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            Prologue

         

         On the day of my mother’s funeral Joey had to break the ice in the basin before I could wash my face. And then he had to comb my hair, button me into my one good dress, tie the laces on my boots and force my rigid fingers into Nanny Peck’s old woollen gloves.

         My brother had to do a lot for me in them days. I couldn’t move, I couldn’t talk and I couldn’t even think. After the funeral I just sat on my bed for days staring at a patch of mould on the wall. I was twelve years old.

         Nanny Peck had gone the summer before and I reckon that’s when Ma gave up. She’d never been strong, but after we buried the old girl, Ma became hollow. First the laughter stopped, then the singing, then the stories and then everything. I don’t think I heard my mother make a sound in the month before she died.

         Eliza Peck was locked up in there somewhere, but we couldn’t find her.

         I suppose that’s why Joey was so worried about me and why he took me with him to The Gaudy. You might think that the halls are the very last place where you’d want your little sister to find work, but he knew I’d be kept busy there.

         I thought about that patch of mould on the bedroom wall that first day. It put me in mind of the constellation of little black moles scattered over the eyelid and right cheek of Swami Jonah. The old magician terrified me when we was introduced, though the truth of the matter is that the most exotic thing about Swami Jonah was the broad Liverpool he spoke when he wasn’t on stage.

         But that’s the way of it, you see, nothing in the halls is ever what it seems – you learn that fast enough, or you should do.

         I can see quite clearly now that I didn’t always pay attention, but I was busy building a new family – of sorts – for myself. I discovered back then that the difference between me and Ma was that I’m very good at closing doors in my head and keeping them locked. I still had Joey and soon there were others too – all of us bobbing around in Paradise on the banks of the Thames.

         It must have been a hard thing for a lad like Joey to take the place of mother, father – everyone. My handsome, golden brother gave out that he was cock of the walk, but he was just a boy himself at the time, fifteen, and suddenly responsible for two lives. No wonder it all went so wrong and why it’s me, not him, who’s sitting here now.

         But that’s the ending of it, or at least the ending of a part of it. This is the beginning . . . 

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter One

         

         Lady Ginger’s fingers were black. From the flaking tips of her long, curling nails to the crinkled skin just visible beneath the clacking jumble of rings, her hands were stained like a coal boy’s.

         Not that she’d sully her fingers with anything as menial as a scuttle, you understand. Oh no, Lady Ginger was too grand for that.

         She lifted the pipe to her lips again and sucked noisily, all the while watching me with those hooded eyes.

         The room was dark and the air smelt like Mrs Conway’s special paint box at The Gaudy.

         Tell truth, it always makes me feel a bit noxious when I clean up Mrs Conway’s dressing table after a show. That ‘lucky’ cologne she uses honks like a fox in a ’fessional. That’s what Lucca says, and he’s from Italy where the Romans are, so he ought to know.

         Anyhow, I just stood there fiddling with the frayed cuffs of my best frock, waiting for Lady Ginger to say something.

         After a moment she inhaled deeply, took the pipe out of her mouth, closed her eyes and leaned back into the pile of embroidered cushions that passed for furniture. The bangles on her skinny yellow arms jingled as she settled into the nest of silk.

         I didn’t know what to do. I looked over at the man standing guard in front of the door, but he didn’t make a move, just kept staring at the bird cage hanging up by the shuttered window.

         I took a couple of steps forward and cleared my throat. If the old woman had fallen asleep, perhaps I could wake her up?

         Nothing.

         Now I was a bit closer I could see her tarry lips – the fine lines etched around her tiny mouth were black too. It looked like she’d swallowed a spider and it was trying to get out again.

         Opium’s a horrible thing. Ma always said it was smoke from the Devil’s nostrils and that it could coil you tighter than a hangman’s noose. Not that Joey had taken any notice of her.

         I coughed loudly, but still the old lady didn’t budge. I was beginning to think that she might be dead when the parrot went off.

         ‘Pretty girl, pretty girl . . .’

         Lady Ginger’s eyes snapped open and she grinned up at me – her mouth all wet and dark. No teeth, as far as I could see.

         ‘You are seldom wrong, Jacobin. She’s a pretty piece indeed.’

         I was amazed.

         Lady Ginger’s voice was a hundred years younger than the rest of her. All high and fluttery like a girl’s. And posh too – very cultured it was. I’d never been near enough to hear her before. Down at the docks when she visits with her lascar boys there’s always been too much bumping and shouting to hear what she’s saying to them – and, anyway, I’ve kept a distance since Joey went. When she comes to The Gaudy – not often, mind – she’s got her special curtained box near the stage with its own staircase and door to the side alley, so we never see her arrive or leave and we never see who’s with her, neither. It’s best not to ask too many questions in Paradise.

         ‘So, you are Kitty Peck?’

         Lady Ginger shifted on her pile of cushions and pulled herself up into a sitting position. The loose gown she wore swamped her scrawny frame as she adjusted her legs and crossed them. Her feet were bare and now I saw she even had rings on her gnarly toes.

         She reached for her long pipe and began to suck again, all the while staring up at me.

         Then she spoke in that odd little voice.

         ‘I had dealings with your brother, Joseph, wasn’t it? Fair like you, and handsome with it. Now what became of him, I wonder?’

         I didn’t answer. We both knew what had happened to Joey, even though his body never come ashore.

         ‘Cat got your tongue, Kitty Peck?’ Her eyes narrowed and she smiled. Then she reached for an ebony writing box next to the cushion pile, the bangles on her arms clacking and jangling as she hauled it onto her lap. Opening the lid so that I couldn’t see inside, she began to rummage.

         ‘Well, I can’t say I blame you for not wanting to talk about him. A bad business, that was.’

         My belly boiled and I had to fight the urge to say something I’d regret.

         ‘Joey’s been . . . gone for two years now, and I miss him every day.’

         ‘Do you now? Miss a murderer? What a loyal little sister you are, Kitty Peck.’

         Murderer?

         He’d worked for The Lady, right enough – and everyone in Paradise knew what that meant – but Joey wasn’t no murderer. He couldn’t even put a half-dead bird chewed up by a cat out of its misery. He’d left that sort of thing to me.

         I opened my mouth, but nothing came out.

         Lady Ginger grinned wider, her eyes glinting in the thin candlelight.

         I could see her more clearly now. It was the closest I’d ever been to the woman who put the fear into half of London, and as I stood there I realised with a shock that she was a faker.

         All this time I’d thought she was a Chinawoman, but that plait, those fingernails, those clothes, those jewels – they were just a costume. Lady Ginger was as English as I was.

         ‘Still, loyalty is a quality I value,’ she continued, producing a green leather case no bigger than a matchbox from the depths of the writing box. She flicked open the shagreen lid with one of her long black fingernails and shook three tiny red dice into the palm of her hand.

         ‘Do you know what these are, Miss Peck?’

         I shook my head.

         ‘They are the future.’ She raised her open palm so that I could see the dice more clearly. Now I looked, these wasn’t like the dice played by men at the back of The Gaudy. Instead of the usual dots, the faces were covered with golden patterns.

         Lady Ginger closed her fingers and shook her fist. I could hear the dice clicking against her rings.

         Then she spat three times on the wooden floorboards next to her cushions and dropped the dice into the triangle formed by the glistening blobs of black saliva.

         She stared down for a moment and then she began to chuckle. ‘Come closer, Kitty Peck, and tell me what you see.’

         Now, she’s not a woman to cross. For all I wanted to back out of that stinking room, skiddle down the winding stairs and get as far away from Lady Ginger’s Palace as possible, I didn’t want to rile her. So I bent down and looked at the dice – all three showed the same pattern.

         I reached forward to take up the nearest one, but – quick as a limelight flare – she lashed out, scratching my wrist with one of them curled nails.

         ‘No one touches the dice but me. However, I will allow you to read them. What do you see?’

         I rubbed my wrist and cleared my throat. ‘Nothing, Lady. Not numbers leastways.’

         I stared hard at the golden swirling shape repeated on the top of the three red cubes and realised that the pattern had a head and what looked like wings.

         ‘It might be a dragon?’ I ventured.

         Lady Ginger swept up the dice and poured them back into the green case. Then she stared at me.

         ‘You show promise, Miss Peck. Very few people are able to read the I-ching by intuition alone. It seems I have chosen well. And the dice confirmed that – although three dragons warn of an element of risk.’

         She reached for her pipe and sucked noisily again until the little carved bowl at the end began to glow and a thin trail of sickly sweet smoke coiled up into the air. All the while she looked at me and I was reminded of Mr Fitzpatrick at The Gaudy when he’s assessing a new girl for the chorus.

         As it turned out, I wasn’t far wrong about that.

         ‘How old are you, Kitty Peck?’

         ‘Seventeen, nearly eighteen.’

         ‘And what do I pay you for at The Gaudy, exactly?’

         ‘I work backstage, Lady. I clean up, I help with the costumes and I assist the performers, ’specially Mrs Conway, between her pieces.’

         At this Lady Ginger seemed to choke on her pipe, but then I saw she was laughing. ‘Old Lally still at it, is she? I must talk to Fitzpatrick about that. It’s high time we put her out to grass. I’ll not pay for stringy meat and nor will anyone else.’

         I shifted uncomfortable like. Everyone knew that Mrs Conway and Fitzpatrick had a special arrangement and I certainly didn’t want to be the cause of any trouble on that account.

         ‘Mrs Conway is a very popular turn,’ I said. ‘There are Johnnies waiting for her outside every evening.’

         Lady Ginger smiled, but it wasn’t a friendly look. ‘As I noted, so very loyal, Miss Peck. Show me your legs.’

         Next thing I know, she’s reaching across and poking at my skirt with her pipe. I had to hold it up for fear of becoming incendiary. I didn’t want to be a second Lucca.

         So, there I was standing with my skirts pulled up to my knees and Lady Ginger staring. I felt my cheeks blush as red as the rouge in Mrs Conway’s paint box and I looked over at the man by the door. He appeared to have his eyes closed, so at least that was something.

         ‘Very elegant,’ Lady Ginger said. ‘Can you dance?’

         ‘I’m not sure. I dance for the fun of it, but not like the Gaudy girls, if that’s what you mean?’

         Lady Ginger nodded. ‘Fitzpatrick tells me you have a voice. Drop your skirts now.’

         It was true I loved to sing. Whether I was sewing costumes up in the little room at the back of the stage or clearing glasses and unmentionables from the hall and the boxes, I couldn’t work in silence. Sometimes Lucca calls me Fannella – which, apparently, means linnet in Italian, though I don’t like to be compared to one of those sad little brown birds kept in cages.

         ‘Do you have a head for heights?’

         Well, that flummoxed me. I’d never really thought about it, but then I remembered the time me and Peggy Worrow was sent up the rope gantry at The Gaudy to drop paper petals over Mrs Conway as she sang about lilacs and bluebells – all got up like a shepherdess she was. Peggy went whiter than a cod fillet and had to be helped down again by three of the hands, while I’d stayed up there for the view.

         So I nodded. ‘Yes, Lady – I think I must have.’

         ‘Well, Kitty Peck, I have made my decision.’

         Lady Ginger laid down her pipe and reached to the back of her neck for her plait. She pulled the thick grey snake over her right shoulder and began to twist it. For the second time that afternoon I was struck by her peculiar girlishness – not just the voice, but her mannerisms too. They wasn’t what you’d expect of an old woman.

         ‘Your brother was a sharp lad. Some might say too sharp for his own good. I wonder if you are as intelligent?’

         I knew that wasn’t possible. Joey had been the cleverest person I’d ever known. He’d had all his letters before he was six and he taught me to read too. He had Ma’s way about him when it came to a story – he’d start to speak and everyone in the room, whether it was a stand-up gin house down by Pennington Street or backstage at The Gaudy after a show, would gather round and listen. I’d watch the looks on their faces, proud to have a brother who could charm words out of the air like Swami Jonah could magic cards from his empty hands.

         Joey knew about every country in the world and what’s more he could pick up a foreigner’s way of talking as fast as most men could pick a brawl. And it wasn’t just words neither, he had a head for business. He must have done, because after Ma went he’d made sure we wanted for nothing. He was out working all hours and sometimes he’d bring me back a gift – perhaps a ribbon, some lace – pretty things for a girl to treasure.

         Lady Ginger was wrong, my brother had been a wonder. There was no one who could touch him.

         I looked down at the floorboards and wrinkled up the material of my skirt in my left hand. I didn’t want her to see my eyes.

         ‘Fitzpatrick tells me you are a bright little puss. He tells me you have . . . potential.’

         She stopped twiddling her plait and reached out to her writing box again. The candlelight in the room caught the moony glow of the mother of pearl pattern on its ebony lid. I still couldn’t see what was inside, but I heard her fingernails scrabble and the bangles clatter.

         Eventually she took out a small leather pouch and then passed it from hand to hand as if weighing its contents.

         ‘Clary Simmons. Esther Dixon. Sally Ford. Alice Caxton.’

         She said the names slowly, clearly and distinctly each time she weighed the pouch, and I shuddered. Everyone in Paradise knew those girls.

         Clary had worked the chorus at The Comet, Esther and Sally were dancers at The Carnival and little Alice had done general duties at The Gaudy. All four of them worked at music halls owned by Lady Ginger and all four had gone missing.

         Now, you might think that’s not unusual for a theatre girl, and sometimes you’d be right, but not with these. Esther had a baby and Sally looked after her old dad who was crippled after an accident down the docks broke his back. Neither of them would leave Paradise of their own accord.

         And then there was Alice. Both her parents had been taken by the diphtheria last winter, leaving her an orphan at twelve like I was when Ma died. But Alice didn’t have a brother, just me and Peggy at The Gaudy.

         We did our best – I’d got her a room at my lodgings so I could keep an eye on her, and Peggy, who was what you’d call a natural maternal type even though she was just a year older than me, was always finding her warm things from the back of Mrs Conway’s closet.

         Alice needed us, but we was glad to help. Skinny as a new-born chick she was, with round glass-green eyes and a plait of dull hair wound about on the top of her head so it looked like a mouse sitting up there. She worked hard, but even though she often did the rounds as a tray girl, dodging between tables full of drunken gents at The Gaudy, she wasn’t the sort to draw attention, if you get my meaning. Tell truth, I doubt that a man would have looked twice at her bony little body.

         She’d gone missing three weeks or so back now and it didn’t make sense.

         Alice had no one except me and Peggy – and Lucca who took her to his church on Sundays. If she’d gone away somewhere she would have taken her things with her, but her room – two floors down from mine – was exactly as she’d left it that night of her last shift.

         It was the smallest room at Mother Maxwell’s, more like a cupboard really, but that’s all Alice could afford.

         Ten of us lived there in all, all of us girls, and all of us clean and decent – Mother Maxwell was most particular about her boarders. That is to say, most particular about boarders who could pay up weekly. When Alice didn’t come back the old codwife made me go through her room for pennies, but there was nothing there except a Bible and her clothes. A thick brown skirt Peggy had taken for her was laid out on the bed with half its hem taken up and another yard still to go. The needle and cotton was on the wash stand.

         No, we all suspected that something very dark had come across little Alice and across all them girls, but the theatre is a superstitious place at the best of times so no one liked to talk of it. Anyway, Paradise has its own rules and Lady Ginger makes them all.

         She watched my face for a moment then continued. ‘I don’t like it when my property is interfered with, Kitty Peck. You, of all people, must know what happens to those who . . . disappoint me. Joseph failed me and that failure cost me dearly. In fact, I rather think your family owes me a considerable debt – and as you are the only one left now, who else to pay it back?’

         She grinned widely, showing sticky black gums.

         ‘In recompense you are going to find out what happened to those girls. It’s not good for business and it’s not good for my reputation when unexpected things happen on my territory.’

         Lady Ginger stared up at me, her brilliant black eyes flicking over every part of my face. I could almost feel them move on my skin like a louse. But this time I didn’t look away. There was a challenge in her look, something expectant – and part of me flared up.

         ‘Whatever Joey did or didn’t do, he paid a heavy price, as you well know. This is none of my business. If you really want to find them girls you need to put the police onto it. Why don’t you just . . .’

         ‘Why don’t I just what, Miss Peck?’

         She spat out the words and drummed the pointed fingernails of her right hand so hard on the floorboards that little marks appeared in the wood. I realised then that she was furious. The way she said ‘what’ would have made a pisspot freeze over in July. She might have been tiny as a bird and old as a ’gyptian mummy, but she was terrifying.

         ‘If you truly imagine that I would allow the police to set foot in Paradise to investigate my affairs, then you have proved yourself to be as foolish as your brother. I am disappointed already.’

         She closed her eyes and took a deep shuddering breath. A moment later she continued. ‘However, the dice suggest I should test you. You will work directly for me now, just as your pretty brother did before. Here.’

         She opened her eyes and tossed the pouch over to me and I caught it involuntarily. It was full of coins.

         ‘You’ll need better clothes. That dress is a disgrace.’

         I gulped. ‘But I wouldn’t know what to do, Lady. Please, I couldn’t . . .’

         ‘Silence.’

         She scrunched herself up into a knot of skin and bone in the midst of the cushions. ‘This is not a request, Kitty Peck, it is an order. Like your brother, you are my property and I have made plans for you. Fitzpatrick knows what to do. He will explain everything after this evening’s performance. Go.’

         The man standing guard at the door stood to one side and shifted the heavy velvet curtain so that I could see the gloomy landing and the top of the staircase.

         I stood there for a moment, my heart racing.

         Once I get through that door, I thought, I’ll start running and I’ll run until I’m as far away from Lady Ginger’s Palace as it’s possible to be, and even then I’ll keep going. I’m not going to be a second Joey. I started to back towards the door, gripping the coin pouch in my hand. I even had money to help me escape.

         The grey parrot started up again with that ‘pretty girl, pretty girl’ racket.

         Lady Ginger smiled, leaned back into the cushions and picked up her pipe. Just as I reached the door she called out. ‘By the way, Miss Peck, I think you should know that if you fail me in this you will never see your brother alive again.’

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter Two

         

         Alive.

         That word kept clanging in my head like the shift bell at the docks. I hardly took in the gloomy warren of rooms off the landings as I skittered around and around the carved oak staircase down to the musty hallway.

         At the bottom of the stairs two Chinamen with identical scars on their faces and plaits down their backs pulled open the double doors without a word. I tumbled down the steps of Lady Ginger’s Palace into the frozen alleyway, missed my footing and toppled forward, scraping the palms of my hands on the stones.

         My head swam as I pushed myself upright – all this time Joey was alive somewhere and I never knew. What had she done to him?

         Joseph failed me and that failure cost me dearly. In fact, I rather think your family owes me a considerable debt – and as you are the only one left now, who else to pay it back?

         I stood up, leaned against the blackened brick wall of The Palace and took a deep breath. My heart was beating so hard it felt like a bird trapped under my ribs. After a moment I straightened up and turned to find Lucca staring at me.

         ‘What happened, Kitty? What did The Lady want you for?’

         He stepped forward and offered me a paint-spattered rag. ‘For your hand – it is bleeding.’

         He cocked his head to indicate the graze across my right palm. As he moved, the long black hair that poked out from under his hat to cover the right side of his face parted for a second revealing melted skin that sealed one eye into perpetual dark. I took the rag and dabbed at the torn skin. I can’t deny I was relieved to see him, but I was angry too.

         ‘You shouldn’t have followed me. Lady Ginger’s spies are everywhere, they’ll have you marked now . . .’

         Lucca shrugged. ‘I am a marked man anyway. Come, what did she want? The Lady never asks for anyone by name.’

         ‘Not here – and keep your voice down.’

         I frowned and nodded up at the doors. They were closed and the rows of windows were shuttered, but all the same – men said that in this part of Limehouse every cobble was one of Lady Ginger’s eyes.

         We set off down the alleyway and twisted through the maze of filthy passages. Every so often we stopped and scanned behind in case she’d set a lascar on our tails, but as the streets grew broader and brighter and the crowds grew thicker and louder it was impossible to tell if we were being followed. I didn’t even notice the midwinter cold, even though my best dress is made from thin stuff. I suppose fear kept me warm. Eventually we came to the river and I sat down, suddenly exhausted, at the top of a flight of narrow stone steps leading down to the greasy water.

         A dead cat, all bloated and muddy, bumped against the foot of the steps as they disappeared into the scum of the Thames.

         Fitzpatrick tells me you are a bright little puss. He tells me you have . . . potential.

         Lady Ginger’s words swam into my head as the cat in the river bobbed past. It was only then that I allowed myself to cry.

         Lucca squeezed in beside me on the step and put his arm around my shoulders. I leaned against him and sobbed even harder when he produced another paint-spattered cloth and pressed it into my hands.

         ‘He’s alive. Joey’s not dead. The Lady says so.’ I gulped out the words and twisted the cloth. I felt Lucca’s body tense beside me.

         ‘But it’s not possible. You would have known – he would have come to you, Fannella.’

         His light, accented voice was full of confusion as he continued rapidly. ‘They came to the theatre to tell you, remember? I was there when they gave you his Christopher.’

         I reached into the neck of my dress and held the little gold medal that was all I had left of my brother.

         Two of The Lady’s men had come to the theatre that day. I was on stage humming through a mouthful of pins as I adjusted Mrs Conway’s Britannia costume and Lucca was painting a circle of wood to look like a shield.

         Fitzpatrick came in first and the lascar boys followed.

         Now, Fitzpatrick, he looks shifty on the best of days, but that morning he couldn’t seem to catch my eye as he mumbled something about terrible news. He stared at Mrs C and she must’ve known something was up because, quick as you like, she hoiked up her breastplate and rustled off stage left.

         I don’t remember exactly what Fitzpatrick said next. Something about a fight on the quay, the boat, the water . . . the ‘crushed and mangled’ body too horrible for a sister to see.

         He shuffled away while I just stood there staring at the boards.

         It’s a peculiar thing, but what I remember most clear about that morning is that as I looked down I caught sight of the fraying straps of Mrs Conway’s abandoned Britannia sandals and thought to myself, ‘They’ll need a stitch before tonight or she’ll take a tumble into the pit.’

         A moment later, one of the lascars came up. He tossed Joey’s Christopher onto the stage and it skittered over the boards until it came to the edge of one of the sandals. I bent to pick it up and when I stood up again he was gone.

         I turned the little Christopher in my fingers now and looked out over the water. A fog was coming up.

         ‘The thing is,’ I said after a minute, ‘I believe her. It’s always been wrong this business with Joey. God alone knows what he got himself into when he took Lady Ginger’s shillings – he never told me.’

         I took a deep breath.

         ‘I know my brother was no angel, Lucca, even though Nanny Peck always said he had the face of a cherub . . .’ I smiled and gripped the Christopher tight. ‘But Joey wasn’t bad. He was just like everyone else round here, and better than most I’d say. There is something, though – that week before he . . . died . . . one night I woke up and he was sitting on the floor by the door just watching me in the dark.’

         I stopped myself telling Lucca another thing about that night. My brave, handsome brother was weeping like a child.

         Lucca was quiet next to me on the river steps, but I could hear all those clever cogs and gears shifting around in his head.

         After a moment he sighed and for a second his breath clouded the freezing air. ‘So, if you are to see Joey again what must you do in return? What does she want from you, Kitty? No one is summoned to The Palace without bad reason.’

         He pulled off the floppy-brimmed hat he wore to cover his scars and began to turn it in his hands. ‘I was worried when Fitzpatrick sent you to her this afternoon – that’s why I followed, but now . . .’

         For the first time that day I found myself laughing. ‘And what were you planning to do to save me from Lady’s Ginger’s boys, Lucca? Drown them in whitewash, perhaps? Duel for my honour with a loaded paint brush?’

         I grinned up at him, but his expression stopped me.

         ‘I’m sorry, that was hard. I’m glad you came for me and you’re right – she . . . she wants me to work for her. And if she’s got Joey, then I haven’t got a choice in the matter, have I?’

         Lucca fiddled with the hat and pulled at some frayed bits on the edge of the brim.

         ‘But you already work for her at the theatre. I don’t understand. What else does she want?’

         ‘She wants me to work direct for her, I think. Like Joey did.’

         He turned his hat around again and muttered something in Italian. I stared down at the water where the dead cat was bobbing past again surrounded by a raft of filth trapped by the incoming tide. I knew how it felt.

         I watched it twisting round and round, bumping against the stones, and I never took my eyes off it as I told Lucca everything Lady Ginger said. He nodded when I listed the missing girls.

         ‘We all knew that they hadn’t run off. And Alice – she is just a child,’ he crossed himself, ‘but I’m surprised to hear that The Lady herself wasn’t behind it. Who would dare to meddle in Paradise? I don’t know if this makes me feel better or worse.’

         I snorted. ‘And how do you think it makes me feel, seeing as how I’m supposed to find out what happened to them all? Fitzpatrick’s in on it too. Apparently, “he will explain everything”.’ I mimicked Lady Ginger’s peculiar fluting voice.

         Lucca stared at me with his good brown eye. He probably would have been a handsome lad if it wasn’t for the accident – three years ago now – with the limelight flare.

         ‘You say she asked you if you had a head for heights?’ he asked.

         I nodded. ‘And she looked at my legs and asked if I could sing.’

         He scratched at some paint caught under his thumbnail and looked out over the river. I couldn’t tell what he was thinking. The six o’clock shift bell started clanging down at the docks and a fog horn mourned across the river. Lucca jumped up and jammed the hat back on his head so that it shaded the scar. He held out a hand.

         ‘Come, Fannella, we’ll be late. I’m afraid I have a very good idea of what Fitzpatrick’s going to do with you.’

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter Three

         

         The birdcage was about six foot high and maybe four foot wide. It was made of gold-painted metal and threaded with diamond-studded ribbons that looped between the bars and glittered in the lamplight. I say ‘diamond-studded’, but actually, the ribbons were decorated with paste glass jewels like the ones I sew onto Mrs Conway’s bodices.

         ‘In you get then, girl. Let’s try it out for size.’

         Fitzy tipped the cage back so that I could crawl inside. It didn’t have no door and it didn’t have no bottom. What it did have was a swinging perch suspended on chains attached to a hook driven into the canopy at the top.

         I just stared.

         ‘Come on, Kitty. I haven’t got all night.’

         Fitzy was irritated. The show hadn’t gone well earlier. There’d been trouble with a group of sailors in the gallery throwing things at the toffs in the boxes. While Mrs C was on stage doing her Nightingale Serenade at the close of the first half, a dozen men were at it like fighting cocks at the back of the hall.

         A big French mirror was smashed and one of the gin barrels had been knocked over – leaking a night’s takings through the boards down to the cellar below.

         Even though we closed up early, setting things to rights had taken a couple of hours. I’d been sent up to the gallery. Now, people always like to say that sailors hold their liquor well on account of them training their guts at sea, but from my experience – at the end of a mop – there is no job as bad as slopping out the gallery of The Gaudy after we’ve had a party of shipmates in.

         The stink of it!

         I was lugging the third bucket of vomit water back down the stairs when Fitzy came to the front of the stage. He shielded his eyes from the flares – we always kept a couple going after an incident so we could see what we were dealing with – and squinted out into the hall.

         ‘Kitty? Is that you with the bucket at the back there? I want a word.’

         My stomach clenched tighter than an oyster’s shell. Since Lucca and I had got back late to The Gaudy there hadn’t been time for anything except pinning and fussing over Mrs C’s costumes for the evening. She hadn’t been too happy about my absence.

         Fitzy’s gin-thickened voice rasped out again. ‘Come on, girl. Chop chop.’

         Fitzpatrick knows what to do. He will explain everything after this evening’s performance.

         This was it, then. Whatever it was that Lady Ginger and Fitzpatrick had cooked up between them, it looked like I was about to find out. I noted that he’d left it until after I’d done the clearing.

         I set down the bucket and propped the mop against a twisted column. When I got to the stage Fitzy had come round the side and was waiting for me at the curtained-off door that led direct from the hall to his offices. It was evident from the dark stains on his striped waistcoat – a garment that strained to contain the consequence of his appetite – that even he had been involved in the aftermath of the evening’s trouble.

         He was a big man, Fitzy, and generally I did my best to keep out of his way. There was talk that in the old days – after the circus and before he’d got into the halls – he’d been one of the hardest bare knucklers on the streets, but these days it was women he liked to hit. He had a ripe reputation among the Gaudy girls.

         ‘This way.’ He pushed the fringed red velvet curtain aside with the end of his cane and opened the door. I’d never been in here before and I was surprised to see it was more like a lady’s parlour than an office – all flowers, china, cushions and bits of fancy material hanging over screens. There was even a fat day bed covered with tasselled bolsters stretched out in front of the fire.

         ‘In you go.’

         He must have seen my expression, because he started to laugh. ‘Nothing like that, my girl. You’re not my type – too scrawny.’

         He pushed me through the door and walked over to the far wall where a shawl-draped screen all carved like a Chinese dragon stood in front of another door.

         ‘We’re going round to the workshop. I need you to . . . try something.’

         I followed him through a passage that led round to the back of the theatre and then out across the little cobbled yard to the outbuildings where Lucca usually worked on The Gaudy’s painted sets and backdrops.

         It was late now and the fog that had come off the river earlier had a sharpness to it that promised snow. Fitzpatrick unlocked the wide door and rattled it back letting the familiar smell of paints and turpentine leak out into the night. The workshop was black as a cell at The Fleet, as Nanny Peck liked to say, but Fitzy soon lit a couple of lamps and several candles, and as he did the giant golden birdcage was revealed smack in the centre of the sawdust-strewn floor. He walked over to it and patted it affectionately as you would a favourite dog.

         ‘Marvellous, ain’t it? Lovely workmanship. The Lady, she’s called in what we might describe as a favour from some friends at The Whitechapel Foundry. It’s light as a sparrow, but strong as an anchor.’

         He rapped once on the side with his cane and a long, low musical note rang out.

         ‘Lovely tone.’

         He paused in admiration as the note died away. ‘It arrived on Tuesday on the back of a dray. Took delivery late at night, so I did. Doesn’t do to let the competitors see your next attraction.’

         He looked over at me and his eyes narrowed.

         ‘Now, as I understand it, Kitty, you and The Lady have had a little tête-a-tête today about some business.’

         I swallowed hard and nodded. If anyone was likely to know what had happened to Joey, Fitzy would – after all, he was The Lady’s right fist. I felt my heart start thumping under my bodice.

         ‘When I went to The Palace this afternoon, she, that is, The Lady, said my brother was . . .’

         ‘Enough!’

         Fitzpatrick’s voice was suddenly very sharp. ‘I don’t want to hear another word about that degenerate.’

         ‘But I have to know. She said he was . . .’

         ‘Dead . . . to the world that young man is. And a good thing too. You, on the other hand, are very much alive and we would like to make use of your . . . potential to ensure that all our Gaudy girls and the girls at our sister establishments stay that way too. I know The Lady has already talked to you about this.’

         I took a step back. I was angry at what he’d said about Joey, but relieved too. So he was alive then? That was what Fitzy meant, wasn’t it? I couldn’t stop myself. The old bruiser could be quite handy with his cane when the mood took him, but the words came tumbling out.

         ‘Where is he then? The Lady said I had to help her find them girls if I wanted to see Joey again. I think I’ve got a right to know what’s happened to my brother.’

         The workshop went completely silent for a moment. You couldn’t hear the creaking of the timbers and you couldn’t even hear the rats scratching in the walls, which was unusual because the place was infested with the scabby things.

         Fitzpatrick took a step forward and I really thought he was going to land one on me, but instead he just smiled – not in a friendly way.

         ‘Good. I like a bit of spirit and so do the punters. That, Kitty, is just one of the reasons The Lady and I have selected you. But as to talk of rights now, I think you’ll find you don’t have much say in the matter. Your brother belongs to The Lady, you belong to The Lady, I belong to The Lady. We all do – that’s just the way of it.’

         The smell of gin rolled off him and fugged the cold air of the workshop. I noticed his right eyelid twitched as he spoke. We all knew Fitzy liked to end his day with a drop of the hard stuff, but word was out that recently he liked to begin his day that way too.

         Paradise was never a rosy Garden of Eden, but in the last few weeks it had become sour as a tanner’s pit. As I stared up at him now I realised that it wasn’t just the smell of the gin coming off him, there was something else too. Fitzy reeked of fear and that wasn’t reassuring.

         I stared at the cage. The Lady and I have selected you. What for?

         I took a deep breath.

         ‘Look, I want to know what’s happened to them girls. We all do. Alice Caxton – she’s almost like a little sister to me and Peggy. But I don’t see what I’m supposed to do. It’s a job for the rozzers, not someone like me.’

         He started to laugh and I could feel my cheeks going red.

         ‘Come on now, girl, you must know that the very last people Lady Ginger would want to consult would be representatives of the law. Paradise has its own rules, so it does. I would have thought your brother would have explained that to you.’

         Fitzy came a step closer. ‘She always liked a pretty boy, Kitty. I was pretty once, can you believe that?’

         He reached forward and caught at a ringlet that had come loose from the knot of hair at the back of my neck. I turned my face away from the stench of his breath. Then I yelped when he pulled hard. ‘You look very like him, did you know that, now? But don’t flatter yourself. I wouldn’t want to touch you, not after . . .’

         He broke off and looked over at the cage. ‘If you want to see Joseph Peck again you’d better follow the rules.’

         I clenched my fists. Keep thinking about Joey, I told myself; he’s alive and this is your chance to find him.

         I stared up into Fitzy’s tiny bloodshot eyes. ‘Well, what do you want me to do then? And what, exactly, is that ridiculous thing?’

         I braced myself for a slap, but he didn’t seem to notice. He rolled the strand of my hair between his finger and thumb for a moment, dropped it, then turned his back on me and walked over to the cage.

         I pulled my shawl tighter round my shoulders. It was freezing in the workshop, but that wasn’t why I huddled myself up like that. Of a sudden I had a strong premonition about where this was leading.

         Fitzpatrick turned back to face me and spread his arms wide with a theatrical flourish. As he did so, one of the shiny buttons that strained across the front of his waistcoat popped off and clinked away into a gloomy corner.

         ‘This, Miss Kitty, is your cage and when we have worked with you on your new act for The Gaudy – an act that I confidently predict will be the envy of every hall in London – you will hang seventy foot above the heads of our audience six nights a week and you will twirl and sing for them like a little linnet.’

         Do you have a head for heights?

         Lady Ginger’s peculiar questions suddenly made sense.

         ‘But I’m no turn, Mr Fitzpatrick. I’m just a wardrobe girl. I’ve never been on stage in my life.’

         ‘I’ve heard you sing, Kitty Peck – your voice is sweet. Your figure is good – for those what like that sort of thing. I know from the hands that you don’t mind the gantry and, of course . . .’ , his fat lips squirmed into a nasty smile under his faded red bristles, ‘. . . you have to do this if you want to see your beloved brother again.’ He spat out those last words as if they tasted bitter.

         ‘While you’re suspended above the theatre singing pretty songs and performing pretty acrobatic tricks you will be our eyes. From your unique vantage point you will keep note of the comings and goings in the hall below – not just The Gaudy, mind, all of them in turn. And if you see anything that might be helpful, you will report back to us.’

         He turned back to the cage.

         ‘You’ll have to be careful with the paintwork just here on the right, it’s still tacky. I’ve had your boyfriend painting it for the last two days. Nice job he’s done too, for an I-tie. In you get then, girl. Let’s try it out for size.’

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter Four

         

         The feathers on the violent purple tippet that was wrapped tight around Jenny Pierce’s throat quivered as she breathed out.

         Now, Jenny had a face on her like a flat iron most days of the week, but today the way her heavy jaw was working – all clenched and twitching at the sides – made her look like a boxer in a frock. She was certainly spoiling for a round.

         Jenny leaned back against the door, folded her arms and flicked her eyes around the room. She snorted and the cheap feathers under her chin danced about again. ‘And you got a fire in here too, Kitty. Aren’t we just the lucky little lady.’

         Peggy jumped up.

         ‘If you haven’t got something pleasant to say to Kitty, I’d bugger off, if I was you.’

         She’d been kneeling behind me pulling hard at the ribbons that made the spangled bodice dig so tight into my waist that the first time I’d practised in it I’d fainted. Luckily I’d only been five foot off the ground at the time.

         ‘You know very well why she’s got a fire in here, Jenny Pierce. If you was going to dangle over the heads of the punters and do the things she’s got to do tonight you’d want a bit of heat in your bones too.’ Peggy knelt again and pulled the ribbons tighter. I gasped. ‘Sorry, Kitty, but Fitzy was most specific about how he wants you to look tonight – fragile, as if a man could snap you in two with his bare hands, he said.’ She shuddered before adding softly, ‘The old pervert.’

         I took a deep breath, leaned forward and gripped the back of the chair in front of me as Peggy pulled harder.

         ‘It’s all right,’ I said. ‘You can use your foot too if it helps, we wouldn’t want to disappoint him, would we?’

         I wasn’t being sarcastic. I might not have been Fitzpatrick’s type, but, unfortunately, Peggy, with her abundant figure and thick dark curls, was. He and Mrs C had a longstanding arrangement, but that didn’t stop him walking his dog elsewhere, if you get my meaning – or trying to, leastways. When he was soused, he’d corner Peggy in some dark corner, start pawing at her and then turn rough when nothing happened. A couple of times she’d come to The Gaudy with a black eye or a welt as big as a boot print blooming across her shoulders. We borrowed Mrs C’s paint box and tried to disguise the bruises.

         Peggy didn’t want her Danny to find out. He’s a decent lad, but he’s got a temper on him too and if he knew what Fitzy had done to his girl he wouldn’t think twice about taking him on, and that wouldn’t have done anyone any good. Even though Fitzy was twice Dan’s age and looked like a badly stuffed couch, he could still throw a punch that would floor a Dutchman. I’d seen him deal with parties of great tall Hollanders, fresh off the barges and ripe on the gin – and if I was to lay a bet on the outcome of one of those encounters I know where I’d put my money.

         I suppose it’s the way of things that once you’ve learned to handle yourself on the streets the moves are grained into your head like the choreography of a chorus dance, or like my routine up in the cage. You don’t have to think about it, your muscles just know what to do. Of occasion when I watched Fitzy laying one on a soused shipmate I’d get a glimpse of what he must have been. Tell truth, under all that flesh he might even have been Peggy’s type – once.

         But now she had big Danny Tewson and she was forever telling me that one day soon the pair of them would be packing their things and getting out of Paradise. It was hard to see how that was going to happen. I liked Danny, he was good for Peggy and he was one of the best of the hands in the halls, but Lucca said that if you wrote his gambling debts on separate pages and laid them out in a row you could walk on them from the front steps of The Gaudy down to Kidney Stairs on the river – and then have a good long think about throwing yourself in.

         I never mentioned it to Peggy. We was respectful of each other’s secrets. It was none of my business what her man got up to, and if she was worried, she never talked about it to me. She was more concerned about keeping Danny in the dark about Fitzy’s attentions and I can’t say I blamed her.

         One time it happened when Peggy was down to do a ‘Sylvan Interlude’ with two other girls. Not having been further than Lambeth, I can’t say as I’ve seen many woodland nymphs disported with joy, but I’m sure they wear a lot more than the flimsy bits of stuff that passed for a costume. Anyway, she couldn’t go on that evening because there was a purple mark the shape of a man’s hand – fingers and all – around her throat. I pinned a bit of cloth about her shoulders up to her ears and made her go home. Then I told Dan she’d caught a bad chill and couldn’t speak, which was half true.

         Don’t run away with the wrong idea about Peggy. She wasn’t a hard one like Jenny Pierce. Quite the opposite, in fact. Peggy was all warm and comforting, and she fussed over little Alice like a mother. Thinking about it, that’s probably what old Fitzy particularly liked about her. My guess is she reminded him of Mrs Conway in her better days – when the two of them was both young and the future was all moonlight and roses. And that made him angry too.

         No, Peggy was my friend and the way things had been going in the halls since word had got out about my new act, I was glad of her more than ever. I hadn’t told her why Fitzpatrick had selected me to be his cagebird, but Peg was no fool. She knew there was something going on and she was waiting for me to tell her in my own good time.

         ‘Hard as you like. Pull again, I’m ready.’ I braced myself against the chair and took another deep breath.

         Jenny sniffed. She was still leaning against the door. ‘Wants you to look fragile, does he? Like something that might smash itself into little tiny pieces if it plummets to the ground?’ Her eyes glinted with malice and a nasty smile twitched the corners of her mouth.

         Peggy stood up again; she still had the bodice ribbons tight in her hands and I jerked up and away from the chair as she moved.

         ‘You’ve always been a piece of work, Jenny, but this beats all. Would you really want to swap places with Kitty tonight? Would you want to hang up there in that bleedin’ thing? It might be covered in all them pretty ribbons and twinkling jewels, but I’ll tell you what it is, it’s a death trap without so much as a net or a rope to save you when . . . if . . .’

         Peggy faltered and her grip on the ribbons slackened. ‘Sorry, Kitty, I didn’t mean . . .’

         The room was silent for a moment except for the sound of the little fire crackling away in the grate. It was most important that I was kept warm before a performance – Madame Celeste had said so.

         
            *

         

         For the last week or so, even over Christmas, which didn’t mean much to me anyway, I’d spent every waking hour in Madame Celeste’s cavernous attic learning how to use the trapeze that had made her a star way back when Fitzy started out as a circus hand in Ireland. The old girl drank like a navvy and to look at her now you wouldn’t think that someone of such prodigious corpulence could ever have hauled her body up the steps of a tavern, let alone to the platform of a flying trapeze a hundred foot up in the air. But she didn’t half know her stuff.

         Fitzy said she’d been the most dazzling aerial artiste Dublin had ever clapped eyes on, and the faded, curling circus bills that decorated the shabby stairwell leading up to her attic showed a lithe and beautiful young woman soaring through the air like a painted angel.

         Now she was a mound of flesh, draped in what looked like the shredded remnants of some tasselled parlour curtains. Only her glittering jet eyes and the unlikely confection of thick black hair piled up on top of her head hinted at the likelihood of some long-ago connection to the flying girl on the stairwell.

         The first thing to say is that Madame Celeste’s attic was vast. It must have run across five houses. When I pushed open the little door at the top of the stairs I wasn’t expecting there to be so much space in front of me of a sudden – and above me too. It was like one of them optical illusions of Swami Jonah’s.  He had a magic box that was bigger on the inside than it had any right to be if you looked at it from the outside. He told me it was done with mirrors. Madame Celeste had a mirror, twelve foot high it was, propped up against the wall on the left. There should have been at least one more floor above us, but that had been removed so that I could see the network of timbers stretching out high overhead beneath the underside of the roof.

         It reeked of sweat and cat piss in there. It was hardly surprising – when I stepped into the echoing room, a dozen pairs of yellow eyes turned to stare at me. The old girl swayed to her feet, clapped her hands and started to make shooing sounds. As the cats bolted for the stairs, Madame Celeste nodded to herself and patted the leather flask at her hip absent-mindedly – she didn’t seem entirely able to focus her eyes on me.

         ‘You’ll be Kitty then? Take off your shoes, now, and on you get.’

         She gestured vaguely to the centre of the room. As she waved her hand I got a powerful whiff of armpit that hadn’t seen a soap bar since the death of Prince Albert.

         I knew where she wanted me to go. The attic was a big bare space. A fire crackled in a corner hearth, a pile of empty gin bottles teetered against the far wall and a heap of dusty cushions littered the floor beneath a long rope swing that dangled from the rafters high above. I say swing, but it didn’t have a seat – just a narrow wooden bar that swayed gently about five foot in the air.

         We started off low, but I still had to use a stool to climb up. At first Madame Celeste told me, ‘Lean back, kick out and go as high as you like, just for the hang of it.’

         I won’t deny it was a lovely feeling as the ropes creaked and the swing rose higher and higher into the spaces between the beams. The old girl just watched me, occasionally taking a swig from the flask. After a few minutes she called out, ‘Enough of that. Bring it to a stand, Kitty.’

         When the swing was still again, she told me to stand up on it. I scrambled up on the bar and watched as she hefted off to a corner and started to turn a wheel set into the wall. She breathed hard as she worked it. Instantly the ropes jerked and the swing began to rise, six, eight, twelve, fifteen, twenty foot up into the space between the rafters. I clung tight as I got higher and higher, trying not to think that the only thing between me and the floorboards – which were now perhaps thirty foot below – was a wooden bar no broader than an eel.

         ‘Good, Kitty.’ Madame Celeste wheezed from somewhere below and to the right. ‘You did well. You didn’t scream and you didn’t look down – always a fatal error. I think you might indeed have potential, as young Paddy says.’

         My guts churned, but it wasn’t the height that did it. The image of Lady Ginger with her black-stained fingers and spider-trap mouth reared up into my mind. I had ‘potential’ – that’s what Fitzpatrick had told her too. And was that what he’d also said about Joey three years earlier?

         The wheezing continued. ‘While you’re up there, I want you to do one simple thing to test your mettle. Sit down on the swing . . .’

         I eased myself down to the bar – simple.

         ‘. . . good, that’s right. Now take your hands off the ropes and hold the sides of the seat, tightly. Don’t look down – eyes ahead.’

         Not so simple. Cautiously I did as I was told. The swing wobbled and I shifted to balance myself – all the while keeping my eyes trained on a stain high on the wall opposite me. I could feel the muscles in my arms twitching. My back was damp with the sweat prickling under my clothes.

         Joey. I’m doing this for Joey, I thought, gripping harder and concentrating on the brown stain on the wall, which was beginning to remind me of a skull.

         ‘Back straight, Kitty. Good.’ The old girl had caught her breath now. ‘Right,’ she continued, ‘I want you to keep hold until I say otherwise and then I want you to lean back and out from the swing so that only the backs of your knees and your hands are in contact with the wood.’

         Joey. I could feel his Christopher around my neck as I did as she instructed, wriggling backwards until my nancy was hanging out in mid-air and every muscle in my body pulled tight as a dockyard hawser. The ropes creaked and the swing began to judder and twist from left to right and back again.

         ‘And let go, now!’

         The voice was suddenly sharp and loud. I took a gulp of air and felt my fingers slip from the wood. I arched back and felt the swing move forward. My knees tightened over the bar, my calf muscles clenched and my feet pointed downward so violently that the arches hurt. Instinctively I threw my arms out to the sides for balance. Pins fell from my hair and the tight blonde coil that wound round the back of my head came free, sweeping through the vast empty space below me.

         Gradually the swing steadied and I found that I was laughing. I can’t say if it was the relief of not having dashed my brains out on the boards so far below or whether I was laughing out loud at the fact that ‘young’ Fitzy’s name was really Patrick Fitzpatrick.

         ‘Well, well, well.’ Madame Celeste was puffing again as she worked at the wheel and the swing began to lower. When my hair brushed the floorboards I pulled myself upright. The old girl was smiling – she seemed to be looking more direct at me now.

         ‘Yes. I think we can make a start with you. Take off your dress now and your shift too. We can’t have yards of fabric flapping around your legs and over your head, girl, it impedes the flow, destroys the line and is positively lethal. Try this for size.’

         She belched, took a gulp from the leather flask and indicated a pile of dark material on the floor by the swing. It was a pair of breeches made of thin material – like a fine lady’s hose, only stronger – and a sort of camisole made of similar stuff. They were covered in cat hair. Once I’d got them on, Madame Celeste shuffled around me and nodded to herself.

         ‘You have my body, Kitty.’

         I buttoned it as she continued. ‘Like me, you are a natural. As Paddy says, you have enormous potential.  It’s a mighty challenge, so it is, but I will make you the talk of London.’

         
            *

         

         A lump of coal in the little grate popped and spat a burning marble-sized fragment onto the rag carpet. Peggy kicked it back onto the hearth and glared at Jenny. ‘Haven’t you got somewhere to go? You’re all trussed up like a bangtail at a funeral, after all.’

         Jenny narrowed her eyes. ‘As a matter of fact I do have an appointment myself this evening with a gentleman so I won’t be around to see your performance, Kitty. That’s why I particularly wanted to see you to send you on your way, so to speak. In fact, me and a lot of the girls here will be thinking about you tonight and sending our wishes up to you.’

         Peggy pulled the ribbons so tight that I gasped. ‘Ignore her, she’s a jealous cow with an ugly mouth on her. We all want you to succeed.’

         ‘Do we now? It’s a long time since you’ve had a proper chat with the girls, isn’t it, Peg? But then I suppose you’ve been too busy sucking on old Fitzy’s whore-pipe to pay much attention to us.’

         Peggy grabbed a scent bottle from the rickety dressing table by the fire and hurled it at Jenny’s head. It missed her by inches and smashed against the far wall, filling the air with cheap violets.

         Jenny snorted, tossed her brassy hair, stepped over the shattered glass and turned to the door. As she reached for the handle, the door opened to reveal Lucca standing in the gaslit hallway. He was carrying a large cloth-bound parcel.

         ‘And here’s your ugly boyfriend, right on cue.’

         Lucca pushed past her.

         ‘Have you finished them?’ Peggy’s voice was bright and expectant. Lucca nodded and handed me the parcel. I could feel something hard and angular beneath the wrappings as I looked up at him. ‘What’s this then – a good-luck charm?’

         He grinned and shrugged. ‘You’ll have to open it to see, Fannella.’

         ‘Well, isn’t that just the sweetest thing?’ Jenny’s voice was like sugared vinegar. ‘A first-night gift from your doting beau.’

         ‘I am not her beau.’ Lucca practically spat the words into her face. There was an uncomfortable silence and Peggy started to tighten the ribbons again.

         ‘That’s what you say,’ said Jenny. ‘But we all know that a half-faced milk-turner like you would give his left eye’, she paused unpleasantly, ‘for a chance with a girl like Kitty. I’m not going until I see what you’ve brought her.’

         Lucca reddened and turned his back on her. ‘There isn’t much time. Please open it.’

         I stared at Jenny and the urge to slap her big shiny face was hard to resist, but I’d already made too many enemies among the girls at The Gaudy to risk her spreading more lies about the high and mighty ways of Miss Kitty Peck. So I just took a deep breath and turned back to Lucca and the parcel in my hands. I began to unwind the cloth and as I did so a single golden feather fell to the floorboards. A second later and I was holding the most beautiful pair of gold and silver wings. Real feathers were worked with painted plaster and mounted on a network of fine wires to create the delicate arcing shape.

         ‘Oh Lucca,’ I breathed. ‘They’re wonderful. Thank you.’ I bobbed up to kiss his cheek, but he quickly turned away, conscious, I thought, of his scars and perhaps of Jenny.

         ‘It’s nothing. In Napoli, we make these as gifts at Natale – at Christmas – for the little ones. I thought you would need them tonight to help you believe that you can truly fly.’ He paused and an odd expression crossed his face. ‘And to remind you of Joey – a cherub, remember what you told me? Tonight I thought you might need . . .’

         He shrugged and smiled, but he looked worried.

         ‘A guardian angel! Lucca, you are so feeling, and clever with it. They are beautiful.’ Peggy cooed as she took the wings from my hands and started to fiddle with the bodice. ‘Look, I’ve made a place to fix them to Kitty’s costume just here. Oh!’

         She stopped and started to dab at the sequin-strewn netting at my waist. ‘I’m so sorry, I must have pulled too tight.’

         I looked down and saw little spots of bright red blood seeping out through the silvery gauze and into the fabric of the bodice just above my waist. Some of the glass crystals sewn into my costume had dug too deep into my flesh when Peggy was tightening the ribbons. For a moment the image of a robin flew into my mind.

         ‘Out, out damned spot.’ Jenny stared at the stain and smiled. Peggy gasped, dropped the ribbons and covered my ears. We Gaudy girls might not have had much in the way of book learning, but we knew our Shakespeare when we heard it and most particular we knew that the Scottish play was never to be mentioned or quoted aloud unless you were actually on the stage. And even then only if you was in it.

         ‘Lights in ten.’

         Fitzy’s great red face loomed round the door. He stepped into the now-crowded room, smiled and rubbed his hands together. ‘Lovely job, Peggy. A hand’s span waist there – very nice. We’ll have to think of some way to reward you.’

         I felt Peggy’s shudder.

         ‘Off we go then, Kitty, through the back so as no one can see you. This is going to be quite a night for The Gaudy, I can feel it in my water.’

         He grabbed hold of my hand and yanked me out through the door and into the hallway.

         As I passed Jenny she said, very loudly and very slowly, ‘Break a leg, lovey.’

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter Five

         

         That was almost the last time I saw Jenny Pierce – in the flesh.

         Fitzy dragged me along the hall, down the stairs and into the warren of passages at the back of The Gaudy. We had to pick our way through old bits of scenery and a toot yard of props before we came to the door to the workshop out back. Snow was ankle-deep on the cobbles of the yard. Fitzy stepped out, still gripping my wrist, but I held back.

         ‘I can’t walk on that – look at my feet. They’ll be ruined. And it’s bleedin’ cold too. Madame Celeste says I have to be kept warm, remember?’

         Fitzy turned back and for a moment I thought he might do me one. Instead he looked down at the silver slippers and the ribbons that criss-crossed my legs up to the knee. Highly indecent it was. If my poor old Nan – God rest her soul – could’ve seen me she would have had something to say about it.

         He swore under his breath and took off his jacket. ‘Put this on then.’

         The jacket smelt of cigar smoke, gin and dirty old man, but at least it was warm.

         ‘Better, are we? Come on now, girl.’ He set out across the yard, but I still didn’t follow.

         ‘Like I said, I can’t go out there with these on my feet. And, anyway, that’s not the way to the stage, is it?’

         Fitzy swore again, more audible this time, and crunched back. He gathered me roughly up in his arms and started back across the yard with my feet dangling over the crook of his elbow. I could feel Lucca’s lovely little wings crush and mangle up under the jacket. I wriggled and started to squawk.

         Now, I wasn’t a heavy packet by any means, but the cold and the effort of carrying me took old Fitzy’s breath away. It was a couple of seconds before he was able to puff out, ‘Just shut your trap, Kitty. Someone wants to have a word with you, so do as you’re told.’

         We went up by the side of the outbuildings where Lucca and the hands worked, and Fitzy turned into a narrow brick alleyway I’d never noticed before. It ran between the back wall of the workshop and the wall that divided The Gaudy’s yard from the streets beyond. At the end of the alley a wooden gate stood open and through it I saw a neat black carriage pulled up on the street. Fitzy shouted something and the carriage jerked. Little steps clattered down into the snow.

         A moment later and we were standing in front of the open door. The half-shuttered windows of the carriage were misted over, but I could see the pale glow of lamplight inside.

         ‘Come in, Kitty Peck. We need to have a talk before your performance this evening.’

         The peculiar, fluttering voice of Lady Ginger was unmistakable. I kicked and twisted about, but Fitzy gripped tighter and more or less posted me through the small door and into the carriage, which rocked about a bit as I landed ungainly on the seat opposite the old witch. The door slammed and one of the horses gave a low whinny.

         Lady Ginger stared at me, her eyes glinting in the yellow light. The carriage smelt of leather and opium, but beneath that there was something else too – something sweet and sour, something like milk on the turn, I thought.

         After a moment she spoke. ‘I assume that is not your costume, Miss Peck? Take it off. I want to see what I have bought.’

         I bit my lip, shrugged away Fitzy’s jacket and sat there with my shoulders hunched up and my hands clasped tight in my lap. The lamplight caught on the sequins and crystals sewn into the net of the bodice and my scrap of a skirt. The scandalised voice of old Nanny Peck piped up in my head – ‘As naked as a pig in shit, but not as warm!’

         Nanny Peck had come over from Ireland in the Thirties, bringing my mother with her. She had a rich turn of phrase – which, in time, had been elegantly supplemented by the language of Limehouse – and a country girl’s natural suspicion of anything that smacked of loose morals. Indecent clothing had always been a subject of particular interest to Nanny Peck, but it was odd that I thought of her again now.

         Lady Ginger narrowed her eyes and leaned back. She assessed me in a calculating, professional way, moving from my feet to my knees to my waist (I had my hands held tight just over the blood stain) and up to the top of the bodice where Peggy’s ministrations with the ribbons had produced two white mounds that looked likely to escape at any moment. Tell truth, I didn’t much like to catch sight of them when I looked down – they got in the way of the floor.

         ‘Very nice. Very nice indeed.’

         She nodded and leaned forward to adjust the thin gauze stuff on my shoulders, pulling it down so that even more of me showed. The indignant voice of Nanny Peck went off again.

         Lady Ginger was wearing watered black satin crusted with jet beads. Her silver plait was wound up on the top of her head and rubies as big as marbles hung from her ear lobes. Her knees were covered in a thick fur rug, not that she needed it. The carriage was as warm and stifling as her room at The Palace.

         ‘Fitzpatrick tells me you are a natural. He tells me that your performance tonight will be a sensation.’

         I picked at a nail and nodded. ‘I . . . I’ve worked hard at it, Lady. The moves came easy and I’m not frightened of the heights.’

         ‘So I understand.’ She paused for a moment and when she spoke again her voice was crisp as old leaves. ‘I trust you have not forgotten why you are doing this?’

         I looked up and stared direct into her face. She had a lot of rouge on her cheeks and today her black lips were painted red like the rubies.

         ‘No, I couldn’t do that. Lady Ginger, please, my brother . . . I have to know. Is he . . . that it to say, where is . . .’

         ‘Silence!’ She raised a hand and the bangles on her arms clattered down into the lace at her elbow. ‘That is precisely why I have come to see you – to remind you.’

         Despite the cold, I could feel my naked back prickle with moisture against the leather of the seat as she continued. ‘I do not want you to fly away with the idea that you are anything more than my employee. Even if your performance this evening makes you the talk of London, that is nothing to you, or to me. Do you understand?’

         I was silent as she went on. ‘Martha Lidgate is missing from The Comet. She hasn’t been seen for nine days now. At this rate every girl I run in Paradise will be a memory within a year. So, do you see, Miss Peck, I don’t want your head turned tonight. I want you to sing a pretty song, show that pretty body and titillate the punters with the possibility of your pretty death – but, most of all I want you to keep your wits about you, watch the theatre and tell Fitzpatrick what you see. You will have an unparalleled view of every corner of the hall.’

         She broke off to cough, dabbing her mouth with a coloured silk square. She settled back, drew up the fur and licked her lips. Now that the red had rubbed off I could see they were stained black.

         ‘If you survive the week without a safety net we will move you and your cage to The Carnival and then to The Comet.’

         ‘But what about Joey?’ I blurted. ‘You promised. How do I know you aren’t lying to me? If he’s really alive, like you say, why can’t I see him? At least give me something to show he’s alive – a letter, he writes a lovely hand, I’d know that anywhere.’

         Lady Ginger laughed and coughed again.

         ‘How touching. When you have completed your service, we will consider his . . . situation. But be assured, Miss Peck, that unless you satisfy me, you will never see him again. Now go. Fitzpatrick tells me that the doors will only be opened tonight once you are in position. Apparently there’s quite a crowd gathered in the street already. Fitzpatrick!’

         She rapped on the side of the carriage. The door opened to reveal Fitzy shivering in the snow.

         ‘About time, so it is. My trinkets are like ball bearings. Come on then, Kitty, there’s a cage waiting for you.’

         I made to pull the stinking coat back over my shoulders, but just as I turned to wrap it round me Lady Ginger leaned forward, swift as a greased adder, and plucked Lucca’s little broken wings from the bodice.

         ‘Shabby and pointless,’ she smiled, crushing up the feathers and plaster in her heavily ringed hands. ‘Take her.’

         Fitzy bent forward and scooped me off the seat. The carriage rocked again and the horses spooked about, eager to be on the move. As he lifted me out I looked down at the feathers scattered around the bottom of Lady Ginger’s fur. It looked like a cat had been there with a pigeon. The angel wings Lucca had made for me and for Joey were damaged beyond repair.

         The door slammed like a trap and the lascar on the box above us cracked a whip over the heads of the horses. Lady Ginger’s carriage rolled off into the snow and Fitzy swore and grumbled as he trudged back into the alleyway to deliver me to my cage.

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter Six

         

         As the cage, with me hanging on inside it, was winched into position out from the stage and up higher and higher until it was swaying from the very centre of The Gaudy’s painted ceiling over the empty seats, tables and the four tiers of red and gold booths set around the hall, all I could think about was Joey.

         To be fair to the old bitch, that little talk had done the trick. I didn’t like to admit it, even to myself, but during all those days in Madame Celeste’s attic and more recently when we’d practised at night at The Gaudy after the shows and into the early hours, I’d begun to enjoy it.

         I was good – I knew I was. And what’s more, the hands who’d been specially selected by Fitzy to work the ropes and wires said so too.

         Now, they’d seen it all a hundred times or more, so when you hear them all fizzing and boiling up about a new act, you know there’s something tasty on the range. God forgive me, but there were actually nights up there in the cage as I practised my twirls, perfected my balances and tried out my voice, when I completely forgot about Joey and Alice and all them missing girls, and allowed myself to imagine a time when I was as free as the bird I was pretending to be, with all London at my feet, so to speak.

         To be straight with you, Jenny Pierce and the other girls in the halls had every right to be jealous. I was beginning to revel in the attention. I loved the danger and the glory of it. There – that’s a shameful admission, isn’t it?

         Now, as I perched up there on my bar listening to the sounds of The Gaudy filling up below, I wasn’t thinking about myself any more: I was thinking about my brother, just as she knew I would.

         Be assured, Miss Peck, that unless you satisfy me, you will never see him again.

         I could feel my eyes stinging – it was the smoke – but I didn’t want to rub them because the exaggerated make-up Peggy had spent so long over would be ruined. So I just sat there in the dark with tears streaming down my face.

         
            *

         

         No one knew I was up there at first. The cage was covered with a hood of thin, dark silk with slits at the seams, which meant that I could look out quite easily, but no one could see in. Even if they had looked up, it’s unlikely they would have made much of the great dark shape hanging seventy foot over their heads. Fitzy had ordered that The Gaudy’s lights be kept low so the cage was lost in shadow and the smoke that rose up from the punters.

         I hadn’t thought about the smoke. Below me, scores of glowing red dots showed where someone was puffing on a cigarette or a cigar. It looked like an infernal version of the constellations Lucca sometimes showed me when we sat on the steps out back. My favourite was the Plough because it was easy to find. Lucca said his father had called it the Sette Principi, which, apparently, meant the sign of the Seven Princes and sounded very romantic to a girl from Limehouse.

         The fumes coiled upwards filling my nose and then my lungs with the treacle fug of tobacco. It got pretty thick in that cage under the hood so I gripped the ropes of the swing and leaned forward, hooking my feet around the bars. The cage began to judder about a bit, but after a while it came steady. I pressed my face against one of the slits in the silk and breathed deep.

         Below me to the left, The Gaudy’s orchestra was filing into the pit in front of the stage. I say ‘orchestra’, but actually there were only four of them. ‘Professor’ Ruben the pianist, Tommy and Isaac the fiddle players, who cordially hated each other, and Old Peter, a gloomy Russian. He claimed his skills as a cornet player depended on the amount of firewater he necked back.

         ‘It helps me forget,’ he’d told me mournfully one evening at The Lamb.

         The girls loved The Gaudy orchestra. They were all proper gentlemen with the soft-eyed sadness that musicians often seem to carry about them. After a show, they always took themselves and their instruments and their sadness to The Lamb two streets away, and often as not we’d join them. Three years ago Joey would be there too, sometimes alone and sometimes with his fancy friends. Where were those boisterous young men now, I wondered?

         The raucous sound of laughter came up. Now I could smell the sweet tang of gin in the smoke. It was going to be a full house – word on the street was that The Gaudy was about to unveil something extraordinary. Well, that was Fitzy’s word, anyway.

         But it was true that my perspective from up there was remarkable. I could see into nearly every part of the hall. Directly below I watched as a well-dressed woman with bright red hair picked her way between the tables. She brushed against a man, apologised, moved on swiftly up the row and deftly pocketed a glinting gold fob watch into the folds of her skirt before trying the same routine on another Johnny. Interesting.

         I looked over to the right and saw that the booths on the second tier were already busy. The Gaudy wasn’t really a first-rank hall, but it still had a dozen or so boxes for the use of private parties and what you might call gentlemen patrons. A couple of them already had their curtains drawn.

         I caught a flash of something bright in one of the booths – a brassy head bobbing up and down in a punter’s lap. I couldn’t see all of the man because the curtain was drawn up on his side, but I could see Jenny Pierce’s purple bit of fluff quivering away as she went at it.

         As a matter of fact I do have an appointment myself this evening with a gentleman . . .

         I snorted. She might have had a face like a docker’s nancy but at last she’d found a use for that nasty tongue of hers, I thought. And it’s not as if the ‘gentleman’ had to look at her. After all, you don’t have to watch a kettle to bring it to the boil.

         I’d enjoy telling Lucca all about that later. But then I thought better of it because he didn’t always appreciate me talking low. In fact, when I tried my new song on him he’d been furious and we’d had a right set-to. I think the wings were a peace offering.

         The orchestra started up and the punters began shouting and laughing even louder.

         The first act up was Dismal Jimmy, a droll Scot whose convoluted stories were usually a sure way to settle the hall. Only tonight it didn’t work. The air was full of hoots and cat-calls as Jimmy finished up and Mrs Conway came on in her Britannia rig. Fitzy had promised her the slot before mine by way of compensation.

         ‘I’m not here for tough old game. Where’s the fresh meat?’ called a voice from the dark.

         ‘Fuck off, horseface, and give us all a break,’ another added, more loudly. He seemed to be speaking for quite a lot of them. People in the gallery started to stamp and the gaslights shook in their brackets.

         Within seconds The Gaudy was in uproar and, from my cage, I could see that Mrs Conway was in tears. Fitzy – all shiny buttons and straining mustard velvet – came bounding on stage right, whispered to her and patted her off. Then he turned to the punters and smiled. His big, red greasy face looked like a harvest moon with the pox, so it did.

         He waved his hands in the air and called for a ‘bit of quiet in the hall’.

         The shouting stopped but the stamping continued. Fitzy nodded, more to himself than to anyone else, then he took a step forward and cleared his throat.

         ‘Ladies and gentlemen, it is my great pleasure to present to you this evening a performance of dazzling aerial artistry, a display of death-defying courage never matched before in this theatre or any other. With the voice of a nightingale, the grace of an angel and the body of Venus herself . . .’ He stopped and rubbed his hands suggestively as low, appreciative whistles ripped through the hall. ‘May I present to you, The Limehouse Linnet herself, Miss Kitty Peck!’

         There was a drum roll and the hood covering my cage was whipped free by hands stationed at the ends of ropes at four quarters of the hall. The limelights came up strong and for a second I was almost blinded. I’d never sat in the cage in the dark that long before starting up.

         But there wasn’t even time to blink. My music struck up and immediately I began to dip and twirl into the first stages of my routine. I’d done it so many times now I didn’t have to think. Not about the grips, not about the balances, not about the swaying and creaking of the glittering cage and not about the empty seventy foot between me and the heads of the punters below.

         At first they were quiet – stunned, I think. And then the whistles and the cat-calls started up – very appreciative they was. Not like the ones for Mrs C.

         And then I started to sing . . .

          

         
            
               
                  I’ve got a tidy nest

                  But I’m looking for a cock

                  Who can help me find the key

                  To my tiny little lock?

                  I lost it in the park

                  When I was tugging on a worm

                  Now I’m looking for a gentleman

                  Who’ll do me a good turn.

               

            

         

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter Seven

         

         Pickpocketing was a favourite. That red-haired woman I noticed on the first night was a regular dipster. Watches were her thing, but I saw her lift ’kerchiefs, pocket books and even a jewel dangling from a smart lady’s ear. I didn’t mean Red any harm – she was a grafter, I’ll give her that. At the end of that first week me and my cage were moved to The Carnival – a low sort of hall on the other side of Paradise, up Bethnal Green way – and I saw her up to her usual tricks there too. I felt bad, but I thought I’d better mention it to Fitzy.

         After that I didn’t see her no more.

         Red wasn’t the only one. There were a couple of bum-fluff lads who worked as a team, plying their marks with beer and gin until they were able to strip him (or her) of anything of value as they sat there and stewed.

         A tall, well-dressed gentleman had a very neat way with the lifting of small items. I watched him on several occasions as he deftly unscrewed the silver top of his cane to deposit the objects he’d stolen into a hollow space inside.

         Then there were the bangtails – the sort unregulated by Lady Ginger – who frequented the shabby boxes at The Carnival. I’m no prude, but the tricks I saw them turn! I didn’t even know that a couple of them were anatomically possible until I had a very frank chat with Peggy one evening after a show. I was glad she generally came with me wherever I performed and I was glad she looked after my paint box too. There were stories doing the rounds of theatre girls who ended up a ruin when a jealous rival put ground glass or acid into their face powder. Plenty of the girls in Lady Ginger’s halls were as hard towards me as Jenny Pierce . . . and I can’t say as I blamed them.

         And that brings me to Jenny. No one realised she’d gone missing at first. She’d been so tight wound about what she saw as my promotion that it seemed highly likely she’d flounced off in her feathers and war paint just to prove she still had it in her.

         We all expected her to turn up any day, preening in a new bonnet or soaked in some fancy cologne. Even when she missed three shows on the trot, risking Fitzy’s anger and, most probably a fine, we still thought she was off somewhere licking her wounds like a vicious old she-cat. No, Jenny Pierce could take care of herself and none of us suspected that her absence was anything more than ill temper and a sore head.  

         Don’t mistake me, we was all frightened by the way the girls from the halls were disappearing, we knew something very wrong was happening, but no one spoke about it for fear of bringing trouble to their doorstep. Like I said, the theatre is a superstitious place at the best of times. We all went about our business as usual, but we’d begun to keep our wits as sharp as the knives a couple of girls hid in their purses.

         It was the Wednesday, five days after my first show at The Gaudy, that word came from Jenny’s lodgings in Ropemaker’s Fields. Her landlady, Mrs Skanks, sent pock-faced Bessie Docket – another of the Gaudy girls who called that flea-infested doss-house down near the river home – along to the theatre with a final demand for Jenny’s rent.

         Now, Ropemaker’s was a filthy place and Jenny was welcome to it. Mother Maxwell’s wasn’t what you’d call smart, but at least it was clean in every way. Mrs Skanks turned a blind eye to the business some of her girls got up to. Tell truth, she was so far gone on the gin most days she probably wouldn’t have noticed if an entire ship’s crew had walked through her door. But she come to quick enough when the rent wasn’t paid.

         Jenny hadn’t been seen at Ropemaker’s Fields – or anywhere else for that matter – since the Friday previous and her landlady thought it only fair, apparently, that Fitzy should pay up for one of his girls. As Bessie told us, still quaking after her encounter with Fitzy, no one at Mrs Skanks’s would dare to skip a rent day – and thinking of that woman’s freckled meaty arms and fists the size of ham hocks, I believed her.

         I didn’t like Jenny, but I didn’t wish evil on her. I felt guilty, as if her blood was on my hands. Out, out damned spot. That’s what she’d said in my dressing room that evening. She should have known better than to tempt fate like that. I thought back to that last time I’d seen her in the box with her gent. I didn’t give it much thought then and looking back there hadn’t been much to see apart from her big yellow head bobbing up and down.

         But what was I supposed to see?

         For all that I was up there in the cage night after night, watching all the petty thefts and indecencies that gave the halls such a black name, I wasn’t picking up on anything that could point me the way to finding out what had happened to Jenny Pierce or to any of them other missing girls.

         When I took my crumbs back to Fitzy I could tell he wasn’t happy and it didn’t make me feel too easy in myself. Tell truth, I was beginning to feel a right nark telling tales on poor types like me who needed to make a living. The problem was I needed to give him something to feed back to the old bitch to show I was keeping my part of the bargain and I had nothing else to offer.

         On the evening of my last show at The Gaudy he caught me and Peggy just as we was leaving. He stood in front of the door leading out to the workshop and barred our way.

         ‘Where do you think you’re going?’ I felt Peggy stiffen beside me, but he wasn’t talking to her. I looked up into his coarse red face. The usual aroma of liquor was rolling off him and the remains of something he’d eaten was caught up in the whiskers around his mouth. I gripped Peggy’s hand and squeezed it.

         ‘We’re going back to our lodgings – we always walk together part of the way now – all of us do. You know it’s not safe for a girl alone.’

         ‘Safe!’ Fitzy snorted and leaned forward. The stench of his rotten teeth made me catch my breath. He stared at Peggy and I saw his tongue move over his lower lip, then he looked back at me. ‘A bit early for you two to be leaving, isn’t it?’

         I shook my head. ‘It’s late and it’s cold. I need to rest before we move over to The Carnival. Madame Celeste said I should have at least one free day a week, for the sake of my muscles. She was most particular on that, remember? Come on, Peg.’ I stepped forward.

         Fitzy didn’t move, but his little eyes narrowed. ‘Have you been going home straight after the performance every evening, girl?’

         I knew what he was driving at. It was common knowledge that a lot of girls in the halls offered late entertainment, if you get me, and Fitzy liked to take a cut of their earnings, but that was never part of this deal. I squared my shoulders and looked at him straight.

         ‘I’m not going to wait around making chit chat with the Johnnies, if that’s what you mean. Isn’t it enough that I’m hanging up there every night all done up as a tuppenny drab, without me actually putting out as one? I’m doing what you want, aren’t I?’

         ‘Are you now? We’ll see about that.’ He grunted and moved away from the door. As me and Peggy stepped down into the icy yard he called out, ‘And it’s not me you want to be worrying about, is it, Kitty? Think on that.’

         As if I’d forgotten. Every night now when they winched the cage with me inside it up from the stage and out over the hall I’d close my eyes, hold Joey’s Christopher tight in my hand and promise him that everything would come right. This time I’d see something.

         It never worked.

         But I tell you one thing – I was a sensation, just like Fitzy told Lady Ginger. My act even made a corner of The London Pictorial News:

         
            Miss Kitty Peck, The Limehouse Linnet, nightly defies gravity to delight her growing band of ardent admirers. She is our city’s most daring and radiant rising star, but this correspondent declares that it is the purity of her voice and the effulgence of her soul that glow most brightly in the East.

         

         Well, that was all very complimentary, but those fine words were accompanied by a bold sketch that showed even more of my legs (and other parts) than that little spangled costume allowed. It made Lucca remark that my ‘purity’ and the ‘effulgence’ were probably not the first things that would arrest the readers’ attention when they turned to page seven. Lucca had to explain to me what effulgence meant and I thought it was a lovely thing to say, quite the sort of word that Joey might have used.

         At least there was one thing that made Fitzy happy – the takings.

         Every evening now, queues formed in the streets outside the halls where I performed. I had thought that the success of that first night was down to Fitzy’s theatricals with his whispers on the street, the black cover over the cage and all that malarkey, but I was wrong. No, the punters knew what they were getting all right, and they were wild for it. Fitzy had my cage illuminated by strategically positioned limelight flares, and, as the customers filed in, I fluttered about a bit and I gave out as good as I got when they called up to me.

         Most of them were respectful, but just occasionally you’d get a drunken Johnny with a really filthy mouth on him. Although there was no love lost between me and the old bugger, I’ll admit I was grateful when I saw Fitzy’s barrel of a body bumping a half-cut heckler up the aisle and out through the curtains. It didn’t do for a girl in my position to get a reputation. Joey had always been very clear on that.

         For some reason, the spot just under my cage was particularly popular. Most nights I’d look down and see all these calf-faced ninnies staring up at me. Generally they just looked, but sometimes I caught sight of the odd dirty bleeder fetching mettle. What they was doing with their hands turned me over. I wondered what would happen if The Limehouse Linnet brought the fatty chops she’d had for her dinner up over their greasy little heads, but I reflected that it probably wouldn’t be good for trade. No, when that happened I just concentrated hard on my purity and effulgence. Now I knew what they were.

         We soon discovered that there was no point in anyone else going on before me. Mrs Conway was right put out and I don’t think Dismal Jimmy was too pleased about it neither. The regulars turned quite mutinous until they saw their pay packets, but what could you do? If a punter came into the hall and saw me hanging up there in my little bits of sparkled stuff, he wasn’t going to sit through a dog act, a sentimental serenade, a magician and a puppet routine before getting stuck into the main course.

         Fitzy worked out that if I opened the evening and closed it a couple of hours later, then everyone (except Mrs Conway) went home happy – ’specially if the chorus came on in the middle and did a nymph routine.

         That gave me a lot of time every night to watch from my cage, not that it did much good.

         By the time I was due to start at the third of Lady Ginger’s halls, The Comet, exactly two weeks after that first night, it wasn’t only Jenny Pierce who’d gone missing. Another girl – just fourteen years old – had disappeared from The Gaudy, right under my very cage.

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter Eight

         

         Lucca threw another shovel of coal onto the fire. His room, under the bony eaves of a tall, gloomy house just a street away from the river, was damp and always cold, even at the height of summer. Now it was January and the cobbles outside were crusted with hoar frost thicker than a man’s finger. I took his coat off the bed and wrapped it round me.

         ‘I don’t know why you don’t try to find yourself somewhere better than this,’ I complained. ‘It’s cold enough in here to freeze a duck’s arse.’

         Lucca wrinkled his nose and threw another, very small, nugget of coal into the grate. After a moment he turned to look at me. I was sitting as near to the hearth as possible with my back against his bed.

         ‘You have become coarse since you have become famous.’ He pushed his long dark hair back so that I could see the scarred half of his face in the firelight and he narrowed his gaze. ‘You never used to feel the chill in here, Kitty. But that was before you dressed as a . . .’

         He stopped and pursed his lips, but he continued to stare at me, the fingers of his right hand rubbing at the ridged and melted skin beneath his blind eye, like he was trying to pull it back to see me more clearly.

         ‘Dressed as a what?’ I was indignant. ‘She gave me money to buy myself some better clothes, so I did. What of it? And Fitzy says I should look my best at all times – like a lady. I might be up there half-naked in that cage, but I don’t want to give the Johnnies the wrong idea, do I?’

         I smoothed the skirt of my new blue satin dress. It was cut to the fashion with a snug bodice and tight sleeves that frothed into a billow of lace at the elbow. I shrugged my shoulders so that the lace that was tucked around the dipping neckline came up a bit higher and I pulled the coat tighter round me. Lucca’s words had made me feel self-conscious, but worse, I knew he was right.

         ‘I’ll wear what I like,’ I snapped. ‘And I’ll mind my language if you mind your manners. You don’t own me, Lucca Fratelli.’ I stood up, took off his old coat and threw it on the bed, then I rammed a new feathered bonnet down over my curls and turned to the door.

         ‘I might as well freeze in my own room back at Mother Maxwell’s.’

         Lucca sprang up and caught my hand. ‘I’m sorry, Fannella, truly. Don’t go, please. I was thoughtless.’ He smiled apologetically and squeezed my hand. ‘I’ll put some more coal on the fire. It seems so long since we talked properly – like before?’

         He kneeled in front of the hearth again, poking at the glowing coals with the shovel. The scarred half of his face was hidden in shadow as he got a lively little fire crackling.

         Not for the first time I found myself thinking what a good-looking lad Lucca would have been if it wasn’t for the accident. No, more than that – he would have been beautiful. His profile was perfect, like one of them statues he was so fond of showing me in his arty books. Lucca had a veritable library piled under his bed – mostly in Italian, although the pictures were lovely.

         As I stood there, I noticed how his eyelashes curled and how his lips seemed very firm and distinct and of a sudden I wondered what it might be like to kiss them. Lucca looked up and I saw the melted half of his face again. Would it matter, I wondered? I felt a flush spread up from my neck and across my cheeks.

         ‘That’s better, Kitty, you look warmer now – accogliente.’ Lucca grinned and patted the threadbare carpet in front of the fire. I rustled down next to him, crossing my legs under the stiff satin skirt that peaked up around me like a small blue tent. I kept my eyes fixed on the fire, not wanting to give him the idea that I’d been thinking about anything other than getting cosy.

         It was a funny thing, me and Lucca. Apart from Joey, there was no one I cared more about in the world. When he’d come to work at The Gaudy, just after his accident, none of the other girls would talk to him at first. They were afraid of his face, which looked a lot worse then, I can tell you, what with all the flaking bits of skin and the angry red ridges of scorched flesh that stretched down to his collar.

         But one evening I was clearing up in the gallery, singing away as usual, and after I’d finished I heard someone clapping from the stage. It was Lucca, who was working late on a painted bit of scenery. That was the first time he called me Fannella.

         I suppose I’d just turned fifteen at the time and Lucca was . . . well, I’m not too sure to be straight with you. I’d lay a bet he’s never more than twenty now, so he must have been about seventeen then. And that’s another thing, see, Lucca never talks about his past, about his accident or about how he came to be here in Limehouse.

         He’ll talk about his village back home, and about Naples where he was prenticed, and sometimes he’ll talk about his family – brothers, sisters and that. But if I was to ask him about where he was before The Gaudy and what brought him to London in the first place, he’ll slam up tighter than a whelk. Now, I know better than most when not to press a point. I had enough of that with Joey, so I bite my lip, but all the same . . .

         Working in the halls you get a very clear idea of just how dangerous limelight can be. We’re all wary of it. Some of the hands have burns running up past their elbows. It’s a vicious light, but we rely on it, every night, to make the magic work. Lucca must have had a bad time of it and I wasn’t surprised he didn’t want to be reminded – ’specially as it took away half his face just when it mattered. For what it’s worth, I reckon he ran away to hide at The Gaudy, and I reckon there was someone he was running away from too – someone who couldn’t love a ruin.

         Lucca sat back and propped the coal shovel against the side of the grate. For some reason at that moment I became very aware of his wiry body on the rug next to me. I shifted and the satin whispered as it settled into a new shape.

         ‘So, what have you discovered, Fannella? What have you seen from your gilded cage?’

         I was grateful for the question.

         ‘Nothing. Well, nothing that can help those poor girls, anyway. Did you hear that Maggie Halpern has gone now?’

         Lucca nodded. ‘She was so little – just fifteen?’

         ‘Fourteen.’ I shuddered. ‘She went missing on my fifth night at The Gaudy. I saw her too – she was serving the tables in the hall. I watched her trying to get round with a tray. You know what a scrap of a thing she was. I was worried she might drop it.’ Truth is I noticed her particularly because she reminded me of Alice – just for a second I looked down and mistook her.

         Lucca bit at a shred of skin around his thumbnail. His fingers were stained with paint as usual. ‘It makes no sense. Maggie was so quiet. She was a decent girl. Some of the others were grown women and perhaps they—’

         ‘They what?’ I asked sharply. ‘You knew them. They were all decent types – Clary and Sally could be a bit wild, but they weren’t dabbing it up for punters. Jenny, well, I give you she had a sideline going as a penny upright . . .’, Lucca winced as I continued, ‘but the others – no, I can’t see it. And there’s Alice.’

         I stared into the fire and thought of that half-sewn skirt on her bed and the needle and cotton on the wash stand in her tiny room below mine. What had happened to her?

         ‘She was just a child, Lucca, and a good one. There was never any trouble with Alice. Fact is, I often wished she’d shown a bit more spirit, but she was soft as a lamb, you know she was.’

         ‘What does Peggy say?’

         I shook my head. ‘She won’t talk about Alice and not because she’s a superstitious type like the others. Peggy won’t talk about her because it hurts. Peggy and me were all she had – and you on Sundays.’

         Lucca crossed himself – he was a regular at St Peter’s over Hatton Garden way where the services was all in Italian. ‘When she came to mass with me, she couldn’t understand the Latin, but she said she loved the sound of it.’

         ‘She’s the worst, and I feel responsible somehow.’

         He was quiet for a moment. ‘So what is happening to them? Where are they? If they are dead, where are their bodies? If they are living . . .’

         I shivered despite the heat that was coming off the little fire now.

         Alice Caxton, Clary Simmons, Esther Dixon, Sally Ford, Jenny Pierce, Martha Lidgate, Maggie Halpern.

         Those seven girls had disappeared off the face of the earth just like Joey. I’d been up in that cage for nearly two weeks now and I hadn’t seen a thing that could help him or them. Lady Ginger’s voice crackled in my head. Unless you satisfy me, you will never see him again. How could I ‘satisfy’ her if I didn’t know what I was looking for? I reached into the neck of my dress and rolled Joey’s Christopher between my fingers.

         After a moment I said, ‘All I know for a fact is that if I want to see my brother again, I’ve got to find out what’s happening to Lady Ginger’s girls.’

         Lucca leaned forward and prodded the coals. His hair flopped forward and I couldn’t see his face as he muttered something in Italian. Ah, he’s thinking it through, I thought. Lucca was a clever one, like I said.

         ‘There must be something. You must have seen something from the cage? Maggie – tell me again, who did she serve, who did she speak to?’

         I looked into the flames and pictured the hall. The Gaudy was packed that night. My act was attracting punters from all over the city so it wasn’t a surprise to see that several tables served by Maggie were occupied by toffs. Usually their sort wouldn’t be seen dead at a place like The Gaudy – it was better than The Carnival, mind, which was little more than a gin palace with a hall attached, but it wasn’t as smart as The Comet neither. It didn’t matter, though, people were so wild to see The Limehouse Linnet – and tell their friends all about it – that they were willing to park their tails in the cheap seats with the lesser sorts.

         The air had been thick with smoke and with the smell of ale and gin. I remembered seeing Maggie’s scrawny arms as she strained to carry the tray. I’d watched her pick her way between the tables and I’d seen the men who didn’t budge or give her a second glance as she tried to get by. Maggie Halpern was a colourless creature, her face, her hair, her clothes – they was all a faded shade of brown. No one noticed her except me – and maybe someone else?

         I shook my head. ‘There’s nothing. It was business as usual. No one spoke to her, no one even knew she was there. You know what she was like.’

         Lucca leaned forward, resting his forehead in his hands. It was his thinking position.

         ‘And Jenny? What about her? Tell me again, what you saw.’

         I went through it all – Jenny in the box . . . her head going up and down . . . the man behind the curtain – Lucca held up his hand. ‘Yes! The man she was with – what do you remember about him?’

         ‘Nothing. I couldn’t see him proper, remember? And, anyway, how was I to know that was the last time I’d catch sight of her? After that set-to in the dressing room, I wasn’t exactly feeling warm towards the old rantipole.’ I grinned. ‘Mind you, I was going to tell you all about it – how he didn’t even have to look at her mug while she was on the job. And how – all the while – he was beating time to Professor Ruben and the boys. I kept seeing the ring on his little finger on the box rail catching the light – up and down, up and down, like Jenny’s yellow head.’

         Lucca just stared at me. ‘There you are, Fannella, you have your first clue – he wears a signet ring.’

         I rolled my eyes.

         ‘And so does half of London. Even Joey wore a ring.’

          

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter Nine

         

         ‘The Lady is not happy, so she isn’t.’

         Fitzy smoothed the sheet of paper on the desk in front of him and squinted down at the looping black writing through the pair of wire-framed glasses he normally hid in his top pocket. The writing was old-fashioned, very neat, very elegant like, with flourishes and elaborate curls. Even though it was upside down in front of me I could see it was an educated hand – a lady’s hand, I thought.

         I watched as he traced down the page with a fat finger until he found the bit he was looking for and began to read aloud:

         
            Remind Miss Peck of her obligations. It is almost two weeks now and she is yet to provide anything of use. Moreover, it seems that the mother of the Lidgate girl has approached the constabulary. I need hardly tell you, Fitzpatrick, the consequences of investigation into my business affairs. Fortunately, I have dealt with this as I have had to deal with much else, but it is a source of disappointment to me that, despite providing our songbird with unparalleled access to my halls – at no small expense, I must add – she has offered little more than general tittle-tattle of the most tame and uninteresting variety.

         

         I reached across the desk and tried to take Lady Ginger’s letter but Fitzy slammed his hand down so hard on top of mine that I yelped. He removed my hand from the paper like it was something dirty and carried on.

         
            I cannot but think that you have failed me in this. Perhaps you have not adequately communicated the severity of the situation to the young lady? Or is it perhaps the case that fame has dulled her sense of familial loyalty? If I do not receive useful information soon, I will send my men to Joseph Peck and the cut will be a choice one. Assure her of this and be assured that you, too, will hear from me. I believe it is time to make the true nature of her task plain. I trust you will do this on my behalf and that the girl will deliver.

         

          

         Fitzy leaned back, took off his glasses and chewed his lower lip. He thumped the letter again. ‘She’s blaming me, clear as the nose on your face. This letter is a threat to the both of us, Kitty. Unless you give The Lady what she wants, it’s not only your precious brother who’s going to lose his bollocks.’

         He was right, of course. To most people that letter might have looked as dry as the sawdust on the floor of a carpenter’s workshop, but to Fitzy and me that workshop was stacked with coffins. You only had to bring to mind the old cow’s voice saying those words aloud and you could feel the lights shrivel up in your belly. Still, I have to admit there was a tiny part of me that thought to myself: I will send my men to Joseph Peck – he was definitely alive, then, somewhere?

         Fitzy clicked his yellow fingers in front of my face – they came so close I could smell the tang of old cigar on them. ‘What have you got to say to that?’

         I flinched. What could I say?

         ‘I . . . I’m doing my best. I’ve been up there for eleven nights now with nothing more than stale smoke and gin-breath between me and the floor. I tell you about everything I see – and I’ve already saved you and The Lady a pretty packet, I know that. What’s more, the halls have never brought in as much trade. Mr Jesmond at The Carnival reckons his takings have increased four times over.’

         ‘But it’s not enough, Kitty, is it? We both know that The Lady’s reputation is what’s at stake here. Someone is pissing on her patch, so they are, and she can’t afford to ignore that. Think about it. Her name is what keeps me safe. It’s what keeps all of this going.’ He gestured around the cluttered office with its dainty day bed, flowered cushions and china plates.

         ‘There’s plenty of Barons out there with a keen eye on Paradise. The only thing stopping them from muscling in and making life very . . . uncomfortable for us all is The Lady herself – or the thought of what she might do to them.’ He produced a square of chequered silk from his pocket and dabbed at his big pockmarked face. Fitzy’s forehead was covered with beads of sweat and his left eye was twitching again. He pulled back a drawer and took out a leather flask. He removed the top and swigged several mouthfuls before screwing the silver cap back on again. As he did so, I noticed that his hands were shaking. He wiped his mouth with the silk and tapped the letter.

         ‘These aren’t idle threats. If you want to see your brother alive again – as much of him as possible, that is – you are going to have to start coming up with the goods, my girl.’

         I could feel my heart beating double time under my new bodice. Fitzy was clearly a frightened man – and of a sudden it come home to me, very forcible, that there was a lot more at stake than I realised. If someone like Fitzy was worried, what should the rest of us feel like?

         ‘Well?’ He stared at me, expectant. His bloodshot eyes were almost lost beneath the forest of ginger bristles that rambled across the bridge of his thick nose. I don’t know why, but as I stood there I brought to mind Ma telling me and Joey some Bible story about the Hanging Gardens of Babylon. Very exotic I thought it sounded at the time, although the memory of it now and the sight of Fitzy’s eyebrows made me begin to smile. It’s odd, but when things are black I often get the urge to laugh out loud.

         The blow – hard, vicious and faster than you’d credit for a man who looked like a walrus – caught me across the left side of my head. I stumbled forward and felt my teeth tear into skin and crunch against the wood as I slammed into the desk.

         ‘It’s no laughing matter, girl.’ Fitzy’s face was purple. His breathing came shallow and he coughed as he leaned over and took hold of my hair, dragging my face up so that I could see the spittle catching in the ends of his moustache as he roared. His breath was thicker than the air in a yard privy.

         ‘You’re nothing more than property, Kitty Peck, and don’t you forget it. You might be a pretty piece up there, night after night, but this is an ugly business. It’s not just your fancy brother whose life is at stake here – it’s all of us. All of Paradise depends on The Lady for protection. She owns you, girl. Give her what she wants.’

         I pulled free, leaving a handful of hair in his grasp. I could taste iron in my mouth and when I put my hand to my stinging lip it was wet. I could feel the anger boiling up inside me too and before I thought to stop myself the words came out in a spatter of blood.

         ‘I can’t make up what’s not there, can I? I don’t know what’s happening to them girls any more than she does. It’s all very well for her, but she’s not the one with her breakfast hanging out every night over half of Limehouse, is she? Don’t you think I’d tell you if I knew what was going on? I don’t even know what I’m supposed to be looking for.’

         I stood there opposite him, my hands on my hips. I could feel the blood trickling down my chin now, but I wasn’t going to cry. I knew from Peggy how much he liked that.

         Fitzy’s eyes glimmered and he settled back into his leather chair. I heard it breathe out as his big body squeezed into its padded embrace. Then that nasty grin began to twist across his face again.

         ‘That’s just it. You see it’s not you, exactly, who we need to be doing the looking.’ His stubby finger worked down the curling lines of Lady Ginger’s letter again and stopped near the end.

         ‘Here it is. “I believe it is time to make the true nature of her task plain.”’ He looked up at me from beneath his eyebrows, the muscle still working in the corner of his left eye. ‘Now what do you suppose that means?’

         I shook my head. My ears were ringing and the room was beginning to spin from the blow.

         ‘Remember that little talk we had about you leaving the hall so early after every performance?’

         There seemed to be two of him sitting in front of me now and they were both speaking.

         ‘From now on, Kitty, you will stay on and admit callers to your dressing room. I want you to be a little more friendly with your admirers. You start at The Comet on Friday and I want you to entertain the gentlemen. Do you understand?’

         His slug-like lips disappeared into the straggling ginger hairs of his moustache as the smile spread even wider. ‘The Lady wants results, Kitty. Jesus alone knows why you’re so devoted to that brother of yours . . .’, he spat to one side of the desk, ‘. . . but if you want to keep him alive and the rest of us safe it looks like you’re going to have to put yourself out, so it does.’

         The room swam. The thought of allowing any of the Johnnies near enough to breathe on me, to paw at me, to . . .

         Fitzy continued, ‘Let them in, let them make free with you – I think you know what I mean – and let one of them give himself away.’ He tapped the letter. ‘The Lady’s just reminded me of a very important fact. You’re not just up there to watch, you’re our bait.’

         
            *

         

         It was only when I reached the workshop that the tears came. Danny took one look at me and called out for Lucca.

         ‘What’s happened to you, love?’ Danny asked, stuffing a bit of turps rag into my hand. ‘Your bottom lip’s the size of an egg and split too.’

         I could feel the blood crusted on my chin and even on my neck. When I looked down I could see spots of red on the white mounds of flesh crushed upwards by the bodice. I didn’t think the Johnnies would make much of me now.

         ‘Lucca!’ Danny called again, and after a moment Lucca’s head appeared over the rail of the workshop loft. I heard him swear in Italian and a moment later he was down the ladder and pushing the hair back from my face.

         ‘Who did this to you?’ His face was tight with fury as he took the rag from my hand, spat on it and started to wipe the blood stains. I winced as he dabbed at my lip and my fat, hot tears fell on the back of his hand.

         ‘F . . . Fitzpatrick,’ I gulped. It wasn’t so much the pain as the humiliation that got me.

         ‘Bastard!’ Danny spat on the floor. ‘Hit a woman, would he? Someone needs to teach that bloated bag of horse shit a lesson.’ I was glad he didn’t know the half of it.

         ‘Pezzo di merda,’ Lucca muttered as he touched my cheek gently. ‘You have a bloom coming here too, Fannella.’

         I must have looked blank so he corrected himself. ‘A bruise. What else has he done to you? Has he . . .? Are you . . .?’ Lucca looked over to Danny who nodded, gathered up some stage bits and headed for the door.

         ‘I’ll let Peggy know,’ he called back. ‘She’s going to need a lot of paint tonight to cover that mess. Sorry, Kitty, I didn’t mean . . . I meant . . . well, you know.’ He shrugged uncomfortably and disappeared into the yard.

         Once we were alone I broke into great noisy heaving sobs and Lucca folded his arms round me until, eventually, I stopped. My head was aching now from the crying and from Fitzy’s blow.

         ‘What happened?’ Lucca looked down at me; his jaw was clenched with anger and the scars across his face appeared stretched and white. We sat down on a pile of sacking and he held my hands in his as I explained about the letter. When I got to the bit about the ‘choice cut’ I felt his grip tighten.

         ‘And that’s not all. Fitzy wants me to put out for them all now. Entertain them – you know what that means. But I’ve never . . .’ I paused and looked down at my hands in Lucca’s. ‘He says that’s the way to flush out the . . . well, whatever it is that’s going on. I’m to be the bait.’

         Lucca jumped up. ‘This madness has to stop. You cannot continue . . . che farsa! I will go to him now.’

         ‘No! Wait . . .’

         Last thing I wanted was for Lucca to square up to Fitzy. The old bruiser might have been half-cut and more than twice his age, but he’d make catsmeat of him. Besides, if what Fitzy said about people eyeing up Lady Ginger’s patch was true we were all in trouble. There were worlds beyond Paradise where the Barons were every bit as ruthless as The Lady herself. And if they moved in, they’d want to bring their own in with them.

         I grabbed his hand again and tried to smile, but stretching my lips broke the skin and I could feel blood starting to flow again.

         ‘Lucca, can I come over and visit you at The Wharf tomorrow? They’re taking the cage to The Comet after the performance tonight so I’ve got one day off while they’re fixing. That’s your regular afternoon off, isn’t it – Thursday?’
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