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Our sins are stubborn, our repentance vain;
We make ourselves pay liberally our oaths,
And blithely head back on the filthy path,
Believing worthless tears may cleanse our stains.


Charles Baudelaire, Les Fleurs du Mal




PART I


PRISM OF DELIGHT


NOVEMBER 1863


A very little key will open a very heavy door.


Charles Dickens, Hunted Down


 


SENSATION


If you’re after one of those sensation novels, you had better look elsewhere. A prettified heroine flutters her lashes to bewitch the eligible bachelor; he never guesses at her guilty past until, strolling gas-lit alleys, she makes confession of her sins, turning doe eyes upon him, as the organ-grinder’s ballad reaches a lonely climax.


Trumped-up potboilers purporting to cut to the heart of our diseased society, throwing us through precipitous chicanery with never a moment to examine the characters’ inward lives, they titillate our fancy, turn our stomach, leave us empty. Too trite, too comforting, these maids falling from grace, men besotted with aunts, purloined identities, revelatory memoirs; they give the glow of gratification, but their revelations are gossamer-thin. If that is the kind of tosh you like, look elsewhere. Pontificate, as you sup from your dainty cup on the plush divan, on the scurrilous morals of today’s authors, so bent on scandalising us that we will not be able to wait for next week’s instalment. Oh, let us have it sooner: let us have it today!


Bah.


But turn down the blind, follow the street seller home to his bloodied spouse—follow your own husband, or your wife, equivocating on their destination of an evening—and you shall find scandal closer to home. How near disaster lies. Ruin shadows us all, however grand, however insignificant. The streets are paved with the bodies of the trampled, and you and I, if we pay no heed to such warnings, are as like to fall underfoot as anyone.


My story is not one of these sensation tales.


My story has eyes blackened by blows, crinolines ripped to reveal voluptuous flesh bruised by careless knuckles. Gas lamps smashed to give cover of darkness, deluding the common man that nobody sees his weakness, and if nobody sees, no one will know how low he sinks in the mouldy bedroom of a Pimlico penny brothel, with filthy pictures peeling off damp walls, as the rickety bed creaks and jilters, while wealthy gents watch through peepholes for three and six an hour.


Do you think me jaundiced by my profession? Are my protests gauche? There are those in the police who blacken their hands in the filth that once appalled them. Now that penny dreadfuls are de rigueur in the drawing room, no depravity is too shocking for entertainment. And what is wrong with that? These gratifications distract us. The fleeting glow of shock lulls us from the greater crimes around us every day, crimes so familiar we no longer notice them.


This is not one of those sensation novels.


Nor is it one of those so-called detective stories that fill our newspapers and railway stations. There was nothing to detect. The facts were plain before my eyes. I had only to dig into the teeming fecundity of colours laid before me—and I failed.


There is no right place to begin such a story; and yet I must begin.


This is the story of a man. And of a girl. A host of girls. The Flowers of Sin. Flowers of evil, grown in the London filth. Entrancing flowers that bloom in the spring and are withered by autumn, devoured in the compost by this voracious species of worm to which we all belong.


It is, most of all, the story of Felix.


WELCOME ARRIVALS


The girl whooped. Bubbles bobbed and weaved beyond her outstretched arms. She skipped after them across the blanket of virgin snow, the Quarterhouse quadrangle unused to such frivolity. She clasped her dainty hands upon one, and it vanished. She darted into my path, as I headed for the porter’s lodge. I moved her aside, my curt smile ill masking my vexation.


Where the hell were Molly and her troupe of entertainers?


I strode through the great stone archway and glared out into the square. Along the ancient walls, fine carriages crowded to drop off the gentry for our charitable do. Before they could be ushered safely into the Master’s Lodgings, shoeblacks and nostrum vendors clamoured for their attention, chastised continually by my colleagues. A fruitless harassment: these lurkers’ services were as useful as ours. But such skirmishes abounded wherever the “two nations” met, the thresholds we police continually patrol between have and have-not, ease and malaise. Whom we are protecting from whom is seldom explicit.


Where were Molly’s bloody tumblers and strollers? If she let me down, the commissioner would be sorely embarrassed; and if I embarrassed Sir Richard, there would be hell to pay. I stared out across the cobbled square glowing in its fresh sheet of snow. Infuriating that I, a detective of Scotland Yard, should be at the mercy of this ragamuffin and her ragtag rabble.


As I was cursing Molly’s damnable timekeeping, two worn-out nags entered Quarterhouse Square dragging tumbrel carts, and trudged towards the gates.


Observing this, as he leaned against the gateway, a curious old fellow stood puffing at his pipe. He nodded to me genteelly. For a moment, I thought he might be the porter; I had better reassure him that I, as sergeant in charge, could vouch for this unholy congregation. Noting the contrast between his noble face and threadbare suit, I realised he was more likely one of the Quarterhouse Brothers. The Quarterhouse, once a monastery, was long since become a home for elderly men fallen on hard times. Selected on rigorous (though secret) criteria, these impoverished gents enjoyed a comfortable life in this, the most refined almshouse in London—more charitable club than almshouse—endowed by some old financier grown rich on ordnance and usury.


As the East End bells chimed the hour, I waved Molly’s carts into the archway. There they disgorged the strangest human cargo I had ever seen. The old gent and I watched the dwarf acrobats, crippled jesters, half-dressed dancing girls tumble out; lean sinews, strong brows, trumpets, timpani and flashes of flesh. As I sought Molly’s ginger mop amid the cavalcade, the old fellow addressed me.


“There’s something refreshing about their flaunting of physical defects, wouldn’t you say?” His accent was clipped, so precise and English that he must be a foreigner. He nodded to a pair of peepshow grotesques. “They are as God made them. Criticise and be damned.”


His companionable tone cut through my mood, and I couldn’t help but smile. The grey old fellow set about stoking his pipe—not without difficulty, for his right hand was disfigured—clenching the tobacco against his overcoat. I was about to offer assistance, when he flipped the pouch into his waistcoat pocket with the ease of long practice. The pipe whirled into place between his lips. I looked him up and down. An engaging old fellow. Besides this dexterity and his old world overcoat, there was a music to his movements—


“Lucifer, old man?” Molly clapped me on the back. She loved to creep up on me unawares; it was her way of proving an urchin knew the streets better than any Scotland Yard sleuthhound. She patted my stomach familiarly. “You’re in rude ’ealth, by the looks of it.”


“My health isn’t the rudest thing in the vicinity, you wee street Arab.”


She ignored my insult and struck a match for the old fellow.


I ruffled her mop of ginger hair, which annoyed her. “I can offer you lessons in reading a clock.”


“Have I ever let you down?”


I simply looked at her.


She rolled her eyes, then fanned out a deck of cards with a friendly wink. “Choose a card, sir, any card.”


The grey old gent smiled, chose a card, showed it to me for confirmation, and slipped it back into the pack.


Molly put her fingers to her temples, her mind-reading pose, and declared portentously, “King of hearts.”


“I’m afraid not, young lady.”


“Queen, I meant.” She frowned, her face falling. “Jack?”


He shook his head kindly.


She sighed, putting away the cards with a tragic air.


“Consummate showman.” I aimed a kick at her backside. “Get on with it.”


“I promised you a show, Watchman.” She puffed herself up to her full height, five foot nothing, and marched off into the party. “By Beelzebub, you shall have one.”


“Speechifying at eight, Moll,” I called after her, “if you can learn the time by then.”


The old gent laughed, at her bravado or our complicity. “Pipe, young man?”


“That’s kind of you, sir.” I anxiously surveyed the quadrangle. After the hectic preparations, I would have liked nothing better than to dally. Oh, for a moment’s peace. How a little snow throws Londoners into consternation: the butchers of Smithfield refuse to deliver a pig all of two hundred yards; champagne doubles in price; reputable thespians cancel all theatricals. Hence Molly and her troupe: these misshapen performers hastily sweeping the snow aside, unrolling their rustic dance floor, erecting stalls for mulled cider, peepshows, and the World’s Smallest Theatre. No, I could not shrug off my responsibilities yet, not until Molly’s scoundrels and ne’er-do-wells won over our glittering guests. “Perhaps later,” I sighed.


“Of course, Sergeant.”


I had not introduced myself, but the gent, perceiving my haste, withdrew to finish his pipe in the square, leaving me to commence battle.


THE WORLD’S SMALLEST THEATRE


The girl was still chasing bubbles. She gasped as a vast, roiling bubble rolled toward her, produced by a louche gent to amuse his talkative clique, in high spirits as they raided the punchbowl early. The rest of the revellers emerged from the Master’s Lodgings, where, rather than doff their coats they acquired extra scarves and gloves. All around, a squadron of tumblers and stiltsmen began cartwheeling through these statesmen, tradesmen, jostlers and journalists. While Molly fussed over the World’s Smallest Theatre prior to the curtain-raiser, I exchanged an inspiriting word with caterers and serving staff.


The lass gazed through the bubble’s rainbow whorls, veiling the scene in sapphire and emerald, gold and vermillion. She reached out, laughing. People in their finery turned toward that youthful laughter, as flowers toward the sun. She reached out her fingertip, resisting temptation, resisting, oh—


The bubble burst. The most delicate of touches. The girl clutched at her taffeta dress and burst into tears. She turned her eyes upon me in mute appeal. All around, fops and functionaries, ladies and waiters looked toward me, as if the girl was any concern of mine.


I snorted. She might be with the caterers, a sister hauled along to sell biscuits and cider. She might have been one of Molly’s lot, but for being here before their arrival. With fashions today, she might even be some royal cousin or niece attending Prince Bertie and Princess Alix; I never could keep up with the Saxe-Coburgs’ efforts to dominate the globe (if I interpret Mr Darwin correctly).


The girl wailed.


The onlookers held their breath in distaste. I laid a hand on the girl’s shoulder and crouched beside her.


“Don’t fuss,” I said. I was tempted to remind her that she was the agent of her own downfall, but she gave me such a look that I held off moralising. Was she servant or guest? No parent was evident, and the caterers paid her no mind. “Who are you with?”


She stared in disdain, then recommenced her wilful wailing. I had misjudged, if not her age, her sham innocence. In my haste to quiet her, I pulled from my pocket the first thing I could find. A penny. I exhibited it between my fingers, then, as Molly had taught me, snapped my thumb—and it vanished.


The girl broke off her wailing.


The crowd about us relaxed. We were part of the show, rather than a disruption.


The girl stared. She prised off my hat and peered beneath. She turned her attention to my whiskers. Before she could tug them off, I snapped my fingers again, peered at her—and drew the coin out of her ear.


She began to giggle, like sunshine burning through fog.


“Bravo, Sergeant,” called the smarmy gents who caused the bother with their childish bubble-blowing.


Snatching the coin, with a penurious look, she wriggled away and vanished among the revellers. The chief bubble-blower made a ribald comment, then turned back to his punch. I gazed after her, blinking. Such an odd blend of childishness and self-possession. Her lucrative exit suggested she had known poverty; no, this was no princess. “Shift your dish, Watchman.” Molly elbowed me aside, taking up position as Master of Ceremonies. “Sir Richard hisself is after you, in them cloisters there.”


“What does he want?”


Molly rolled her eyes. She had tolerated my complaints for months, long before this charity ball was dreamt up. I was persona non grata at Scotland Yard ever since resolving a case underground, a case which caused disruption and death, which saw my inspector retire under a cloud—and of which I am not permitted to speak. Voices high up cast me as the troublemaker. I spent a year pursuing dead-end causes, while the knotty puzzles were handed to Darlington and the juiciest adventures to Jeffcoat, my competent, uninspired peers. Not that I’m the jealous type.


Sir Richard finally took pity. Seeing my glum face pass his door each morning, he made me organiser of this charitable shindig as a tonic, to get me out of the Yard’s drear backrooms. It would be simple; it should be diverting. To launch a new charitable fund, the Phoenix Foundation for Fallen Women, some kind-hearted old musician fellow—one of the Quarterhouse Brotherhood—had persuaded the capital’s wealthy to help the capital’s vulnerable. The Brothers might be poor, but they were well-connected.


With the snow, however, and still November, the city had ground to a halt. My party suppliers came a cropper one by one. If it hadn’t been for Molly’s links with the theatrical underworld (and other underworlds I needn’t list here), my efforts for this worthy cause would have fallen flat. Sir Richard owed me. But what recompense would he offer?


“My lords, ladies and gentlemen.” Molly blasted me aside with her ceremonial tones, as two strongmen deposited a Punch and Judy stand so tiny you could barely believe anyone would fit inside. “The World’s Smallest Theatre presents a tragical comedy: Natural Selection.” The curtains fell away; the puppets were revealed. A farmer was cuddling up with his plump prize pig on a frosty winter’s eve. We all laughed. “Later on,” she continued, “after speeches for the Phoenix Foundation, will follow a most pitiable rendering of Orpheus and Eurydice, a fallen woman indeed. Thereupon the ladies withdraw, and Miss H’s dancing academy conclude the entertainments.”


The audience, though accustomed to sophisticated dramatics, warmed to Molly’s nonsensical patter. As I weaved through the crowd, the pig won us over, snorting through the agricultural year: spring turned to summer, the pig loved, was wooed, married, and was grown fat with child. By the time I crossed the quadrangle, the pig bore sextuplet piggy finger puppets, to hoots of laughter from the suits and gowns.


Hors d’oeuvres were served. The scene changed. The audience chomped into the saucisson and bacon vol-au-vents. Some had the grace to look sheepish, as the fiddle struck up a ghoulish lament, and six tombstones, emblazoned with piggy faces, arose on the tiny stage to dance a dance of death.


COMMISSIONER PAYNE


I scanned the rear cloister, peering in at the rough-hewn windows in search of Sir Richard Payne, commissioner of Scotland Yard. The quadrangle, with revels now in full swing, was surrounded by sandstone cloisters, as antique as any Oxford college. These were surmounted on three sides by the monastic cells that housed the Brotherhood. At the corners overlooking Quarterhouse Square stood the Porter’s Lodge, for servants, and Master’s Lodgings, where gentry came in. At the far corners, the chapel, kitchens and refectory. Beyond this rear cloister, enclosing a walled garden, rose a dilapidated glasshouse. Despite the snow, I had resisted extending the party thither: exuberant behaviour can ruin glasswork and rare plants, and drunken toffs are more heedless than drunken tramps.


I spotted him lurking by the kitchens, warming his hands at the brazier where the tidbits and dainties had been kept hot. Yes, I knew why Sir Richard wanted me, more or less, but not what he had to offer. It had better be good. A month it had taken to organise the party, then this early snow, and I had to organise it over again. Now, as the snow sparkled around socialites, servants, and ramshackle players, a terrible pride welled within me. I would present to my commissioner a face sour as an old goat. Fists tight, breath clenched, my determination to get into Sir Richard’s good books was eroded to a grim belligerence. He would not dare to summon me now, unless he had a worthy commission.


“Good God, need we encourage such things?” Sir Richard appeared to be talking to himself. He smoothed his mutton chops by the glow of the brazier. “O tempora, o mores.”


“The times and the morals were just as bad in Cicero’s day.” The grey old gent was there, and a policeman beside him. “In pursuit of lofty, elevated things, who are we to deny anything to any man? You love literature, and I music. If some enjoy more wayward muses, shall I criticise them?”


“Such sums, for such filth?”


“The Library keeps our books, Sir Richard, not our morals.” His smile was barely discernible in the shadows of the ancient cloister. “These scholars seek nothing less than rapture.”


Payne snorted. “Voyeurism and debauchery—” I coughed, lightly, and Sir Richard started, turning upon me with a scowl. “Bloody hell, Watchman. Must you creep around so stealthily?”


“It’s what you pay me to do, sir.” I did my best to disregard the policeman who stepped from the shadows: my usurper in the echelons of the Yard, Sergeant Solomon Jeffcoat.


Payne gestured. “Solly, would you mind?”


Jeffcoat touched the grey old fellow’s arm to escort him out. The gent bowed discreetly, gave me a warm smile, and limped off.


I stared after him, puzzled. Not any old gent fallen on tricky times, he knew Payne; he was privy to intimate debates. “Sir, that fellow—”


“I was just speaking about you, Watchman.” Sir Richard cut me off. He examined his watch, with a sidelong glance at me, and shook it in irritation. “And your manifold talents.”


I was known as Watchman around Scotland Yard, as I’d spent my youth apprenticed to my watchmaker father; they were glad to abuse me for free repairs. I took his watch with a sigh. “Why does that fill me with foreboding, sir?”


“Nonsense.” Payne laughed. I was waiting for him to condemn Molly’s troupe: the disquieting humour, costumes, and handicaps. “Your soirée has raised a thousand pounds and a deal of publicity for Felix’s charitable endeavour. Well done, young man… The Phoenix Foundation, indeed.” He tugged at his moustaches. “The thing is, Watchman, we all need good news.”


“We, sir?”


“The police force. The government. Damn it, the whole country needs a boost. And you’re the man to give it to us.”


I gazed at him impassively.


“Don’t be like that, you impenetrable Scot.” He waved me toward the sandstone shelf that ran along the cloister’s inner wall. “Sit down, for God’s sake.”


I perched on the cold stone. Determined to hide my anticipation, I picked open the casing of his watch with my old pocket-knife. I examined it in the dim light. Cogs and springs I could handle; the reverie soothed my craftsman’s soul. Sir Richard’s hyperbole gave me the shivers. It was the way I’d been treated, perhaps. You give your all and are punished for it. Unjust? Certainly. Typical? Perhaps: we’re all cogs in a machine that none of us understand. Yet Sir Richard knew the dangers I had undergone, the indignities I’d suffered. I was relying on him. I needed to be reinstated at the heart of the mechanism.


“Look, Watchman, you’re a good sort. The charity’s bigwigs are grateful as all hell to you. You mustn’t get in a tizzy when they lap up the plaudits: Mauve, and Brodie, and Felix himself, though he’s a genial soul.” Gabriel Mauve was our political contact, a cabinet minister, J.W. Brodie a newspaper tycoon, and Felix the Quarterhouse Brother who’d dreamt up the whole shebang. I’d met none of them during my efforts; I knew my place. Sir Richard began pacing up and down. He was ill at ease. “Our battlegrounds are no longer in China or Russia, nor the mills of Lanark and Preston. The war this great nation is fighting today is in our souls, indeed our bodies—well, you know what I mean, Watchman. Everybody knows. You’ve only to stroll the Haymarket of an evening, or any train terminus. Charitable efforts, like this, are all very well. But I’ve called for a Commons Enquiry. And you, Lawless, are our man.”


I stared at him.


“To persuade a Commons Select Committee to act, I’ll need a brand-new survey.” Sir Richard was inspired. A rousing speech, almost as if he intended to stand for parliament. “We’ll count every house of ill repute. Itemise every last working woman. On the streets. In bordellos. Everywhere. A census of sin.”


Was this the commission I had dreamed of? I shivered involuntarily.


“None of your cynicism, Watchman.”


He gave me a smile that made my heart sink, for I saw a trace of pity behind it. “Much has been done since ’57 and the last appraisal. You may take great satisfaction in quantifying exactly how immorality has declined.”


“Declined? Sir, are you joking?”


“So many good works. Cholera. Poverty. Pleasure gardens closed, slum alleys patrolled. Law and order bolstered and extended into the darkest corners.”


Yet he always complained how government constrained his police finances.


“All improving the poor’s plight, you see. Removing temptations from women’s paths. Warning gentlemen of the ills caused by lapses moral and sexual.”


Pah.


“This commission is crucial to the government’s plans. I wouldn’t trust it to anybody else.”


A backhanded sort of a compliment. Perhaps he really was going into politics. “Jimmy Darlington’s our man for vice and immorality, sir. I wouldn’t dare tread on his capable toes.”


“Darlington’s been transferred. He’s to shut down the filthy bookshops, but he’ll show you around the night houses.”


“Shut the bookshops?” I had sent a couple of these publishers down the previous year—pornographers, they were calling them now—but they popped up in new premises the moment they were released. I looked at Sir Richard more closely. There was something he was not telling me. “Some job Darlington will have. Is this shake-up coming from on high, sir?”


“I’ll tell you, Lawless, but you mustn’t let on to anyone.” He lowered his tone. “A certain politician has a particular friend. They had a tiff. She’s vanished. He’s asked me to find her.”


“You want me to find some politician’s missing friend?”


“Lawless, Lawless, I say,” he beseeched me. It was not like Sir Richard to beseech anyone. “Don’t get on your bloody high horse.” Payne put his hand to his brow. “Not any old politician. The Prime Minister.”


Mistress, more like; after all, Palmerston was known in the press as Lord Cupid. “I see, sir.”


“An impossible task, I fear. I told Darlington to seek her out. He laughed. Laughed. It’s not how we do things, says he. We police, we make our presence known. But no details, thank you very much. Better that way, he says.” Payne snorted: so Darlington was out, and I was in. “The PM must accept his loss. But things must change. We know bugger all. Without a detailed picture, what are we? A benign overseer, toothless, checking the worst excesses, with no chance of saving a single sausage. I’ve promised him we’ll get a grip on what drives this netherworld: types of house, where the women come from, what age, what trades—”


“Hold the bus, sir. What are you asking me to do? Count the brothels? Or close them?”


“That’s what I like about you, Lawless. Never afraid to speak your mind.” He pointed through the frosty glass at the dancing couples. “Look. Things are changing. Here’s London society, clamouring to contribute, to save those wretches from their baser instincts.”


Outside, the Prince of Wales was gallantly turning Princess Alix, his Danish bride. (It was her fault that we’d persisted in holding this blasted party outside despite the snow, for in Denmark, they think nothing of such wintry sport.) I knew Prince Bertie well enough, and his baser instincts, and I couldn’t help smirking at Sir Richard’s utopian homily. “Let’s start with counting them. How long will you give me, sir?”


“Six months.”


I laughed despite myself. “Six? And how many men?”


“Watchman, the last reckoning of London’s loose women numbered eight or nine thousand. It won’t take—”


“Reckoned by whom?”


“The City Police.”


“Whom you wouldn’t trust with your laundry money. What does Darlington reckon?”


Sir Richard muttered under his breath.


“I’m sorry? Was that eighty thousand?”


“Darlington’s a gambler. He includes every parlour maid and ballet dancer. Boosts his opinion of himself.”


“Let’s talk about closures.” I sighed. “If I am to close one single brothel, I shall need henchmen. Heavyweights. A cohort of them. I’ll need a ban on newspapers: one sniff of this, and the blasted Bugle will make a scandal of every gent turfed out sans culottes by my efforts. I’ll need lawyers to avert the owners’ wrath over diminished profits. Always remembering, sir, that those owners may be here tonight. Not to mention on your Commons Select Committee—”


“Don’t be an ass, Watchman.” Sir Richard glared at me, his frustration palpable; but he was the model of restraint, and guile crept into his eyes. “You’ll be an inspector one of these days, Sergeant Campbell Lawless.”


“If I toe the line, you mean?” I turned my attention back to his watch’s workings. “I’d rather pack it in.”


“Nonsense.”


I screwed up my eyes; there was grit in the mechanism, jamming the hands. This was just a new way of consigning me to oblivion: totting up numbers to be ignored and consigned to filing cabinets.


“Believe me, Watchman, your report will be taken seriously. The Select Committee will rely on it to demand an enquiry, I’m telling you.”


A year in the shadows, and this was what he offered me in recompense. Late nights in dens of iniquity. Angry exchanges, with fallen women and their customers. One hell of a challenge. But I didn’t mind hard work, or reluctant collaborators. I relished all that. Getting at the obscure truth, when people wanted to keep it obscure, that’s what I loved in the job. Persuading. Observing. Devising solutions. “Why ask me to tell lies, then?”


“That’s not what I want.”


I kept working at the watch. He was sending me into a world where the strong were entitled to behave as they pleased, while the weak were powerless and dispensable. I might give my all and make not a scrap of difference. I would need to rely on him. “Fudge the figures, then.”


He tore himself away from the warmth of the brazier and loomed over me. “I never said that.”


I slid the knife blade into position. I nearly had it. I would not let him intimidate me.


He subsided on the stone ledge beside me, his tone all at once unguarded. “Do the job your way, you recalcitrant beggar. It’s worth doing. And it’s important to me.”


“I won’t do it at half-cock.”


“If I wanted a duff job,” he snapped, “I’ve plenty of others I could ask. But I’m asking you. Turn over some stones. See what scuttles out.”


I liked the old bugger, despite it all, all my disappointments and let-downs; I liked the fact he knew he could count on me. I clicked the watch casing smoothly back into place. “Give me a year.”


He clapped me on the back, surprised and relieved. “Let’s try for nine months or so.” He seemed genuinely delighted. “Impress me. As for the newspapers, we’ve J.W. Brodie on our side, don’t you know?” He gestured to the quadrangle, where the newspaper impresario was deep in conversation with our grey old pipe-smoker. If Brodie decreed it, the press would keep silent, all right. I was almost persuaded. Payne exhaled, tired of my grouching. “Now, a word about that urchin friend of yours.”


“Molly?”


“You’re fond of her, I know you are. She and her associates have done well enough out of this knees-up, eh? The statute book could be thrown at her for misdemeanours, current and prior.” He leaned toward me, his mutton chops glowing dimly. “I’d hate to see such pettiness. Wouldn’t you?”


A low blow. Molly had come a long way since I first encountered her, a snub-nosed tyke entangled in an illicit gang. That gang was disbanded now, thanks to my previous investigations. An underground misadventure wrenched her from her friends, and I’d vowed to keep an eye out for her. This charitable party was the first work I’d found her in months. She jumped at the chance, mustering every lowlife and cripple she knew to help me out. Whatever Sir Richard might suggest, there was nothing untoward about my relations with Molly; she was only thirteen or so, for God’s sake, though she behaved more like thirty. I had a duty to keep her from the sway of the criminal element.


“Sir Richard.” Molly materialised before us. Typical timing. Her face gave no hint that she had been earwigging. “The speechifying is upon us.”


“Be a sport, Lawless. I’m relying on you.” Sir Richard stood up and laid a hand on my shoulder. I would recall that moment in the months ahead: a friendly sort of a warning, or a veiled threat. He shushed Molly away. “Besides, it’s Brodie who’s paying for this grog fight. Have a drink, man. You’re off duty.”


“Don’t forget your timepiece, sir.” I lifted the watch into the light, but kept hold of it a moment. “You don’t honestly think our morals are better?”


“Watchman, I’m no fool. Politicians have a duty to convince us that we are improving.” Outside, applause. He brushed down his lapels. “There’ll be pose and pretension tonight, I grant you, but that doesn’t mean it’s all idle posturing. You and I know we’re all flea-bitten apes, and more liable to brain our neighbour’s wife than to write her sonnets; but we share a duty to tell people that they are better.”


“In the vain hope we may become so?”


“In the hope we may curb their wickedness.”


As he stood to go, the light from without cast a soft radiance over his features. I blew the dust from the watch casing and handed it over, ticking anew.


Payne looked suitably grateful. “I’m not asking miracles, Watchman. It’s a dirty business. I need something that plays well to stalls, dress circle and the gods. A message to well-heeled parents that their sons won’t be tempted; and to the lower element, that the ruination of their daughters is not inevitable. Do what you can.”


POLITIC CHATTER


Of the frenzy of self-congratulation that ensued I will say little, except to thank God I am no politician.


Gabriel Mauve, MP, with precise enunciation and a deal of self-satisfaction, launched into an encomium on modern society. He followed the very script Payne had touted to me: Progress Technological corrupts, unless intersown with Progress Moral; how much we hear of Social Evil, the base element to blame, our moral guardians at fault; look instead to this wonderful alliance organised by Scotland Yard’s Commissioner Payne (viz. me), publicised by society darling Mrs Mauve, financed by magnate J.W. Brodie, no less.


And there he was: Brodie himself, rarely seen at public events. The reclusive financier said nothing, leaving Mauve to make a damned fool of himself. Oh, Mauve and his ravishing wife were untouchable then. The most lionised couple in the land, their parties were the parties to be seen at; their pronouncements echoed across the town. Her hairstyle was aped, his opinions parroted. Times change and change by turns; that is how London works. There was no point in resenting them. Their day in the limelight wouldn’t last. My poor impression of Mauve stemmed from his earlier activity: blowing bubbles ill befitted a cabinet minister.


Brodie, though, I found myself admiring. He had the decency to stay quiet: no swagger, no boasts, though it was he financing the stramash. He stood simply to the side, content to hold the puppet strings, as they summoned the final founder to the platform: Felix Sonnabend.


I looked on astonished as this old fellow limped on. This Quarterhouse Brother, a former musician, modestly declared his thanks. He mentioned me by name, demanded an encore of Molly’s theatricals, and wished us all to enjoy these wintry revels. The mysterious Felix Sonnabend, founding father of the Phoenix Foundation for Fallen Women, was none other than the grey old gentleman pipe-smoker.


SYMBOLS AND SIGNS


As the curtain fell, women dabbed at their eyes. Men strained to speak in level voices, lighting cigars to mask their emotion. I must admit, my heart had sunk when Molly announced the main drama. Drama? A mere puppet show.


Quite how their marionette Orpheus won our sympathies I cannot explain. The mystical musician pursued his dead wife to the underworld. With a toe-tapping gypsy serenade, he bewitched the boatman, guard dog and queen. But he turned back, forgetting the warning, as she vanished back amid the shades, crying, “Orpheus!” The audience stood aghast, many among them openly weeping. I pulled myself together and went to see the players.


Molly elbowed me aside, brushing off my congratulations. “Allow me to present Bede and the Pixie, together trading as the Oddbody Theatricals.”


Two figures tumbled out from the World’s Smallest Theatre. The Pixie cradled her elfin violin to her side. Bede, a cripple, rested where he fell, volubly analysing their performance. I reached out to help him stand up, only to realise his hands were withered. On his knees were boots, inverted, since his feet were stunted.


As the Pixie set him upright, I complimented her artistry.


She looked at me, gesturing with her violin, but made no reply. The little waif was mute.


“Wait till later.” Bede gave an obscene wink. “You’ll be able to view a lot more of our artistry in the after-hours show.”


The Pixie made signs to Bede, some query about me. Together, I supposed, these two mites could function, almost as one able-bodied soul.


“No, Pixie.” Bede observed me uncertainly. “I doubt it very much.”


Molly had an uncanny knack for knowing when she was being discussed. “What’s this unspeakable allegator alleging, Bede, old fellow?”


The boy blushed. “Nothing, Prof. She just wondered if you and, er, your sergeant here—”


The Pixie nudged Moll, running her finger down the curve of her violin with silent laughter.


“Certifiably not.” Molly glanced at me, wavering between disgust and scorn.


I wondered how much of Payne’s task for me she had gathered—and his vague threat. Her knowledge of the underside of London could be invaluable to me, but I had better watch my step.


* * *


I looked askance across the crowd. When Prince Bertie writes the guest list, what can you expect but Masons and magdalens, Delilahs and dandies? Rich men, poor men, philistines, pressmen. Fijian footballers, Red Indian raindancers. Aborigines in cricket whites, Patagonians in tail coats. Scientific atheists and soporific aerialists. Yankee abolitionists. Groggins, the elocutionist. A Baltic Sea heiress, a Battersea cellist. Garibaldi’s Colonel Peard, in bright blue cape and ginger beard. George Eliot with a puss so sour, it turned the cream in the Eton mess. Wilkie Collins and unwed spouse, on opium tincture for his gout.


Everybody was scandalising each other. They flaunted fascinators and florid waistcoats in violation of the Queen’s mourning. Ladies gossiped of the latest sensation novels, gents of dirty chapbooks.


“Still reading Lady Audley’s Secret?”


“The Female Spy’s better, but Aurora Floyd’s a hoot—”


“Isn’t that a dirty book?”


“No, that’s Maria Monk. Tosh!”


“With the invigorating engravings?”


“If you like that, try Indiscreet Jewels. The ring describing where it’s been…”


I exchanged glances with Molly over this endless giffle-gaffle: chatter of conquests and concubines, bawdhouses and laudanum. I’d even heard rumours of some salacious index of prohibited books doing the rounds of the flash gents.


A gentle laugh acknowledged my discomfort, while making light of it. The grey old pipe-smoker stood at my side. None other than Felix Sonnabend.


“Mr Sonnabend. I had no idea—”


“Oh, please call me Felix. That’s how we do it among the Quarterhouse Brotherhood.”


“Felix, then. When we met earlier, I didn’t—”


He wafted my excuses affably away. “They do go on rather, don’t they?” He gestured to the society chatter around us. “It’s today’s social milieu, I suppose. In my day, we discussed opera and poetry, not scandal and share prices.”


I nodded. “Fashion, eh?”


“You’re right.” Felix gave me a disarming smile. “We must forgive them. After all, what are their lives worth? They fight their way to the City every day to trade slips of paper. Return to sterile homes, where perfectly dull wives organise perfectly drear dinners. Let nanny raise the perfectly dreadful children, destined for Eton, Oxbridge and the cabinet. Or anything equally turgid, as long as Papa approves.”


Molly’s Oddbody friends, normally a tough audience, tittered at this diatribe.


“I’m not scandalising you, am I? The Brothers tell me I must watch my continental candour.” He brushed back his silvery hair. “They moan about slavery in Manchester manufactories and Shadwell workrooms; but is the moral degradation of the rich any lesser?”


“How so?” I asked. His forthrightness was refreshing amid the chatterers and chunterers.


“Well, they’ve written themselves a cheque they never can cash. Driven always to outdo, they must be distrustful at work, envious always of their neighbours. Expectations of abundance, but lives barren. The manufactories may be a form of slavery, but at least they foster camaraderie.”


“Fine words, sir,” said Molly, “and there may be something in ’em.”


Bede piped up. “What is it you do, may I enquire, makes you so different?”


He smiled in self-reproach. “Guilty as charged.”


It tickled me that he devoted the utmost attention to these street children, quite ignoring the aristocrats clamouring for his attentions. Journalists were waiting to talk to him about his Foundation, fine ladies admiring his profile.


Felix didn’t notice any of them. “I’m a grumpy old Austro-Hungarian refugee, never content, always criticising these Englanders who welcomed me so kindly. I am an artist, like your friends. Retired now. But I’m—I was once a violinist, like your little friend.”


Miss H’s Dancing Academy appeared. As the hoofers took to the stage, Molly gave her friends the nod. “Back in your schwassle-box and disport yourselves shamelessly.”


The Pixie swept up Bede in her arms and carried him to the peepshow, where they would give their after-hours display: rather lewder, I imagined.


“I almost forgot, my felicitous friend.” Molly reached quizzically for Felix’s jacket and pulled a card from the top pocket. “Jack of diamonds?”


Felix was suitably impressed. “The very fellow.”


Moll marched off with a triumphant gait.


“Quite a performance,” Felix smiled, drawing me confidentially aside. The socialites waiting to congratulate him turned back to the entertainments. “I do apologise, Sergeant. I shouldn’t dismiss a life I never led. I just feel a dreadful lack—don’t you?—at the heart of London society. The dearth of—how can I say it?—of rapture.” His eyes sparkled. “I see I am frightening you with my wild talk.”


“Not frightening.” I glanced at his crippled hand. “Only puzzling.”


The shadow of sorrow passed across his face. “I have been blessed in my work. In my life.”


“And this?” I looked across the quadrangle of revellers. “The Phoenix Foundation for Fallen Women?”


“My way of expressing gratitude. I benefit from charity: the Quarterhouse Brotherhood house me and thirty fellows like me, fallen on straitened times. Why not help poor women still less fortunate?”


“Forgive me, but how can an impoverished artist start a charitable foundation?”


“My artistic contacts I still have, though my performing days are done.” He spread his hands in apology. “Money men—like Mr Brodie—like to share their good fortune, and what’s more, to be seen doing it. I suppose he is speculating on Quarterhouse’s charitable capital, gaining readers, and influential friends. It costs him little. I see no harm in it, indeed considerable advantage on all sides.”


I found myself mesmerised. It was as much the honesty of what he said as the magical timbre of his voice. But it was time for me to shoo away the ladies tarrying roundabout, near enough to absorb his musicality, or smell his cologne. The puppet show had been decent enough, but this dancing was not for them.


“Go, of course,” Felix bade me. “Lawless, I do hope you’ll join us later. At Brodie’s, you know. I could do with an ally.”


As I ushered dawdling ladies back to the Master’s Lodgings, I glanced back at him. Why should I be so taken with Felix? I had the foolish conviction that he was sharing intimate notions, never to be repeated, never expressed, were it not for the esteem in which he held me and my efforts on his behalf. Such contentment he exuded. No, not contentment; that is too level a word. Vitality that needs no stoking. These chattering people might be too conceited to see it, vying for witticisms to outdo each other. Felix cared nothing.


“What a life he has led.” A lady addressed me calmly. While the other women hurried past us, she asked me what I knew of Felix, for she had observed us chatting.


“Nothing,” I admitted. Much as I wished to hear more about him, I could not take my eyes from the lady. I am not blind to feminine charms: the shapely waist, the delicate neck. As I stood, pointing her peers to safety inside, she spoke unhurriedly, her low thrilling voice setting me aglow. She told me of Felix’s life: music, Italy, love and loss, war and exile.


Our first encounter. I won’t describe her. Only that the gaslight betrayed strands of grey amid her dark hair. Her tear-shaped eyes hinted at sorrows, but laughter welled quickly within her. But I promised myself I wouldn’t describe her.


The trumpets sounded a salacious change in the tempo. With mock alarm, she excused herself, grasping my hand. Rather forward, but there was no longer anyone to witness, the women within, the men absorbed in the shows. “I’m afraid I’ve bored you.”


“Not at all. What a lot you know about our patron, Felix.”


She tilted her head in modesty. “I am fanatical for music.”


“I should like to know more.” Suggestions and implications danced in the air between us. At last, I relinquished her gloved hand. “Shall I see you again?”


“You shall, Sergeant—”


“Lawless. Campbell Lawless.”


“—if you’ll permit me to write to you, care of Scotland Yard.” She indulged me with a smile: I too had made an impression on her. And she was gone, muttering only her name. “Alexandra.”


SURVIVORS


Bawdy laughter behind me. Across the quadrangle, Gabriel Mauve was tossing a silver coin up and down, pouting. His cronies lolled by the back cloister, as the servants carried out the brazier and brought benches around it. The girl, with no more bubbles to chase in the dark, was turning cartwheels. Mauve winked again to his clique of sycophants. He flipped the coin high into the air, to land on the sullied snow. Sure enough, he hooked his prize. The girl pirouetted over. She snatched it up—whether a florin, or half-a-crown, it was a sight more than she’d filched from me—and turned a celebratory cartwheel.


The gents applauded. The remnant of the merrymakers huddled around, and I joined them, as the servants stirred up the brazier to roast sausages and mallow sap on the glowing embers. A party in the snow, confound the folly of it.


The girl lowered her head, bashful, and threw herself into a double spin. As she wheeled, her dress fell up and over her knees and thighs, and she had not adopted the modern style of drawers and petticoats; that is to say, she showed more than she ought.


The younger men gave a roar. I averted my gaze, though I could not help but see that she was still more grown-up than I had thought. Gabriel Mauve, cabinet member and our voice in the political world, gazed at her unabashed. “Like a breeze,” he said to me. “She’s like a breeze.”


It was true. The girl didn’t even know she was beautiful; and yet a suspicion of the spell she cast was dawning on her, which heightened the titillation. She lowered her shoulders and stared at us, for an instant mature and womanly; then the shoulders hunched once more and made her girlish again.


Mauve smirked. “You’re Lawless, aren’t you? Not a bad effort, this bash. I’m grateful, too, for the efforts you’re about to embark on.” He bit his protuberant lip. “Sir Richard has spoken to you, hasn’t he—?”


“Gabe! There you are.” A full-bodied gown twirled from the cloisters, as colourful as a peacock. Only now did I recognise his tutting wife. These were the days before every scandal was luridly engraved in the illustrated press, and every headline adorned with portraits of the latest politician, the latest singer, the latest dustman, styled as Greek heroes. “Gabriel Mauve, are you drinking? You know what happens when you lush.” Without a glance at me, she shook back her luxuriant locks, reached down and rubbed his groin, unabashed. “Remember Brodie and his blasted news hounds. Well, well. A woman will be satisfied.” The celebrated wife strutted off, shaking her finger.


It was Mauve and his wife who made this the hot ticket in town. That he struck me as an odious crawler and she a vainglorious ostrich scarcely mattered. The Prince of Wales and his Danish poodle were too dernière saison: when Queen Victoria’s son and heir offered to throw the party himself, it was deemed unroyal for Bertie (now married and respectable) to launch a fund for harlots and hussies, though harlots and hussies were dear to his heart.


There indeed sat the prince, dancing girl on his knee, his young wife gone to bed. The faithless cad owed me a favour from his bachelor days, when he was prone to errant impulses. When Inspector Wardle retired, Bertie had asked for me as his personal aide; his mother preferred a toad-eating flunky to report his indiscretions directly to her. Pimping for a prince was delicate work, and I was better off out of it. Yet, since that crisis underground, on the new Metropolitan Line, I’d been consigned to the worst jobs in the Yard. Policing was not always thrilling. It could be menial work, with poor reward. I’d done my share of filing, night shifts, court time, parliamentary duty, and informing the bereaved, while Darlington monopolised vice and Jeffcoat earned glory untangling enigmas. Of my new commission from Payne I was unsure, but it would at least see me back in the wicked world.


“A breeze across a wheat field,” Mauve muttered again.


I frowned. “But who is she?”


“There’s always hangers-on at these things.” He smiled. “To cater to all our needs.”


The girl stood mesmerised by the falling flakes; they fell on her dark hair and stayed intact for a moment before melting from the heat of her body. She scooped up a handful of snow and ran forward, but stopped short of us, wary of Mauve’s ribald gaze. She seemed a delicate creature. She sized me up, judging me a kindly old sot. Just as she threw her snowball playfully up to me, Mauve pinched her cheek.


She flinched away.


I caught her snowball and held it out to her.


She hesitated, just out of reach.


“You have an admirer, officer.” Mauve snorted. “Some have a way with children. I have five—or is it seven?—and I never have got the hang of them.”


“And yet,” I said, “you reform our education laws year after year.”


Mauve walked off in search of his wife.


The girl stood dumbly before me, hair tied in bunches and eyes shining.


“Dear lady,” I said, “your snowball.”


She reached out, but it fell at our feet, turning to slush. She squealed, wheeling away in delight, only to slip and fall in the snow.


Mauve’s toadies made ripe comments.


“Gentlemen.” Feeling like an aged schoolmaster, I helped her to her feet. I wrapped a scarf around her neck, and away she waltzed.


Rosy hints of dawn to the east. In the half dark, muttered conversations, glimpses of bare thigh. Molly’s players mingled with the surviving gents. They had saved the day, gyrating tassels and suggestive refrains. If the dancing academy had given offence, nobody was complaining. At this time of the night, there was no problem in the social orders mingling. The dancers were scandalising the gents with picture books.


“Ah, a contortionist.”


“That’s a python, I presume?”


How many of these women would I end up counting for Sir Richard Payne? The pleasures they offered were far from the rapture that Felix spoke of. But my new duties need not begin tonight, nor my euphoria be tainted by my ludicrous task: to improve the irredeemable. Tired of enchantments, I slumped on a bench near the brazier and leant toward the warmth. The Pixie took up her fiddle, and Bede, grinding an organ, reprised Orpheus’s doleful serenade. We all leaned toward that plangent rhythm, huddling together, with the music and the sausages. Felix watched them from the shadows, wiping away a tear.


I breathed in the cold night air. It was marvellous. As I began to forget my woes, I felt the gentlest of nudges on my elbow. The cartwheel girl shrugged off my scarf and pressed a cup of cider into my hands; she must have seen me shiver. The music stilled my mind. Before I knew it, the girl had insinuated herself onto my lap. I laughed. What harm in it? She peeked inside my jacket, where she found my policeman’s badge.


“Yes.” I rolled my eyes. “I’m a policeman.”


Pointing her fingers, she made the noise of a gun, her voice a surprising rasp.


“No pistol. Only a cosh.” Laughing, I showed her the truncheon hid in my inside coat pocket. “Is there someone you need to fight off?”


Wide-eyed, she drew her finger across her throat.


I glanced around theatrically. The head caterer was still at the brazier, toasting the last of the food. “Is it him? Kill him, shall I?”


She opened her mouth but thought better of telling. The caterers were done and Molly’s troupe packing up, but the girl kept perfectly still, as if praying nobody would notice her bedtime was long past. I cast my eyes into the embers. The organ music swelled; my gaze darkened. The girl pinched a fold of my trousers at the knee; back and forth she rolled it, in rhythm with the music, stroking the nap against the seam. It was the habit of a child playing with her blanket, an intimacy so heedless that I was thrown into a reverie. Yet she was heavy on my lap, and whatever Mauve said, she must be with someone.


The mesmeric music filled me with peace. I could recall words softly spoken, utterly familiar, at another fireside long ago, as if I could hear again my mother’s voice. As a child, sat on her knee, by the fire in Morningside, I would lean into her shawl, as she pinched a fold of my nightshirt, rolling it back and forth between her fingers; such solace it brought me that even here, years later, everything was right with the world.


Flash! Pendants of ice sparkling on the old stone walls.


Bede’s music faltered. Flash!


I started to my senses—and the girl was gone. It was the confounded photographer, her apparatus set by stealth to capture these last loafers. Flash! Must everything these days be preserved for posterity?


“Taken unawares, Sergeant Lawless?”


With a familiar mix of pleasure and discomfort, I looked up to see Miss Ruth Villiers, my librarian friend. More than friend, I might nearly say.


I blinked at her. I had written her an invitation, knowing this kind of charitable nonsense appealed to her, not to mention her aunt; but I was not sure I had sent it. “I feared you had not received my invitation.”


“I didn’t.” She eyed me frostily, as if it were I who had been avoiding her. “I came with the photographer and Aunt Lexie.”


“Oh.”


Our spat of last year she had not forgiven: that ordeal underground, Molly’s gang embroiled. I could see in her face that Ruth still blamed me for letting the truth be hushed up.


I sat up, blinking. “Glad to see you, is what I mean.”


She offered me a skewer, white syrup toasted on its end. “Marshmallow?”


I accepted this olive branch. The sugary confection invaded my rotten Scots gums, and I suffered immediate toothache.


“My aunt is lolling somewhere abouts.” She glanced around, toying with the ringlets of her dark hair. “You haven’t seen her?”


She had grown it longer; how fine it looked against her pale neck. “I—ah—I don’t think so.”


She caught me admiring her hair. Her smile was unexpected beside her brusque words. “Admirable to see you too, hard at work, as always.”


A typical jibe. I knew better than to protest. Trying to establish my decorum, I reached out my hand. “May I at least escort you home?”


“No, no. We must dash for the first down train.”


“The train?”


“I’m living out of town now, you may recall.”


“Of course, with the dreaded aunt—”


“Besides, you have more important people to spend your time with.” And, with that final barb, she was gone. Did she mean Mauve and his cronies? Perhaps she was alluding to the silly girl on my lap.


Confound her. If only I’d known she was there, we could have had a quiet talk, set aside our disagreements. Now she was vanished away, back to Sussex, and her infernal aunt’s, rendering futile my hopes of rekindling our friendship; for the year before she had been very dear to me, and I to her, I think. Could I pursue her? Too late. Apologise? Too late. As usual, I was always too late.


THE CARCASS


On to J.W. Brodie’s bash. I would not have dared to go, except that Felix sought me out to chum him along. When would I ever chat to him again, if I passed up this chance? It was not his celebrity that drew me; I’d known nothing of that before Alexandra spoke of it. It was an inner light. I liked his blindness to social class, his excitable talk.


As we rolled out of Quarterhouse, the merrymakers pelted each other with snowballs. Down Quartern Lane they tottered, singing a raucous ditty, and up St John’s Street. Felix touched my arm, guiding me up the back lane, a shortcut to Brodie’s place on Corporation Road.


The snow was dirtier on these alleys known only to locals: a darker world than the Quarterhouse quadrangle. Felix talked of the evening, but with none of Payne’s unrealistic hopes or Mauve’s hyperbole. Promises, collaborations, compromises, even, were worth it, if they aided the needy. His desire to share his good luck was strong enough, but behind it I sensed a sadness. I thought to ask about his injured right hand; but I found myself fretting aloud about the do chez Brodie.


“I hate these things too.” He laughed. “Brodie will show off his latest contraption, no doubt. Everyone will kowtow, so his newspapers speak well of them. How vexing to know everyone is polite only to get something out of you. All desperate to impress, none daring to speak his mind.”


A thrush was singing on a pollarded tree as we passed Jerusalem Court. The last autumn leaves rustled in Clerkenwell Green, metallic and dry. On past the house of detention, dark and looming, we reached Corporation Lane. The noisome revellers appeared at the corner. Between us, the Finsbury Bank, and opposite it, a policeman guarding Brodie’s ceremonial portico. But fifty yards from those marble steps, the stinking alley we had negotiated seemed the gateway to an entirely different city.


But Felix had not made it through beside me. I found him gazing down at a bundle of blankets in the shadow of the prison wall. He was holding his hand to his face, staring at the heap of clothes. He gave an unearthly groan, as if looking into his own grave. I went back, stooped and peered under the blanket: a pitiful excuse for a human being. After the cider and sausages, the stench made my stomach lurch. It was a sight common enough of a winter’s evening, but I reproached myself for not having seen it, investigated before he saw it.


Did Felix know her? Foolish thought: the face was obscured, wrapped in rags.


The fallen woman—fallen, indeed—was collapsed in an inhuman posture. Her head was twisted against the doorway of Jenner & Cox, the tobacconists, her arms bent at the elbow, like a conductor poised for a symphony. She was frozen, as if the winds had changed, in this reverent pose. Her clothes thin as paper. Snow on her petticoats. The flimsiest of dresses barely covered her chest, but it was her legs that made one recoil. Nobody could sleep in such an attitude. This was the body of love, tossed on the dust heap.
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