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			An exciting debut novel from music journalist James Hall

			Max and his younger cousin, Rusty, have realised a long-held dream of launching the gramophone industry from a Covent Garden basement. But when a renowned opera singer whom they have recently recorded is brutally murdered in his hotel bed, the cousins are thrust into an underworld of opium dens, brothels and extortion. Ghosts from the past, a contested inheritance and the emergence of rival ‘talking machines’ test the men’s relationship to the limits. When Max’s sweetheart, the ambitious singer Delilah Green, is caught in the middle, the cousins face the greatest challenge of their lives.
			

			Set in the murky backstage world of late-Victorian theatreland, The Industry of Human Happiness is a compelling novel about rivalry and loyalty, love and obsession, and the enduring magic of music. It is inspired by the real stories of the pioneering characters who dreamed of bringing recorded music to the masses.
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			For Zanna

		

	
		
			Forward, forward let us range,

			Let the world spin for ever down the ringing grooves of change

			Alfred, Lord Tennyson, ‘Locksley Hall’ (1842)

		

	
		
			Part One

			Overtures

			London, July 1899

		

	
		
			1

			max bit his knuckle, aware of a gloved hand hovering inches above his head. It disappeared momentarily before returning to linger once again. Sharp sticks jabbed through the murk amid a thunderous cacophony. He could do nothing to halt the creeping agony as the arch of his foot involuntarily contracted; the slightest movement would result in disaster. Sultry air clawed at his face, heavy with the sulphur tang of human toil. A crash. A wince. The bone stay in his collar cleaved into his chin, his own clothing turning against him in the stifling darkness.

			He had hidden in orchestra pits before, but never among the second violins.

			Four hours of darkness, three acts of Verdi and a bout of severe cramp. And for what? A brittle disc, liquorice black, seven inches across. He smiled. Alfredo Balducci was there for the taking. His Rigoletto was the talk of Covent Garden. Every thud of the baritone’s feet rumbled down through the wooden boards above as his hunchbacked jester traversed the stage, deceived and cursed. The Italians back home called him The Big Beast. With every movement, Max shrank deeper into himself. But that voice. Never had he heard such purity and truth. Its rich shimmer resonated and echoed through the theatre, like God yawning.

			Music, Max thought. The joyous din of people letting go. The calling card of cultures. The universal language. What else was there beyond music and love? Drudgery and disease, reality and regret.

			In a city full of noises, this was the one he needed. And he had to strike the deal tonight, before Balducci returned to Milan. The baritone’s singing would provide that elusive breakthrough. Another jewel off the list. He pictured committing Balducci to the corkscrewing glory of shellac: the anticipatory crackles, the piano, that rich tone, the crescendo, all bringing pleasure to thousands of people.

			Caressing his deformed finger, he prayed that Franklin’s men hadn’t spotted him. His neck tightened against his trenchant collar as he imagined the hot sting of piano wire. Those monsters wouldn’t hesitate in stringing him up. He’d been careful. He’d had to be. Like the stench from the Fleet River, Franklin pervaded every nook of the city. Like the stench, he caused stomachs to curdle.

			The gloves fell still, the instruments silent. Heat from the flaring footlights brought a fresh sheen of perspiration. The opera had ended. Max squinted into the light. He usually found curtain calls moving; the mutual exchange of gratitude between audience and performer, life-affirming. But that was when he could see it. In the pit as a stowaway, twisted like a bent screw, it was simply frustrating. Twice as the applause rose he prepared to manoeuvre himself towards the pit’s rear door from where he would intercept Balducci on his way back to his dressing room. But his attempts to leave were thwarted by waves of adulation and the endless whirring of the curtain wire. Back and forth Balducci tramped, drawn by praise from the stalls, the last night of the run merely heightening the audience’s enthusiasm.

			As the cheers died away Max received a knee in the shoulder from a sympathetic fiddler. His legs prickling and heavy, he pulled them from beneath a music stand. Hauling himself to his feet he limped through the pit’s thick air to its door, pausing to tuck his curls behind his ears. He tapped his moustache. Despite the heat his pomade had held. Reaching forward, he pulled the door open and hovered in its frame. Just metres in front of him, below dangling entrails of ropes and stage flats, he watched the barrel-chested Italian stomp down the stairs from the stage above. He remained in the shadow of the doorway, eyeing his quarry.

			The singer’s green cape occupied the width of the stairwell as he shouted congratulations to the mezzo-soprano behind him, dabbing his forehead. Big Beast indeed. The vast expanse of white greasepaint on his face mocked the feeble silk handkerchief in his hand.

			Max swallowed. As Balducci reached the bottom stair he stepped out from the darkness and softly grabbed his arm from beneath the cape. The Italian edged backwards in alarm.

			‘Signore. I am Maximilian Cadenza of The London Gramophone Corporation.’ He leaned in. ‘Your Don Giovanni at La Scala changed my life. Did you receive my letters in Milan? It would be an honour to capture your voice.’ He was struck by the infantile quality of Balducci’s face: it was innocent and expressionless like a porcelain doll. Tear tracks diluted the paint around his eyes. Tread carefully, Max thought. ‘I implore you, Signore, remain in London for two more days and record for me.’

			With a conspiratorial cock of the head, he motioned Balducci back towards the pit door. Reaching into his trouser pocket, he pulled out a bundle of white notes secured with a brass clip. Fresh beads appeared on the singer’s forehead as he craned in and eyed the paper. Max caught a whiff of a sweet but musky broth. Come on, my friend, bite. He held the money out, ignoring his own dry throat, aware that the wedge represented a significant chunk of his dwindling reserves. He flashed the smile that had opened so many doors for him over the last two tumultuous years. The Italian’s expression remained impassive. Max was starting to think he had misjudged the situation when the oval of Balducci’s mouth flinched, then broadened into a crescent.

			‘Aaaah, Signor Cadenssssa...’ Pencil-thin eyebrows followed the arc of his voluptuous whisper.

			‘Yes, Signor Balducci?’

			Balducci’s face suddenly drooped as though he was still emoting on the stage. ‘No.’ He shook his head, holding Max’s gaze, his chin gently wobbling. ‘Tomorrow, ah, torno a Milano.’

			Clever dog. Max knew that look. Everything about the ‘no’ meant ‘yes’. It was an issue of quantity.

			‘Signore, you simply must stay.’ He imagined the bundle of notes doubling in thickness with his next words. No matter. This was Balducci. ‘I will put you up in any hotel you desire. Just say the word.’

			A frown was followed by a faint smile. ‘Any hotel?’

			I’m not so unintelligible now. To hell with it. ‘Yes.’ His view darkened as the Italian leaned in further.

			‘The Savoy.’ Balducci’s eyes widened.

			Inevitably. London’s finest. And its most lavishly priced. ‘As you wish.’

			He felt a tug to his hand as the baritone squeezed the bundle to assess its worth. Balducci paused. His chin juddered as he confirmed the transaction he had entered into. ‘Bene,’ he whispered.

			Beautiful beast. Max let go of the money and raised his finger to his lips. ‘Secrecy is key. Do not under any circumstances tell Mr Franklin. Understood?’

			Balducci nodded.

			‘I’ll make the necessary arrangements. Go to The Savoy in the morning. I’ll come to your room in the afternoon and take you to my studio.’

			Once again Balducci’s face drooped like a leaky balloon. ‘But not tomorrow. Three days.’ He pointed to his throat.

			The rest days. Max sighed. Of course. He ran through the figures in his head. What were another few days of expense when they were assuring their immortality? He nodded.

			‘In which case, until then.’ Max reached behind his knees, raised the tails of his jacket and bowed.

			He was about to turn back to the gloom of the orchestra pit when he halted and beckoned Balducci towards him. ‘You won’t regret this, Signore. It could prove momentous for us both. Momentous.’ Without losing eye contact, he edged backwards. ‘Good night,’ he said, backing through the open door.

			Squeaking gas lamps showed him that the pit was now empty. He tiptoed to the conductor’s rostrum, stepped up and peered out into the auditorium; the audience was still filing out. Crouching, he pressed his calloused finger to the pouch in his breast pocket. There, as ever. His list of twelve musical jewels; the world’s most unique sounds. He closed his eyes and thrilled at the possibilities. Capture these twelve and you have music’s essence. In this dozen’s combination of beauty and melancholy, superstition and virtuosity, the exotic and the spiritual, lay life’s code, greater than all philosophy and wisdom. Individually they sparkled. Together, they formed the complete picture. An aural jigsaw of the truth. Capturing them was all that mattered. Riches – immortality – would follow. Three down. With Balducci, four. He stood and peered over the rostrum. The theatre was now almost empty. He heaved himself from the pit and caught up with the last of the patrons in the aisles.

			With his head down but his heart dancing, he followed them into the foyer and out into the London night.

			* * *

			‘Stop it, Max. You’re teasing me again.’

			‘My dear Delilah, I’m not joking. Soon they will be in every house in the land.’

			Max twitched his toes, relishing the freedom to manoeuvre after the evening he had just had. His tie was off, his collar unstudded and his blond curls – previously parted and tamed – tumbled spaghetti-like over his forehead. The cigarette wedged between his lips leapt around as he talked, always threatening but never quite managing either to tumble onto the table or to singe the buffalo horns of his moustache. He loved Simpson’s on nights like this. It was not the restaurant’s stained-glass opulence or the pianist’s Gaiety Theatre tunes that attracted him. Nor was it the lush carpets and mellow lighting that provided such relief from the stinking clay and churning hordes outside. It wasn’t even its accountant’s magnificently relaxed approach to the settlement of bills. No, Simpson’s thrilled him because it was within three minutes’ walk of eight theatres and two minutes’ walk from his studio. These streets lay at the heart of Covent Garden. And the Garden itself set the city’s pulse. Wedged between the courts and trading houses to the east and the palaces and grand squares to the west, its throb drew everyone in. Most escaped its dark pleasures. Some didn’t.

			‘You and your silly toys. So how many people – at this very moment – are using gramophones in their drawing rooms?’ Delilah drained her glass.

			‘More than yesterday but not as many as tomorrow.’

			A sharp push to his shoulder forced him back into the red banquette. He smiled. He had liked Delilah Green since he’d spotted her playing the waitress Mi Mi in A Chinese Honeymoon at the Royal Strand Theatre three weeks previously. She was as memorable as the show was forgettable; a sugared almond in a tray of breadcrumbs. She was even more captivating off stage than on, with a wild mass of chestnut hair piled in a high bun, deep jade eyes and an ever-present scent of cherries and summer lawns. He supposed that some people would call her direct manner vulgar. He’d call her caring but fierce; she had a steely ambition, a wicked smile and was just the right side of flighty. She was also in possession of a thrilling décolletage. But it was now late and her drawl – Stepney by way of every stage east of Seven Dials – was slow and loud.

			‘Well I don’t like those talking machines.’

			Max leaned in. ‘Delilah, think about any room you like. Until recently every sound heard in that room had to be created in that room. Not any more. Isn’t that outrageous?’

			‘It’s daft.’

			‘In place of the rustle of a newspaper or the scratch of a nib you can listen to choirs, orchestras or marching bands. Gramophones make walls melt away. Magic and passion flood in. Have you never had opera for breakfast?’

			Crotchet-shaped dimples punctured her cheeks, honeying the air like a joyous trill. I must use that line again, Max thought. He wondered how that first kiss might taste. An early attempt to find out had resulted in a slapped cheek.

			‘What about all the people who go out to shows to see people sing? To hear me sing? They’ll just stop? Even you can’t charm them that much.’

			‘Delilah, my dear, don’t you see? Our recording machine enables us to go anywhere in the world to capture any sound we like, from Covent Garden to Siam. Javanese gamelan players, Welsh choirs, Zulu warriors; just name it. Music makes people happy.’ Stubbing out his cigarette, he raised his palms skywards. ‘And I am in the industry of human happiness.’ He didn’t mention his deeper compulsion: that since he’d stopped playing himself, other people’s music was all he had.

			During similar discussions with other sceptics, it was around now that he pointed out that in the twenty-five years of his lifetime, the world had been introduced to the telephone, the blot-free fountain pen and the light bulb. In his opinion, the talking machine was another step in this relentless march forwards, as revolutionary as the railways. He had used this tactic three months ago on Papa, just before he died. He still hadn’t understood. Wretched man, still warm in the ground but not a day missed. He decided to spare Delilah such a history lesson. Instead, he gazed at the constellation of freckles dancing on her forehead in the candlelight.

			‘Well I’ll tell you what will make me happy, Mr Music Man,’ she said, sliding her hand under the table.

			‘What’s that?’ He raised his knee into the squeeze.

			‘Get me another Old Fashioned.’

			Max turned from the table to beckon a waiter. The room was dotted with people he knew. Under a wall of muddy portraits and mounted antlers he saw a table of musicians from the Vaudeville, Franklin’s newest establishment. There was barely a theatre from Blackfriars to Piccadilly that he didn’t now own. Next to them were two theatre promoters of note. He avoided eye contact; human happiness was in short supply from the musical fraternity. At best, they thought him peculiar. At worst, he was an irritant to be dealt with. A pesky disrupter. The arsenic in the wallpaper.

			A crash at the bar startled him. He felt Delilah jolt on the banquette and they turned their heads in unison. Across the room, a man around Max’s age was sprawled on the floor surrounded by broken glass and glowing pipe embers. He growled at a waiter before kicking him aside with a brutish swipe of his leg.

			‘Oh,’ Delilah said. ‘That person’s an animal.’

			‘Ignore him.’

			He watched as the man sat up and hooked his ankle around a dining chair. Using it as a crutch, he stood. Delilah’s hand rose to his thigh as the fellow stumbled backwards and surveyed the room. The man was stocky like a prize fighter, with a shock of red hair and a nose like a ripening strawberry. A weathered sack coat hung loosely from his shoulders. He performed a drunkard’s waltz as he orientated himself. Max placed a protective hand on Delilah’s when he saw the man stagger towards their corner table.

			‘He’s coming over,’ she said.

			Max glanced up and saw the jagged-haired figure loom closer towards them. Seconds later he felt Delilah’s grip tighten. The man, enveloped in a peppery fug of sweat and alcohol, hovered over them.

			‘And what precisely are you two looking at?’ he said, leaning in so close that Max could trace the scars left among his freckles by some childhood ailment. His voice was deep and gruff, as if he’d swallowed wire wool.

			Max said nothing. He watched the visitor’s coarse lips crack as his eyes traced Delilah’s outline from her chest to her head and back again.

			The man stood upright, steadying himself on Max’s shoulder. ‘Not even talking to me now, Maximilian? Too busy at your precious opera?’ He fumbled with his pipe.

			He could sense Delilah looking at him.

			‘Do you know this beast?’ she whispered.

			Max picked up his empty brandy glass and rocked it back and forth on the table. ‘I do.’

			‘Who is he?’

			He coughed to clear his throat before a faint smile tickled his lips. As introductions went, he supposed it was pretty memorable. He looked at Delilah before leaning back and beckoning the man in.

			‘Rusty, come and meet Delilah. Delilah, this is Rusty. My chief sound engineer.’

			‘Oh.’

			‘And my cousin.’
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			music hid in everything. Hooves on clay would become clattering castanets. The rumble of a distant locomotive would become a swelling brass section. Buckets emptied over stoops, cymbals. Once insinuated in his head, Max had little control over the music’s duration; sounds germinated, budded, flourished then shrivelled, only to emerge again at a later date. The piercing flute suggested by a braking horse bus might lie dormant for a week, only to pop up when Max was bathing, or laughing, or eating. But the scrub of a sponge or the munching of teeth would add an extra element, transforming the sound yet again. His mind was a restless orchestra, a revolving carousel of snippets. It was twelve years since the accident. Twelve years since he’d played. But the music had never left his head. This morning, as he walked the three miles from his childhood home in Highbury to Tavistock Street, trilling larks in the silver maples had become a sweet viola sonata.

			He knew the levity’s source: Balducci. Another jewel, guaranteed. His first stage star. One by one he’d cross the names off his list. Soon, handsome houses from Mayfair to Morningside would echo with arias and laments, pipers and shanties. Tomorrow afternoon, the Italian would form the bedrock of this library. They’d press thousands.

			The desire to prove everyone wrong burned like splendid pain. The high hopes of the previous year had yet to bear fruit. The very earliest recordings had been pitched at music hall audiences, none of whom, he and Rusty discovered, could afford the gramophones on which to play the shellacs. They’d wasted the little money they had recording unsellable music. In one way the failure suited Max; he’d never liked those simple tunes. They were flimsy. Forgettable. No roots. So he’d compiled his list. Those twelve songs – curated, the best of the best – would convince people to buy, he was sure of it. Music of the Sands, a scorching flamenco, had been their sole success to date. Over two hundred copies sold. It was a tentative step. But it gave succour to the notion that they were on the right path. Balducci, though. With him, they’d be running. Riches would follow. They had to. Max had already hired an extra body to help him and Rusty, against all financial reasoning. But he sensed breakthroughs. So long as he watched his back, the Big Beast would change everything.

			As he stepped into High Holborn the sonata in his head intensified. He thought of Claude Debussy, of fresh beginnings and of hope. London was a city on the cusp; a metropolis straining for change. Above him, navvies hoisted steel cables onto pylons for the new electric tram system. He felt the ground beneath his feet gently buzz from the sunken boring machines creating tunnels for the Underground. That motor car. How right it felt that the carriages and horses were giving way to it; the older and slower had always yielded to the younger and sleeker. He loved being boxed in by the relentless chaos of improvement. Change was life’s great agitator: advancement shunted people’s stagnant behaviour along; progress rearranged the established order of things. Would those French artists be painting in dots today had the camera not come along and filched their livelihoods? Of course not. Would former blacksmiths be manufacturing his gramophone parts had the motor car not diminished their incomes? He doubted it.

			But darkness and entrenched interests were never far away. At the mouth of a junction, he watched a knot of costers guarding their patches, barking over each other next to carts piled high with herrings, cabbages and potatoes, another of London’s unscrupulous tribes out to get what they could. Muggers’ music, Max called it. They stood in the shadow of the Southampton Theatre, another of Franklin’s. That man, the biggest entrenched interest of them all. As Max knew, succeeding in London depended on degrees of virtue, shades of decency. On some days the city was a fecund orchard. On others, a spilled bin.

			He arrived at 22 Tavistock Street, a blackened sliver of a building tucked behind Covent Garden’s market. Behind its dusky façade was a warren of garment workshops, furnace-hot in summer and bitter as Alaska in the winter. On a high floor among the workshops – and little bigger than a modest scullery – was his office and second home. At least three nights a week, by design or default, he slept on the battered chaise squeezed into the space between his desk and the wall. It was a short stumble from his haunts and just a few flights up from his recording room in the building’s basement. The set-up suited him: everything was under one roof, the rent was cheap and the lease was long. And for those nights when he wanted the luxury of space, bathing facilities and clean clothes – as he had last night – he had his room up in Highbury at Mama’s house. The arrangement afforded his life, in his head at least, the perfect balance of convenience and duty, of the seedy and the proper.

			As he climbed the building’s narrow stairwell he wondered which arias he would ask the Italian to sing. Before he reached the fourth floor he was hit by a tell-tale smell: Rusty’s baccy smoke. It always struck him as borderline rotten, like moist wood. For years the odour had followed his cousin around like an obedient mongrel. Its presence was surprising: after Simpson’s two evenings ago he had not expected to see Rusty for a few more days. He usually took longer to recover. The smell was accompanied by a slow, dull drumbeat.

			Max arrived at his office and pushed open the door. Lying on the threadbare chaise, Rusty was throwing a flick knife into the back panel of Max’s desk. Born a cousin, raised a brother, forever a handful. His dirty boots were wedged between the piles of paper and gramophone parts on the desk.

			The knife’s discordant refrain snuffed out Max’s viola. As he paused in the doorway his first instinct, as so often, was to clench his fists and box Rusty’s ears; clatter him so hard that his lobes bled down his pockmarked cheeks. However he knew that such a move would create more problems than it solved. Rusty was a spill to be contained. Breach the walls and chaos would seep out. But he was also a fortress to be protected. Those defences were as weak as eggshells.

			‘Blimey. Back in the world of the living so soon?’ Max ruffled the man’s coarse hair. ‘You daft soak.’

			‘Oi.’ Rusty ducked away as if dodging a fly.

			Ignoring the air’s stale sweetness, Max hung his bowler on a stand he’d recently bought in the misguided belief that more furniture would suggest a bigger room. He closed the door and skirted around his desk, ducking beneath the warped sitar hanging from a nail on the wall.

			Rusty removed his feet from the desk and cleared the scree from his throat. ‘Yeah… Simpson’s. I needed to blow some cobwebs away. I think she warmed to me eventually, did, er…’

			‘Delilah. I’m not sure she knew what to make of you, old boy,’ Max picked up a pile of post. ‘She could probably have done without the joke about the gravedigger and the umbrella. I know I could have.’ He chuckled, careful not to berate. Rusty may have been two years his junior, but he was the more developed when it came to sulking. And he was the stronger. Besides, they had bigger things to rail against than each other: they shared a purpose, a business, and blood. On top of this, Rusty was his best friend.

			‘Where d’you find her anyway? Out on the randy?’ A gruff cackle was followed by a wheeze, rising in pitch like a stove-top kettle.

			He hated Rusty’s use of dockside vernacular. Magnified when drunk, it was still appalling when sober. He used foul language like a cloak, as if pretending to have been raised on the hip of a syphilitic vulgarian would disguise his other character defects. Max sometimes wished he carried in his wallet a photograph of young Rusty on the rolling lawn of Chaveley; he’d whip it out to puncture the guttersnipe illusion whenever he became overly fruity. The lad had always been a tangle of contradictions: a needy misanthrope; a bat craving light.

			‘Actually, I like Delilah.’ Max rifled through the post. ‘And you know she’s a singer. Or perhaps you’ve been at the tail end of a carouse every time I’ve told you that.’

			Rusty shrugged. ‘Anyway, why do you look so perky? And why no black tie? Aren’t you still in mourning?’

			‘Don’t joke. I didn’t like the man but there’s still Mama to think about. Besides, where’s yours? He was your uncle.’ Dear Mama. She’d put up with the pair of them for years. The least they could do was respect her grief. ‘But to your point, I look perky because…’ Max paused deliberately. The dramatic interlude elicited no reaction. ‘…I look perky, you ginger rotter, because, as I told you two nights ago, Signor Balducci’ – he raised his empty palm to the ceiling – ‘ha detto di sí.’

			Rusty stared back, impassive.

			‘He said yes. His voice is ours. Room 522 at The Savoy is currently sheltering our operatic jewel. Isn’t that marvellous?’

			‘Smashing.’

			‘Less of that sarcasm, please. It was a coup to get him and Franklin doesn’t know.’ He hoped this was true. Some form of warning would surely have landed on his desk had Franklin got wind of the plan. He’d often let it be known that he thought talking machines would suck the money out of his theatres and challenge his livelihood. He made no bones about snapping limbs.

			Max recoiled as a thud shook the room.

			‘Sod Franklin. I’ll do him over.’ Rusty prized the knife from the back of the desk.

			‘Behave.’

			‘Hate opera anyway. What’s wrong with trying Lillie Langtry or Marie Lloyd again? You know, people’s music. They’d get the punters wet.’

			Max shook his head. Rusty knew full well that that experiment failed. He pretended not to notice the mocking kiss. Whenever he mentioned opera to his cousin he knew to expect an indifferent response. It was one of life’s great ironies: although they ran a gramophone company, Rusty did not possess a musical bone in his body. It was the machines that enthused him, not the sound. It had always been that way. While Max did the music, Rusty did the mechanics. Somehow the division of labour worked. Max never doubted they’d end up working together; their roles had been ordained for years.

			‘Remember, tell no one about Balducci. We can’t allow anyone to hear of this. Utter secrecy is imperative.’

			Rusty smiled. ‘Of course. I think you’re wrong, though. Franklin’ll never hurt us. Too close.’

			Max scoffed. It was nonsense and Rusty knew it. Family ties were weaker than the man’s ruthless streak. And with Papa no longer here, Franklin had no reason for loyalty. ‘We’ll see. Anyway, what did Mary make of your state when you got home the other night? Kill the fatted calf, did she?’ It was still strange seeing Rusty married. Max always imagined he would be the first cousin with a wife. He suspected that Rusty enjoyed the petty triumph.

			‘I wish she had killed the fatted calf. I was fucking starving.’

			The trouble with having grown up together was that nothing was unsayable. Max considered it a by-product of a close but troubled family. These days, he tended to let Rusty get on with things: the skittish and contrary outbursts, the ill-judged comments, the occasional bragging that he stood to inherit Chaveley. The poor boy had known enough suffering. His rage was best left unstoked; like an underground spring, latent anger ran deep and hidden, only to burst into the open at some unexpected place where the ground was weak and vulnerable. And while Rusty vented and simmered, Max took all business decisions on their behalves. Both knew instinctively that he only acted with their mutual interests at heart. Like links in a chain, they were permanently yoked.

			‘Oh, and remember that new fellow’s arriving this morning. Joe Langley.’ Max said. ‘He’ll be here shortly. Having an extra person should help us no end.’

			Rusty lit his pipe and sat back in the chaise. ‘Thought we were brassic.’

			‘We are, but if we’re to capture our jewels we need more than just the two of us.’

			He watched as Rusty blew a smoke ring.

			‘If we’re so skint, how can we afford all this? You a bloody magician as well?’

			Max leaned forward on his chair and mimed the sweep of a wand. ‘We’ve got enough.’ They hadn’t. Particularly after the Balducci outlay. But a spike in sales was just around the corner.

			‘When’s the tubby lump coming in?’

			‘Tomorrow.’

			Rusty pulled the pipe from his mouth. ‘Tomorrow?’

			‘Well, starting tomorrow. One or two recordings in the afternoon and a few more the next day. He sails for Italy at the end of the week.’

			‘Christ.’

			‘Indeed.’ Two days left scant room for mistakes.

			Rusty hauled himself from the chaise. ‘I’ll go down and get started.’

			‘Spick and span.’ He knew he needn’t have said it. For one so turbid, Rusty was unduly tidy and methodical in the studio. ‘And please be enthused, old boy. I know he’s not your thing but we need to make this work. It’s us against the bastards, remember?’

			Rusty winked as he opened the door. ‘Have I ever let you down?’

			‘Often.’

			The gust from the slammed door caused the sitar to wobble on its wire. As air passed over its remaining strings, it emitted a dissonant hum. Max surveyed his desk but could not see the surface for ledgers, bills, stylus boxes, tone arms and a broken toy xylophone. There was, he supposed, some poetry in the fact that the mess before him mirrored the state of the company. He removed his jacket. It was one of three pre-made suits he’d recently bought from Pontings Department Store, all hewn under the hammering needle of an electric sewing machine. Glorious technology. As a result, all three cost less than a single hand-tailored waistcoat from a Burlington Arcade boutique. And all were in the latest short-jacket style. He hung it on the hatstand and picked up a well-thumbed copy of Primitive Culture by Edward Tylor. He’d read it a dozen times, and a dozen times it had enthralled him. Sitting, he leaned back and raised his feet. This was the blueprint. Forget music halls. Tylor’s writings had convinced him that the entire world was a fertile musical field to be ploughed.

			Culture or civilisation, he read to himself, is that complex whole which includes knowledge, belief, art, morals, law, custom, and any other capabilities and habits acquired by man as a member of society.

			‘The most important of which,’ Max said, as the sitar’s vibration looped into a soft raga in his head, ‘is music.’

			* * *

			The church hall behind the Paragon Theatre of Varieties would have made an adequate rehearsal space were it not for the odour of decaying mice. The smell stuck in Delilah’s nostrils like poison. She deposited her hat and bag on a bench and walked to the piano, late, inhaling in shallow half-breaths. Seemingly oblivious, Mr Wilson bashed away at the stained keys with a vigour she’d forgotten about. She glanced around. Here again. Whenever new sets were being built in the theatre, Wilson made them practise in the hall, dead rodents or not. Delilah joined the three other girls at the piano.

			‘Sorry,’ she mouthed to no one in particular, nudging herself into the centre of the group. As she claimed the space, she swept an errant coil of chestnut hair from her forehead. Over the piano she watched Wilson’s wandering fingers, the black and yellow of his nails matching the keys he so keenly dominated. She flattened the embroidery down the front of her dress. It was her cream one, a favourite but fiddly. It was also, she happily noted, prettier than the other ones on display today. She composed herself and stifled the smirk that had stubbornly played on her lips since Max bid her farewell two nights ago with a surprise sprig of lavender from his hat.

			The hall may not have changed, but she hoped that she had. And yet everything suddenly felt so familiar, as though the last few months hadn’t happened. She’d sworn she’d never return to the Paragon after her spell at the Royal Strand. Wilson counted them in with buttery teeth. She looked down. From A Chinese Honeymoon in Covent Garden to his glossy face in Mile End in less than a week. But she always knew that her world was a porous one; a world in which luck and fortuitous timing played as big a role as talent. That, and knowing when to smile prettily at a pianist. Her role had come to an end, there was nothing else out there and Wilson had asked her back. Money was money and she needed it. Her digs weren’t cheap. Work was work. Her father had taught her that before he turfed her out; he’d depart for Smithfield’s abattoirs every day before dawn no matter the season, no matter the workload. If something better turned up, she’d just leave. Loyalty counted for buttons in this game. Besides, she loved singing. And East London wasn’t so bad. It was home.

			She’d forgotten Wilson’s knack of playing while gazing at the closest female chest. In every curve a tune, it seemed. Still, she wished she could play that well. Owning a piano would be a start. He coughed as the verse came around. Although unfamiliar with most of The Drunken Judge, she inhaled as much as the air allowed and sang the feather-light ditty.

			‘Lovely.’ Wilson flicked a curtain of oily hair from his eyes. ‘Now, one at a time. A line each.’

			There was one singer around the piano whom Delilah had not met. But she did know Clara Pattinson, who sang first. She was notorious on the circuit for not stopping at a pretty smile when it came to pianists.

			‘Good, Clara.’ Wilson’s eyes darted up from the keys.

			Delilah saw Clara redden. The two had clearly exchanged more than smiles recently. Judging by Clara’s stance, she was trying to forget. Judging by Wilson’s, he wanted to remember.

			A Welsh girl called May whom Delilah had beaten to the Mi Mi role sang next. Too precise, too loud. As May went, her imploring eyes flicked sideways to check that the other girls were watching her. Delilah ignored her. Wilson clearly felt the same; he moved on, maintaining the song’s rhythm.

			‘And Miss Braithwaite.’

			Delilah heard the new girl, who was standing to her right in a plain blue dress, inhale deeply. Sincere with tar-black hair, her voice caught as she sang. A meek cough filled the gap. Delilah reached across and touched her arm. It happened all the time. Besides, it always paid to get the fresh ones onside early. The new girl tried again. Her singing, while tender, was only a qualified success. It seemed to be guided by technique rather than talent. However rather than admonish her, Wilson grinned.

			‘Well recovered, Molly. Touch more passion next time please.’

			Delilah received the nod. ‘And our returning starlet,’ Wilson said.

			She briefly poked her tongue out before taking a breath. Time stopped as she sang. In that moment, nothing else mattered. It was just her and her voice, alone, each in turn leading and controlling the other. ‘There once was a judge whose intellect fine, Was often strengthened by a jug of wine.’ As she sang, she soared, oblivious to the world. Air rushed through her. She was as free as a starling heading for the clouds. She’d been told that her voice had developed. Through Mi Mi, her confidence, projection and clarity had improved. While she sought no affirmation from anyone around her, she nonetheless glowed when Wilson winked in approval.

			The song ended and Delilah found herself clapping with the group.

			‘Well done, ladies, well done. I think that’ll do for today. Thank most of you for arriving on time.’ Wilson raised a brow at Delilah.

			Dirty sod, she thought, smiling back.

			‘And remember to start thinking about your frocks for Victoria Park. It’s some time away, but I’d like you to choose something bright and’ – Wilson flicked his hair – ‘fetching.’ He caressed the keyboard and lowered the lid.

			Delilah struggled to picture him and Max together. She knew that Wilson played in his studio occasionally, paid by the session. As men, they couldn’t be more different. But everyone knew – and used – everyone else in this game.

			She walked to the bench to retrieve her belongings. Even though she’d known him for less than a month, she found her thoughts turning to Max with alarming regularity. She’d never met anyone quite like him. He was different from the others; there was respect there. His eyes were kind, always assessing, quick to sparkle. And he came from a different world, one of relative privilege: he had grown up in a townhouse in North London and used to take holidays in an uncle’s house by the sea. Not that a stranger would know any of this by spending time with him. He had a beguiling ability to float among all people, appearing to be of no social standing and all social standings at the same time. He amused her. But most of all, he excited her. Being with him, she imagined herself strapped to the grill of a speeding locomotive; he was thrilling, dangerous, enlivening. The redhead was strange, mind. A tangled coil of petulance. Stank like a damp sack.

			Delilah turned to leave and saw May hovering close by in the hope of finding a companion to walk with. Not likely. She knew her type too well; overly keen and inadequately talented. Ignoring her, she walked briskly to the door and exited the hall. The air on Mile End Road was delightfully fresh. She lifted her head to the summer sun and closed her eyes. She had walked fewer than five paces when she collided with something at thigh height. She looked down; a crouching figure was gathering the spilled contents of her handbag. Delilah recognised the blue dress. It was the new girl, the one who’d stumbled as she sang.

			‘Here, darling, let me.’ Delilah knelt. ‘Molly, isn’t it?’

			The girl looked up, flustered. ‘Yes.’

			‘I’m Delilah.’ She handed Molly a glove – worn, simple – and a vial of perfume. Petunia. Sweet and dependable. Delilah stood.

			‘Much obliged.’ Molly straightened up and exhaled sharply before looking across at Delilah and smiling. ‘Thank you very much.’

			Delilah liked her unassuming nature. She was shorter than Delilah herself, with a slightly thicker waist, and a few years younger; probably around twenty. Her face was open but she had the innocent air of someone who’d spent too much time reading and not enough time experiencing the world. No threat here. Delilah definitely liked her. They walked on.

			‘Haven’t you got a pretty voice?’ Delilah said.

			‘Oh, I was terrible. I still get so nervous. But that’s kind of you to say so.’

			‘He likes you too. I can tell.’ Delilah nodded towards the hall and saw Molly try to obscure a slight shiver. It was charming. ‘Where are you going now?’

			‘Dalston.’

			‘I’m heading that way too.’ Delilah slipped a hand around Molly’s arm and led her down the row of stalls lining the street; tables laden with fruit and coloured thread spools in fancy piles. ‘Him aside, are you enjoying it?’

			Molly nodded. ‘It’s my second week now. I like the Paragon. I’m looking forward to the shows.’

			The shows. For a second Delilah considered telling her about the catcalls and the stench from the crowds, about the soiled costumes and dirty dressing rooms, about the meagre earnings at the end of the week. But she bit her tongue. Dreams were like gold dust. It would be cruel to blow them to the wind. ‘The shows are fun. Hard work, mind.’

			‘Mr Wilson mentioned you at my audition. You’ve been performing on the Strand. I think he was showing off a bit,’ Molly said. ‘He didn’t say you were coming back.’

			Delilah laughed. ‘He didn’t know. Nor did I until a few days ago.’

			‘Why did you choose to come back?’

			Delilah looked at her. Unassuming and naïve. Poor girl. It won’t last. If it does, she’ll be back making hat boxes or selling pincushions within weeks. ‘You sing wherever they’ll have you, darling. I finished A Chinese Honeymoon and there’s not much around. But there’s always room for me at the Paragon. I’m like a bad penny.’

			They walked on.

			‘So, how long were you at the Paragon before shows like that came up?’ Molly said.

			‘A Chinese Honeymoon? Two years. Three.’ Delilah felt Molly’s gaze. It was four. She gave her arm a reassuring squeeze. ‘A word of advice.’

			‘Please.’

			‘If I can get to Covent Garden, so can you. The trick is to push at every door. You won’t get to Drury Lane by being meek.’

			Molly nodded. ‘Don’t be meek.’

			‘And remember that once you’re there, the journey back to dives like the Paragon isn’t a long one. Look at me,’ she chuckled mirthlessly and imagined how she’d have felt two years ago if she’d known she’d still be there. Still, in imparting something she felt useful. ‘Be careful who you trust. London’s full of crooks. Can’t move for crackpots and liars in our world.’

			With their arms still linked, they continued down Mile End Road.

			‘So what about this Victoria Park event that Mr Wilson mentioned? What happens there?’	

			‘It’s a fête. We go there to sing to drum up custom for the show. He likes to make it special. All the theatres have stalls there.’

			‘It sounds fun.’

			‘It’s certainly noisy. It’ll be even more so this year. My Max will be there demonstrating his blessed machines.’

			‘Who’s Max?’

			Hearing his name made her smirk again. ‘Max Cadenza. He’s half a crackpot. Thinks he’s seen the future. Makes me laugh though.’

			‘What kind of machines?’ 	

			Delilah raised her eyebrows. Perhaps she’d overspoken. Her typical impulsive self, assuming this girl would be interested. ‘Talking machines.’

			‘Talking machines?’

			‘Yes. He’s got some opera man in this week.’

			‘What? Gramophones?’

			‘Ye–’ She turned to see Molly staring at her. ‘Oh, not you and all.’

			‘What?’

			Delilah shook her head. ‘They’re ridiculous, sweetheart. Scratchy ugly hulks of machinery.’ Everyone knew that. ‘You know, in France they make the discs out of chocolate so people can eat them after two listens. Best use for them.’

			Molly spoke quietly. ‘My uncle has one. I think they’re extraordinary. Such power.’

			Delilah peered across. Molly’s face had a quiet authority to it. Normally, she would have ignored any mention of talking machines but there was something about the girl that made her think twice. She didn’t seem built to exaggerate. ‘What do you mean power?’

			‘For people like us, for singers. The power to reproduce our voices so everyone can hear them. I think it’s incredible. Wouldn’t you want to make a disc?’

			‘Me? Na. Not unless I was hungry.’ Delilah chuckled.

			‘I would.’

			Delilah thought back to the nights when Max had held forth about opera for breakfast, about walls melting and about the magic and passion of gramophones. She’d always dismissed it as Max being Max. The eccentric ramblings of a dreamer. Somehow, though, the words sounded different coming from a stranger, someone whose livelihood did not directly depend on the machines being a success. It was like hearing about them in a different language.

			‘So does Max run this gramophone business?’

			‘Yes.’

			‘And you haven’t asked him to record you?’

			She shook her head.

			They turned down White Horse Lane in silence. Delilah felt strange, as though the conversation had slipped away from her. It was a rare sensation and she didn’t like it. Control was important. Yet in a few brief exchanges, she felt like the naïve party. This unassuming girl by her side had quite thrown her. Although their arms were still linked, Molly was staring down at the pavement as she walked.

			Delilah may have imagined it, but she could have sworn that as they wove among the stalls and carts towards Bethnal Green she felt a faint, reassuring squeeze to her elbow.

			* * *

			Max was eighty pages in when he heard a knock.

			‘Come.’

			The man who poked his head around the door was unnaturally tall, clad in tweed and looked disappointed. The narrow corridors and small rooms at Tavistock Street often had this effect on people. The poor soul was probably expecting a gleaming office with a plaque outside.

			‘Joe Langley. My good fellow. Welcome.’ Max stood as the man gingerly entered. Leaning over his desk, he shook his hand. ‘Please sit.’

			Langley lowered himself into the chaise. He moved tentatively, as though he feared insulting the furniture. As with most people who did not know Max, he tried hard not to let his gaze linger on the man’s shortened finger. In trying not to stare, he ended up doing the opposite.

			Max raised his copy of Primitive Culture.

			‘Have you read him?’

			‘Excuse me, sir?’ Langley said in a soft Scottish lilt.

			‘Edward Tylor.’

			‘Er, no.’

			‘Most enlightened fellow. Turns out that primitives don’t remain primitive. Culture evolves. We’re all the same underneath.’

			‘I see,’ Langley said, looking for all the world like he’d never seen anything.

			‘And music lives in all of us. Imagine the recording opportunities out there. Imagine.’

			He looked exactly as Max recalled: clean-shaven and eager, although his bulbous nose and long torso gave him a vaguely cartoonish air, as though his features had been exaggerated by a satirist’s pencil. There was a sense of lofty bafflement in the way he held himself.

			‘Glad to be here, sir.’ Langley looked up at the sitar on the wall.

			‘To remind us of the musical opportunities out there.’

			Max watched him survey the rest of the room. Freshly graduated, he was looking for noticeboards and timetables, for structure. He’d learn. There was something about this chap’s enthusiasm that he liked. He was young – around nineteen – and was unashamed to ask questions about the company. Following a brief interview at the Trocadero a month ago, Max had offered him the job on the spot.

			‘How was the journey down from Edinburgh? I was up in the Highlands last year recording bagpipers. They’re on my list,’ Max said. A heavenly drone buzzed in his ear.

			‘The journey was fine, thank you, sir.’

			‘Excellent. You’ve actually joined us on an auspicious week. Tomorrow we have Alfredo Balducci coming in to record.’

			‘Yes, I heard he was in London.’ Langley drew breath as if to say more, perhaps a fact about Balducci or a nugget about his impressive range. But he said nothing.

			‘Well I’m thrilled,’ Max continued. ‘Now let’s get you started. It’s a small operation here. Just myself and Rusty. The best sound engineer around. When he behaves.’

			‘I hope I shall pick everything up quickly.’

			‘Dear chap, you’ll be fine. I employed you for your enquiring mind. Craft can be learned. Curiosity cannot.’

			‘Thank you, sir.’

			‘Please don’t call me sir. You’re not that much younger than I. Now, you’re clear on your role?’

			‘To help you establish and grow the market here and overseas. Record. Help with playbacks.’

			Max clapped his hands. Hearing other people talk about his aspirations lent them credibility. ‘Yes! Well put. Establish and grow. As I outlined to you at the Troc, our mission is to hunt out the best music and commit it to disc, here, there, anywhere. Our library is basic at the moment. It’s time to cast our net wider. Exciting, no?’

			‘Extremely.’

			‘I hope you have a thick skin. We’re not popular. The world is rather against us at the moment.’

			‘Oh.’

			‘We’ll be travelling soon. Russia probably. Rusty and I did Spain recently. Marvellous place. In the meantime, I need you to go fabric shopping for me this afternoon.’

			Langley suppressed a frown. ‘Fabric shopping?’

			‘I need a very particular length of muslin. Heavy weft. You’ll probably need to head east.’

			‘East?’

			‘East London, Mr Langley.’

			‘Yes, of course. Understood.’

			Max stood. ‘But before you go, let me show you the studio.’

			‘Oh, I almost forgot.’ As Langley stood from the chaise, he reached into his trouser pocket. ‘Someone outside asked me to give you this.’ He held a small envelope over the desk.

			Max opened it and removed a business card. One side was taken up by elaborate interlocking letters: B and F. His stomach turned as he recognised the initials. Barnabas Franklin. He turned the card over. There, scrawled in jagged ink, was a message.

			‘Do not record the Italian. It would displease me greatly.’

			* * *

			Max was still clasping the card when he opened the basement door and led Langley into the studio. The only light came from two rectangular windows high on the opposite wall. Through them, feet of passers-by clipped past on the pavement outside. He inhaled the distinctive odour: pipe smoke, chemicals and the musty damp of a semi-sunk room.

			‘Welcome to London’s finest recording studio. Such as it is.’

			He hovered by the door and let Langley walk towards the rig in the room’s centre. Without fail the apparatus drew in the uninitiated like a magnet. It loomed like a mechanical totem, all improvised spindles and crooked cranks, its needles and cones jutting and slotting about each other. From its side protruded a long horn, like a vast megaphone. A billowing canopy, the lining of an old Bedouin tent of Papa’s, taken from Chaveley, hung above the contraption. This room, his cradle of creation, was where physics met alchemy; a wondrous confection.

			Two white flashes from a recess illuminated the studio. Max saw Langley recoil. He looked over to see his cousin’s broad frame hunched over a soldering iron at his workbench in the corner, his pipe clasped between his teeth.

			‘Rusty,’ he shouted. There was no reply. ‘Rusty.’ He waited for three more bursts of stuttering fluorescence before Rusty set down the iron. ‘Didn’t you see us? Come and meet Mr Langley.’

			Rusty unhurriedly rubbed his palms on his leather apron and walked to Langley. Stocky insouciance met lanky gaucheness. He scowled up at his new colleague. ‘My, my. You’re a long streak of piss, aren’t you?’

			‘How do you do?’ Langley offered a hand.

			Max smiled. Under his jacket’s heavy twill, the poor chap looked as willowy and exposed as a lone tree on a heath, almost inviting a hungry gust of wind to do its worst.

			‘Rusty. A word.’ Max struck a match to light a pair of gas sconces on either side of the door. He watched Langley turn to examine the rig again and beckoned his cousin towards him. ‘Look. From Franklin.’ He gave Rusty the card, his hand softly quivering.

			Langley was bending over the machine, examining its spindles.

			‘That’s right, Mr Langley, it’s a spring-loaded turning table with a wind-up motor. Mahogany. That horn protruding at head-height is five feet long, the longest we could make. Impressive, eh? Watch you don’t knock the stand supporting its end.’ Max looked back to Rusty, his fingers now whirring like a cyclist’s legs. ‘Well? What do you think?’

			There was no doubt that the message was a threat, and he usually responded to those by doing precisely what he was being warned against. But this was Franklin.

			Rusty’s lips were pursed in concentration. ‘How did he hear?’

			‘It may be a wild guess. I certainly wasn’t aware of being spotted with Balducci the other night. But how is hardly the point. It’s what we do now that matters.’

			Over the years, they’d crossed Franklin. They’d nipped and sniped and cocked a snook at the man. But they’d never done anything in contravention to a specific warning from him. Nor, Max knew, had London’s army of judges, constables and newspaper editors. The man was as active, alert and vile as ever, and his grip on Covent Garden’s circuitry was total. It had started twenty-five years ago with a penny gaff, unspectacular but profitable. He traded the gaff for a theatre. One became three, three became five. In a grab for respectability, he opened an opera house. He also reached down, buying up taverns, supper rooms and casinos. When the creation of New Oxford Street sliced through the Garden’s Holy Land slum, ripping apart decades of squalor, he promised the Metropolitan Board of Works he’d drain the swamp and rebuild the area. The promise was partial. But the area became his. Today, whether punters were sitting in the stalls, eating, whoring or gambling, their pennies went to Franklin. Worse than his rackets was his cloak of respectability. Rumour was he kept a photo of him and Bertie on his desk. Max rubbed his callous and squeezed his eyes shut. Franklin. Quite unexpectedly, he saw Papa’s brutal, pinched face. That grim axis. He opened his eyes and looked at Rusty.

			Neither man moved from the doorway, their glares fusing them to each other. Neither blinked, nor spoke. They stood, bound by a silent connection forged over two decades.

			‘Franklin’s bluffing. He can’t know,’ Max whispered. Only the men in this room and Balducci himself were aware of the arrangement. He’d ensured that. It was in none of their interests to bleat. And in two days Balducci would be gone. The chance over. As he looked into Rusty’s eyes, he saw the hint of a glint. He felt one growing in his own. Opportunity overrode fear. They teased the look from one another, their faces morphing into agreement. Max wiped his moistening palms on his trousers. ‘Shall we do it?’

			Rusty nodded. It lasted for less than a second. But in that fleeting moment they shared an unbelieving smile, thick with conspiracy.

			Max saw Langley peering into the long recording horn. He walked towards the rig. ‘Everybody looks into that, Mr Langley. Nothing in there but air and potential. And at its thin end, a very sharp cutting stylus.’

			The apparatus never failed to fill him with pride. Rusty had calibrated the recording box’s motor to rotate the turning table precisely seventy-eight times in a minute; the uniformity of the speed at which the stylus cut sound vibrations onto the master disc was crucial. Meanwhile they’d welded the blade of an ice skate to an old music stand to create the frame to support the horn. The cleverly adapted canopy above was designed to guide noise into the horn rather than up to the roof. Magic and passion, Max thought. He imagined Papa’s disapproving face and smirked.

			Walking beyond the machine, he stroked the lid of the upright piano that sat on a wheeled platform. ‘And this is my portable orchestra. We can position it anywhere in the room.’

			The studio may have been dark and scruffy but Max would wager that there was more possibility contained within its four walls than anywhere else in London. He looked from Rusty to Langley and back again. Were they a rag-tag team? For sure. Did they face possible humiliation? Certainly. Punishment? Possibly. But someone had once told him that the path of least resistance was the path of the loser. It wouldn’t do to buckle under pressure, particularly in front of the new man.

			He raised Franklin’s business card. Silhouetted against the rig it looked insignificant, pathetic even. The status quo versus progress. The past versus the future. ‘Remember I told you that we’re not very popular, Mr Langley?’

			‘Yes.’

			Max held up the card by its long side and ripped it in two, relishing its pathetic shhh. He folded the halves together and tore them once more, its pleads for silence becoming shorter with each rip. He repeated the ritual until the card resembled confetti. Dropping the pieces to the ground, he rubbed his hands together. No one could tell them what to do.

			‘Come on, chaps,’ he said. ‘It’s time to prepare for a special visitor.’
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			Rusty rounded the corner onto Drury Lane with a swagger in his step and rig oil in his hair. ‘Quick one in the Lion?’ 

			Max could sense the pre-record jangle. He felt it in himself, too.

			‘Not tonight.’ He looked around. It was his favourite time of day. Covent Garden was undergoing its dusk scene-change. Costers and hawkers were being replaced by a thickening whirl of people, some heading to the theatre, others to a tavern or club, a chophouse or casino. Crossing-sweepers cleared manure from the clay, bent low and scuttling backwards as if paying homage to the impending revelry. Their brush strokes scarred the earth with a rhythmic thrum. Although the light was fading, London’s essence was stirring.

			Rusty spun on his heel but carried on walking, backwards. He looked up at his cousin as a child would his father in a sweet shop. ‘Just one?’

			‘Stop it. Need to be alert tomorrow.’ Rusty always did this. And it was never just one. Besides, they were about to peel off on their respective routes home; Max north to Highgate, Rusty east to Hackney.

			Rounding a bend, Max abruptly stopped. ‘Will you look…’

			Across the Lane, a vast crowd, dozens thick, had gathered outside the Imperial Theatre. The sea of bonnets and trilbies was illuminated from above by dozens of flaming gas brackets on the theatre’s awning. Above them, in dazzling yellow, a sign. The Golden Sun. Franklin’s new musical. A seat-filler. The talk of the town. But Max had seen the score; it was watery and derivative, did nothing for him. In the excitement over Balducci, he had forgotten it opened tonight.

			The crowd was the thickest he’d seen for months. And for every punter looking to spend money, Max wagered there was a swell mob or prostitute looking to relieve them of it. Covent Garden was a perfect democracy like that.

			A blast of hornpipe caught his attention. In the thinning fringe of the crowd, on one of the pavement stages that Franklin rented to street performers, an organ-grinder in a patched-up suit wound a box hanging from his neck. Max knew every busker in the area and he’d never seen this fellow before. He was joined by family; his wife plucked a banjo while a chained marmoset leapt between two children’s shoulders. As the monkey bared its teeth to passers-by, the children shook a cap in time to the music.

			Max smiled and fingered a ha’penny in his pocket for when he passed. Forget The Golden Sun; here was fun. He lit a cigarette, aware of Rusty’s demented jig next to him. The tune suddenly thickened as Blind Ted, a bearded fiddler as old as sound itself, joined in from the other side of the theatre’s entrance. His bow bouncing from the strings, he followed the hornpipe’s melody, filling gaps with intricate flourishes. Max smiled at the three-person orchestra. This was how music should be: spontaneous and unencumbered. A number of hats under the awning gently bobbed and a whoop rose from the crowd. Somewhere in the throng people were dancing.

			A whistle of warning. Rusty nodded towards the theatre.

			Standing taller than the milling crowds, two of Franklin’s patrolling blackguards surveyed the scene. Of course, thought Max. Joyous interludes rarely lasted unchecked, not around here. He watched the blackguards’ steely faces and wondered if they were the ones who’d handed the warning to Langley outside the studio. It was no surprise they were here. Franklin’s henchmen were known to circulate around his theatres before shows, watching for disruptive influences. It wasn’t just ticket touts, pickpockets and whores in the blackguards’ sights – it was anyone who clogged the theatre’s entrance or caused a distraction. The patrolmen’s sole role was to safeguard their employer’s interests. Nuisances were dispatched with speed; first relieved of cash then slung down the nearest alley, occasionally with an eye gouged or a thumb crushed. Max had once seen a sheet-music hawker garrotted for selling nursery rhymes outside a playhouse.

			Raising his collar so as not to be recognised, Max cursed the men. Their routine was as dark as it was predictable; after curtain-up they’d head to the first floors of Franklin’s taverns to oversee the gambling. After that they’d ascend further to the lavender-scented garrets, extracting lucre and pleasure until sunrise, often from women they’d already rinsed once that evening, each pound fattening Franklin’s empire.

			Max saw one of the men nod towards the organ-grinder and gesture to this colleague; he had spotted the family. The blackguards glided through the crowd towards the buskers’ platform as though crawling through water. Max’s hunch was right: the family had not paid their dues. They were busking illegally on Franklin’s patch.

			‘Come on.’ With his head lowered, he tapped Rusty’s shoulder and strode towards the family. Underdogs stuck together in this part of town. It was their unwritten code. Approaching from over the road, rather than through the dense crowd, they arrived at the platform before the henchmen. Max dropped his ha’penny into the children’s cap and caught the organ-grinder’s eye. ‘Leave. Now.’ The marmoset pointed to the coin and stretched its mouth in delight.

			‘Sir?’ The player’s accent was thick, Germanic.

			Once again Max motioned at Franklin’s odious enforcers. ‘You’re not safe. Follow me.’ The organ trailed off, leaving Blind Ted’s fiddle the only sound.

			Max walked from the theatre. As he turned he saw Rusty gather the children into his arms and guide them away. Behind them, bewildered, the organist and his wife followed.

			Steps quickening, Max led the group north across Holborn before turning down a side alley, away from the street’s chaos. The monkey mewled forlornly as they wove along the lanes between dank hovels and night houses. These putrefying rookeries of the old Holy Land had yet to be ripped down. They lingered unseen; London’s filthiest relics. As Max walked, he heard the slush of feet and the gentle clanging of instruments behind him as his group kept pace. After a minute, as though drawing breath after being gagged, Max led them into the relative calm and order of Great Wild Street, where the city once again showed its face. Standing on a pavement, carriages rolling by, Max looked back down the alley. The blackguards were nowhere to be seen.

			He beckoned the organ-grinder towards him and pointed east. ‘I’d head that way. And maybe stay away from Covent Garden for a while.’
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