lining of his jacket and pulled out an oversized ’kerchief. The pristine whiteness of it showed up clear in the light as it furled from the pocket. Given the size of the thing, it looked like he was dabbing at his eyes with a dead swan. The audience was left in no doubt as to the strength of his feelings as he wept openly and loudly. Several women and a couple of the men started crying too. I could hear the sound of noses and throats clearing all around me.

         Up on the stage the Reverend appeared to be grappling with the most powerful emotions along with that bleedin’ ’kerchief. Eventually he stopped wiping and weeping and brought the ’kerchief, clenched in his fist, down to his chest. He beat against his heart several times and I heard that practised stage whisper again.

         ‘Thank you. Thank you all.’

         He straightened up, careful to let the light swim free in his watery eyes, and slowly extended a hand like he wanted to catch hold of everyone there.

         ‘I apologise for my frailty but these are tears of the purest joy.’ His cracked voice deepened. ‘I am a sinner too. I have betrayed His trust and yours, for I dared not to believe it possible that you would listen to me. Tonight He has shown me the error of my ways. Your fire has humbled me and revealed the weakness of my faith. I weep before you, because I have been tested and found wanting. But you, you are my joy. Today, my children, you have lit a lamp in this city that shall never be extinguished.’

         Very touching it was. ‘Calculated’ is another word that came to mind.

         I knew it was part of the act, but he was good. He’d boiled them up into a stew of anger and now he was cooling them down again. The genius of it, if you could see it like that, was the fact he was sinuating that they had a power over him, when in fact, quite the opposite was the truth.

         The Reverend nodded to the left of the platform and the organ started up again. This time the tune was almost a lament as he came down the steps and started to walk up the aisle towards the door.

         A man called out, ‘Tell us what to do.’

         Auchlyne-Doune stopped, his big head sunk low between his shoulders. He seemed to consider the question for a moment, but then he started off again.

         He was almost level with our row at the back when a woman shouted, ‘Don’t leave us, please.’

         The Reverend halted once more and this time he looked up. He turned slowly, taking in the crowd, before he answered in that deep sad baritone.

         ‘I am not worthy of your trust.’

         I noted that despite all that vigorous dabbing with the ’kerchief, his cheeks were still wet with tears. The hall was quiet for a moment, then a new female voice called out high and clear.

         ‘Lead us.’

         I couldn’t be certain, but the words seemed to have a Scottish lilt. There was a ripple of agreement that grew quickly to a chant accompanied by more stamping and clapping. 

         ‘Lead us! Lead us!’

         The organ started up again. The anthem – it was definitely something victorious this time – thrummed through my body and I knew that everyone else in the hall could feel the power of it too. A man stepped into the aisle. He took Auchlyne-Doune’s hand and worked it up and down like the handle of a street pump. People started to queue behind him, waiting for their turn.

         All the while, ‘Lead us, lead us’ hammered the air. I glanced up at Lucca. His face was buried in the coils of his scarf, but I could see the twitch of the muscles around his eye. His attention was fixed on the Reverend and the crowd now pressing around him. I gripped his hand tighter and he squeezed back.

         Auchlyne-Doune reached out over a sea of heads to grasp more hands, all the while smiling and nodding. Through his grey beard, I caught sight of teeth – a fine strong set – and I was reminded again of a lion.

         Lambs to the slaughter.

         At last, satisfied with his conquest, he turned and made his way back to the stage. Me and Lucca stayed put, but most of them surged forward to be as close to him as possible. As he climbed the steps the music whipped itself to a howl of glory, stopping the instant he took up that place beneath the lamp again. Almost like he’d planned it.

         ‘Are you with me, children?’

         The Reverend stretched out his arms as if to hold back the torrent of sound that answered his question.

         
            *

         

         We waited until the hall was almost deserted. I stood against the wall and watched out for Sam, but I never saw him in the crowd. Once the Reverend had removed himself from the stage – he disappeared through a curtain at the side this time, not down the aisle – the audience he’d churned to a good thick butter didn’t know what to do with itself. The punters shouted out for a while. Then they stamped their feet and clapped their hands, hoping to tempt him back, but he didn’t come.

         When it was finally clear that he’d shut up his shop for the night, they fell quiet and shuffled about, uncertain what to do next. He’d wound them up like cheap tin toys and now their clockwork was running low. Of an instant, the lights came up bright and a welcome gust of cold air moved the skirt of my coat. The doors to Raven Street at the end of the passage must have been opened wide.

         The evening was over.

         As people headed to the door, the skinny girl who’d taken our names started to collect up some papers left behind on the chairs. She walked briskly down each row, snatching up the discarded sheets, tutting and gathering them to her prim black blouse. She looked across at me as she reached the end of the row where we’d been sitting.

         ‘My father will be resting now. He’ll not be coming back again, if that’s what you’re waiting for.’

         I shook my head. ‘No. We’re going. I … I felt a little faint. Your father is a most powerful per—’ I stopped myself from saying performer, ‘… a most powerful person. A great speaker.’

         She straightened up, clutching the papers tight against her breast. Now she was standing, I realised she was taller than I’d thought her to be. She took after her father in that, but there was little else of him in her pallid delicate features. Those clear blue eyes of hers flicked to Lucca and then back to me. There was something guarded in that look.

         ‘The Lord speaks through him.’

         I was glad she couldn’t see my face clear through the veil. I didn’t think it was the voice of God I’d been hearing this evening. She glanced at the clock over the doorway where the last stragglers from the Reverend’s audience were filing out to the street.

         ‘We have to clear the premises by ten o’clock. If you are feeling better, Miss …’

         ‘Smith,’ I said.

         ‘Of course. I remember. If you’re feeling able to leave now, Miss Smith, then I’d appreciate it if you and … and your brother could—’

         She was interrupted by a sudden piercing howl. The sound, coming from somewhere up near the stage, was like the cry of an animal in pain.

         ‘Donny!’ The girl twisted about, her drab skirt swirling around her. ‘I’m here. I’m coming.’

         She moved quickly back along the row and then ran up the central aisle. The howling came again as she flew up the wooden steps to the platform and darted off to the left behind the curtain. The noise stopped, but the girl didn’t reappear.

         Lucca tapped my shoulder. ‘It is late.’

         Beneath the veil I bit my lip. ‘He wasn’t here.’

         Lucca shook his head. ‘But you must be grateful to him. If Sam had not alerted you to this –’ he gestured at the hall – ‘then I do not think you would have come here tonight. It is good to know your enemies.’ 

         I nodded. Something was misting up my eyes, the dust most like. ‘I’m not sure that grateful is what I’m feeling at the moment. Calls himself a reverend, does he? That’s a ripe one. If he’s a regular man of the cloth then I’m the bleedin’ Pope. And the worst of it was he took them all in.’ I swiped a cheek through the net. ‘By the time he finished up tonight he could have told them black was white, night was day, water was wine and shit was gold, and they would have believed him.’

         I saw Lucca wince. It fired me again, although I wasn’t angry at him, or perhaps, at that moment, even the Reverend.

         ‘Don’t give me a face on it, Lucca Fratelli. I won’t apologise for telling the truth of it. He had them in the palm of his hand, that’s what I mean.’

         Lucca stared at me. ‘I know what you mean, Fannella.’

         The lights flickered and dimmed. The ones at the front of the hall above the platform went out with a soft phutt. There was still no sign of the mourning girl.

         ‘We must go. Come.’ He took my hand and we went to the doorway. We passed the table where the Reverend’s daughter had signed us in and walked along the passage to the wide open doors leading out to the street. We were the last to leave the Martingate Misson Hall.

         Once we were on the steps, the gas lamps sputtered, and then the yellow light died in those big dirty globes, leaving us standing there blinking in the dark. It was cold. I freed my hand from Lucca’s and pulled my coat tight around me.

         ‘We should take a cab. It’s too dark and too far to the Commercial. If we go left up to Whitechapel Road there’ll be plenty of hack trade running west at this time. I’ll give them double to take us east.’ 

         I heard the scrape of a Lucifer. A match flared below. Seconds later a glowing red dot moved in the night. The scent of tobacco smoke came to me. It was a familiar smell, a brand I recognised. Cheap. That fluttering started up again beneath my coat. I knew exactly who it was standing there in the dark on Raven Street.

         ‘Well then, Kitty, what did you make of all that?’ There was a pause as Sam took a drag on his smoke. The red dot burned bright and moved again. ‘If you ask me, I’d say that you have another battle on your hands.’
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The Reverend WILLIAM AUCHLYNE-DOUNE ecalls
upon the GODLY, the RIGHTEOUS and the ABSTI-
NENT to stand with him against the CORRUPTING
foulness of this CITY. All that speaks of goodness and
virtue has been swept from our streets on a tide of
PUTRID FILTH, that great swell of INCONTINENCE
and CHAOS rising from the meanest establishments
masking their VICE as entertainment. Be in no doubt, it
is the DEVIL who is at work here. He has guised himself
in MOTLEY and leads poor FOOLS on a merry dance
to HELL. If you would JOIN this CRUSADE against the
apostate temples of PROFANITY, commonly known as
MUSIC HALLS, a first meeting of the CHILDREN of
PURITY will be held tomorrow evening at the Martin-
gate Mission Hall, Raven Street, Whitechapel, eight
o’clock. All who are in sympathy with this enterprise
of COURAGE are commanded to attend.





