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with eternal gratitude, love and respect.
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FOR A MOMENT, the Angel looked directly at him, and Cornelius’ heart leapt with joy and dread.


Can you see me? he thought. Do you know I am here?


He took two steps downwards, hoping against all reason that the Angel had finally registered his presence, but the creature’s fearsome, glowing face turned away almost immediately. It began to pace once more, its bright hands roaming the walls, those great luminous wings brushing the ceiling and the floor, and Cornelius cursed the surge of ridiculous hope that had flared within him. Of course the Angel had not seen him. The Angel saw nothing, heard nothing, except perhaps its own desolate thoughts.


Cornelius crouched on the damp step and watched the Angel pace.


Vincent’s usual warning came to him, his wry voice clear and rich in Cornelius’ mind: You spend too much time in the creature’s presence, cully. Come back up to us.


Leave me be, he replied softly. I shall only be a moment.


Do not let it touch you. Don’t forget what befell the crew.


Cornelius huffed. As if he could forget. Even two centuries later, the ugly torment of the crew’s deaths haunted him: their rapid loss of teeth and hair, the welter of sores blossoming on their skin.


Why must Vincent speak of it?


He closed his eyes, letting the Angel’s presence soothe him.


Once, many decades after they had died, in a moment of melancholy, Cornelius had confided the crew’s fate to Raquel. She had smiled and gently squeezed his hand. ‘Come now, meu caro,’ she’d said. ‘You know as well as I that it was their punishment for having laid hands on an instrument of God.’


At the time Cornelius had nodded, but secretly he had not been so sure. After all, the crew had simply been following the orders that he and Vincent had given. If their fate was a punishment, should the Angel not also have tormented those who had paid for the net to be thrown? Those who now kept it prisoner?


Truth be told, Cornelius doubted the Angel ever truly understood what went on around it. Even all that time ago, as the nets had been cast about it, and those brave few had dragged it to the ground – even as it had been hauled, silent and struggling, over the blistering grass and down into the seeping depths of the tunnels – Cornelius suspected the Angel had had but the dimmest understanding of its plight.


Since then, Cornelius had been the only one with courage or curiosity enough to keep coming down here, and over the many decades he had come to suspect that the Angel was no more aware of his presence than he himself was of the air around him. To the Angel, human beings seemed as invisible and as inconsequential as the multitude of tiny particle-creatures that Vincent insisted lived in the air and water all around mankind.


Cornelius wondered if this was how humanity appeared to the immortal conscience of God. In his youth, his father had told him that God saw everything – that He judged everything. This had struck Cornelius with horror: the thought that God should look inside him and see the terrible weakness within. But now he wondered: Did God see him at all? If an angel, God’s instrument on earth, could not register Cornelius’ presence, then was he commensurately invisible to God himself? Was mankind, perhaps, no more to its divine Creator than a pot of maggots – a striving, squirming, formless mass, living tiny lives and dying insignificant deaths unmarked by that great, impervious mind?


Cornelius felt that would explain much, if it were so. It would change much: to be unseen, to be unjudged. Raquel would shake her head at that: she despised God as one would a brutal father whose children could never please him. In her philosophy, mankind existed only to be tested by God, to be punished by Him, and then destroyed.


Cornelius shrugged lower into his jacket. Perhaps she was right.


He watched the Angel move deeper into the humid reaches of the under-tunnels. As ever, its fingers probed the seams of the outer walls, its face held close to the seeping stones, as if the water of the moat beyond were whispering to it. Cornelius waited until it had retreated down the corridor before climbing the steps and gently closing the door to shut it in. Centuries of habit made him draw the bolt, though as far as he knew the Angel had never tried to come forth. He placed his hand on the thickness of the door and imagined it in there, the warming light of its presence moving through the eternal darkness under the castle.


Its power was weakening. Cornelius had sensed this for a long time; had felt the ache creep up. Vincent, too, had felt it. But the younger ones had not, at least not until very recently – and then they had seemed to feel it all in a rush.


Cornelius sighed. It was time, once more, for festivals and song. But how might one go about such things now? In the old days here, long before Cornelius’ time, things had been simple, apparently: people had given of themselves willingly, and with joy. In Cornelius’ time, they had been easily duped and used up and never missed. Perhaps this new age held no such simplicity? Cornelius did not know. He would need to send out into the world, to find things out.


The world: he grew weary even thinking about it.


The prolonged exposure to the Angel’s radiance had left a drifting after-image on his eyes, and Cornelius loitered by the door waiting for it to clear. Gradually the glowing presence faded from his vision and darkness closed in. Then slowly – much more slowly than usual – his surroundings reappeared; the walls and floor and rough-stoned ceiling redefined themselves in ghost-fire outlines and washes of shimmering green as his night vision restored itself.


Cornelius began the long trudge back. In the rooms above, the children had at last fallen silent. It was a relief. They had been shrieking all day, their rage such that it had wormed its way even down here, to the peace of the under-tunnels. They were hungry. All the family were hungry these days, but of course the children – like all young things – found it hardest to bear.


Cornelius reached his mind past their now silent presence to … there: Raquel, pacing, pacing – anxious, but full of faith. So much faith she had in him. He sought past her and found Vincent, a calm stillness in the house, anchoring him.


The others were there, too – Luke and the old ones and all the rest – all frightened, now, and drawn into themselves with uncertainty. Cornelius sensed them all. He loved them all. But it was for Vincent, always for Vincent, and for Raquel, of course – it was for them that he would find a way.


He had reached the stairs at last, and so began the climb, up to wearisome daylight, up to companionship, and to the waiting silence of the house.
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VINCENT WAS STANDING in a wash of pale light by the arched window on the first-floor landing, gazing out across the estate. He was dressed with his usual careless grace, his loose white shirt untucked, his scarlet waistcoat unbuttoned, his cravat untied. He had a book in his hand, of course. No, not a book: one of his many periodicals. Scientific America? Something from the Royal Astronomical Society? Coming up the stairs, Cornelius tried to make it out.


Vincent did not look around; merely tilted his head to acknowledge Cornelius’ presence and continued to gaze out the window. He was growing his hair again. Soon it would stand out from his head in that familiar shock of massy twists, the sight of which had always made Cornelius smile. Shall you grow your beard again, too, Captain? Thread slow match into your braids like Edward Teach?


Cornelius came to a sudden halt. Surely the last time they had seen each other, Vincent’s hair had been cropped? His amusement fled as he struggled to put time into its proper order. How long had he just spent with the Angel? He stared at Vincent’s dark face. His high cheekbones were like blades. When had he grown thin?


Vincent lifted his chin to indicate the gardens. ‘Look,’ he said.


Cornelius followed his gaze down the broad sweep of daisy-speckled lawns, past the bright green of the fluttering trees and across to the wide expanse of the boating pond.


It took him a moment to understand.


‘It is frozen,’ said Vincent.


He was right. Even at this distance, Cornelius could see it. The lush green of the grass nearest the pond was brittle with frost, the trees there beginning to don the autumn colours they had not worn for decades. How long had this been happening? Cornelius had no way of telling – he so rarely went outside.


Vincent watched him from the corner of his eye. ‘The children have a rabbit,’ he said.


Cornelius’ stomach flipped.


‘Luke gave it to them.’


‘And you allowed this? Vincent, how could you? Why did you not take it from them?’


Vincent tutted. ‘I couldn’t stand their screeching any longer. Do not look at me like that, Cornelius. You are the one who brought them here; the least you could do is look after them yourself.’ He glanced sideways again, obviously unhappy. ‘It has been over an hour,’ he said quietly.


With a groan of revulsion, Cornelius spun and dashed upstairs.
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IN THE CHILDREN’S room, he knelt, took off his cravat and covered the poor animal’s face with it – not wanting to look. The hoarse keening stopped, though the small body still trembled. Pain surged from it in waves, scouring the edges of Cornelius’ consciousness with pity and shame. He lifted the creature in one piece, as best he could, and laid it at the bottom of a hatbox. He wanted to put the lid on but that seemed too cruel, so he simply rearranged the cravat over the twitching mess and carried the box from the room.


Even in their sleep, the children’s faces turned to him as he passed by, drawn to the suffering of the creature within. It was a movement as unconscious as a flower following the sun.


Raquel was standing by the window of the adjoining room, staring fixedly out into the trees. She said nothing. He did not look at her as he carried his burden past.
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HE TOOK THE gravel driveway in long, crunching strides. Despite his vile cargo, Cornelius registered the breeze, fresh and subtle against his skin, the scent of flowers and trill of birdsong. He had not been outside in … how long? Weeks? Yes, certainly weeks, possibly even months. Why had he forsaken this simple pleasure? It was too easy to forget how good it felt, simply being alive.


Still walking, he glanced back at the house. Vincent, a dim figure now in the distant window, placed his hand against the glass, his palm a stark pink against the blackness of his skin.


Pale vapours of mist closed in unexpectedly, obscuring the view. Cornelius looked down. The gravel at his feet was harsh with frost. To his right, the dark expanse of the pond stretched away in frozen silence. The birdsong was muffled here, as if he had left sound behind in the brighter reaches of the garden.


Something in the stillness made him falter. He stared out across the brooding ice, listening for he knew not what. There was a sense of held breath here. A sense of something sleeping, just about to stir. Cornelius shuddered, uncertain, almost frightened.


Then two shapes moved within the mist, sidling through the reeds at the edge of the ice, and he huffed with recognition and relief.


‘Come, then,’ he called. ‘Come on.’


The shapes resolved themselves into the great shaggy forms of his dogs. They slunk towards him, their heads low between their massive shoulders, their eyes on the dripping box in his hands. For a moment, Cornelius thought of letting them have the rabbit – it would be an end to the poor thing, after all – but the idea that they might run off without eating it and bury it in the grounds was just too awful, so he snapped, ‘No!’


The dogs backed down, trailing obediently behind him as he completed the frigid trek to the edge of the estate. Outside the gates, Cornelius stood with the box in his hands, looking up and down the foggy length of open road. There had been snow here, a light sprinkling of it, and the hedgerows were rimmed in hoarfrost though the sun was high in a clear sky. It must be winter.


The wretch in the box shifted and moaned, and Cornelius looked down at it. ‘All right, dear,’ he murmured. ‘All right. It is nearly over now.’


He took his knife from his belt and crouched in the road. The dogs watched from the other side of the gates as he gently tipped the contents of the box onto the frozen earth. Cornelius could not bring himself to uncover the poor creature, so he chopped down through the spoiled silk, blindly separating head from spine, limb from twitching limb. He prayed that each cut would cease the feeble stirrings, but this was an estate creature born and bred. It had lived all its life within the benign radius of the Angel, and even there on outside ground, even there, it took an unconscionably long time to die.
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Oracle Theatre, Dublin, 1890
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THERE WAS A bulky travel bag dumped outside the theatre manager’s office, and Joe nearly fell over it in the gloom. He was none too gently kicking it out of his way when an angry American voice cried out from within the office.


‘He’s dead? Whaddayah mean, he’s dead?’


Someone was dead? Joe didn’t know anyone was dead! Fascinated, he stepped into the gash of light and peered through the partially opened door. A stranger was silhouetted against the lamp on Mr Simmons’ desk. A short enough fellow, dressed in a nice brown suit, he was broad-shouldered and strong-looking, his dark hair neatly oiled into waves. He shocked Joe by slapping Mr Simmons’ desk.


‘Explain yourself, sir! What exactly do you mean?’


Mr Simmons answered in his usual well bred drawl. ‘Mr Weiss, despite your colonial delight in mangling the Queen’s good English, I would not have thought you’d have such trouble understanding me. The Great Mundi is dead. I doubt I can be clearer than that.’


Joe felt a tweak of disappointment. Oh, the Great Mundi. Was that all? Sure, the old magician had been dead three weeks already, of pneumonia. Everyone knew that.


‘But I’m contracted as his assistant!’ protested the American.


‘Yes,’ said Mr Simmons. ‘Well. Awfully sorry about that.’


‘It was to be a six-month tour, including the entire Christmas season here.’


‘Hmm.’


‘I’ve spent everything I had to get here. I gave up a good job. I bought a one-way ticket.’ The American’s voice suddenly changed to the exaggerated tones of a stage performer. ‘I’m an excellent conjuror, sir! Allow me to astound you with some feats of legerdemain. As you can see, I have nothing up my sleeve, yet—’


‘Mr Weiss,’ interrupted Mr Simmons, ‘as I’ve already told you, this theatre has its own troubles. With the fire and its subsequent expenses and delays, I can’t even offer you the Great Mundi’s spot on the bill. Had the poor man not died, he would have found himself as out of work as you are now, I’m afraid.’


‘But what am I to do?’


There came the harsh scrape of a chair as Mr Simmons abruptly stood. Instinctively Joe stepped back, and tripped over the damned travel bag, his heavy lunch-pail clattering against the wall. The American whirled to glare at the door.


‘Say!’ he cried. ‘Who’s skulking out there?’


Joe’s first impulse was to bolt, but the thought of Mr Simmons rushing out and catching him scurrying away was just too embarrassing. He pushed the door open. ‘Just me, Mr Simmons.’ He lifted the lunch-pail. ‘I come to share me dinner with Tina.’


The American belligerently looked him up and down. He was younger than Joe had first assumed – seventeen, maybe even sixteen – and his terrier-like ferocity was not in any way reduced by the fact that Mr Simmons, a full foot taller, could see right across the top of his head.


‘Very well, Joseph,’ said Mr Simmons. ‘Thank you for letting me know that you are here.’


‘Thank you, sir,’ Joe said, turning to go.


‘Joseph!’


In the gloom of the hallway, Joe sighed and hung his head. Simmons was all right, but he always had to have a little something to say. ‘Yes, sir?’


‘Be sure you don’t entice Miss Kelly to dawdle; she has quite an amount of work to do.’


Joe gritted his teeth around another ‘Yes, sir’, took one last look at the American, and headed off down the corridor. Entice her to dawdle, he thought. As if either of us had all day to be sitting on our arses doing nothing …


The sight of the theatre did not improve his temper.


The proscenium arch and the stage itself had already been replaced. But the harsh smell of burnt wood and smoke lingered, and the orchestra pit was still a blackened hole. There was so much work to be done before the theatre could open again. The loss of business had hit the theatre cabbies hard – no one knew that better than Joe – but it was the artistes who would suffer most, being out of work this close to the lucrative Christmas season. It was such rotten luck.


Joe was just climbing the steps to the stage, his mind on the artistes, his brow furrowed with worry, when a fortuitous coincidence of time and weather stopped him in his tracks. First the sun came out, streaming through the uncovered skylights and flooding the stage with all its wintry brilliance. Then Tina stepped from the wings. Her arms were filled with the skirts and bodice of some elaborate costume, the heavy brocade sprinkled all over with gold and silver sequins. As soon as she left the shadows, the sun reflected off her, like in a kaleidoscope, and the gloomy interior came alive with a million dancing spangles of light.


Tina paused onstage, gazing upwards. Her face was all aglitter – her dark eyes, her strong jaw and nose, her loosely gathered mass of dark hair, all dazzling and bottom-lit with radiance from the dress.


‘You look like a mermaid, Tina,’ said Joe softly. ‘You look like you’re standing at the bottom of the sea.’


She turned to him in surprise, laughed, and ran to crouch at the edge of the stage. She was so close, her face so luminous with those golden scribbles of light, that Joe found himself momentarily short of words. ‘You’re … you’re all glittery,’ he managed at last.


‘So are you.’


He indicated the shimmering costume. ‘It’s lovely.’


‘It should be! It’s taken me days to sew. Her Ladyship is waiting for the final fitting now.’


‘It would look much nicer on you,’ he said, glancing briefly into her eyes.


Tina laughed again, and shook the stiff brocade. ‘This is an eighteen-inch waist, Joe Gosling! I’d need to be wired into a corset just to look sideways at it. The day I do that to meself, you can drown me in the canal.’


Joe huffed fondly. ‘You fiery radical. Here, look what I brought you.’ He lifted his lunch-pail. ‘Mutton stew from Finnegan’s!’


Tina’s smile twisted a little with an anxiety she couldn’t quite hide.


‘It’s all right,’ he assured her. ‘A coach-load of toffs gave me a shilling-and-six tip last night. Mr Trott was too drunk to even notice. Mickey’ll get his cut of me wages on payday as usual, and never be any the wiser there was more to be had.’


Tina reached for his arm. ‘Joe, why don’t you just get out of there? Get yourself some nice lodgings, with a nice landlady, who’ll make a fuss of you? There’s no need to be staying with that … with Mickey, now your mam is gone.’


He gently twisted his arm until she let go. ‘I’m not ready.’


‘Joe. You’re seventeen. When will you be ready?’


That stung – Joe was surprised how badly. Did she think he hadn’t the courage to leave? He almost blurted his plan at her there and then, almost shouted it. But in the end, he just glowered. ‘Do you want to share me dinner or not?’ he snapped.


Tina got the message. She smiled. ‘The stew does smell lovely.’


Joe felt himself smiling back at her. He could never stay angry with Tina. ‘Look what else I got.’


He reached into his jacket and slyly drew out the book. Tina practically squealed with delight.


‘Oh, Joe, you rented a new one! What’s it about? What’s it called?’


‘It’s by that French lad you like, the one who wrote about Captain Nemo. This one’s about people who go to the moon. See?’ He showed her the cover, running his finger under the title, reading slowly so she could follow the words. ‘From the Earth to the Moon,’ he said.


‘To the moon,’ breathed Tina. ‘Just imagine.’


She said this very softly, looking at him all the while, and suddenly it was as if Joe’s heart had dropped off the edge of a cliff. His smile became a grin, and he could no longer bring himself to look up from the book.


Tina stood in an abrupt rustle of satin and dazzle of sequins. ‘Right!’ she said. ‘Just give me ten minutes with Her Majesty the Queen in there, and I’ll be—’


Her abrupt silence made Joe look up sharply. She’d gone very still, her expression puzzled.


‘Tina?’


She didn’t answer. Instead, her eyes lifted to the darkened theatre behind him, a frown growing between those forthright eyebrows. She seemed to be listening to some faint, disturbing sound that only she could hear.


It was a look Joe hadn’t seen in years, and it caused an all too familiar tightening in his belly, an old creeping feeling on the back of his neck. He glanced over his shoulder to the top of the steps, where Tina’s attention was focused. There was nothing there. Just row upon row of shadowy seats and the bright, distant rectangle of the foyer door.


He was about to whisper, What do you see? when shapes moved within that bright rectangle – the distinctive shadow play of a person walking across the reflective floor of the foyer.


For a moment, Joe’s heart shrivelled with the fearful conviction that it was Mickey the Wrench come to beat his share of the shilling and six from Joe’s hide. But the figure that came to the foyer door had nothing like Mickey’s bulldog silhouette. This man was tall and lean, and as he came into the auditorium, Joe saw him take a top hat from his head.


With the use of a cane, the man began to make his way down the steps. As he descended through the darkness towards them, Tina took a step back, as if afraid. Joe put himself between her and the approaching stranger. His hand tightened on the handle of his lunch-pail. He found himself thinking, Stay away from her!


The man came to the edge of the shadows. He put a gloved hand on the gate that led from the dress circle into the stalls, but he did not step into the light.


‘Good afternoon,’ he said.


At the sound of his voice, Joe felt his inexplicable aggression drain away, leaving just a dull and dreamy unease. He heard the click of Tina’s high-heeled boots as she stepped forward.


‘I’m looking for the manager,’ said the man.


Joe felt his arm float upwards, his finger pointing. ‘Mr Simmons is in his office. That door, then up the stairs.’


‘Thank you,’ said the man. ‘I am much obliged.’ He did not turn to leave, however, and there followed a strained silence as he observed them from the shadows. After a moment, he lifted his cane and pointed to the reflections still shivering across Tina’s face and hair. ‘What a bewitching effect,’ he murmured. ‘Quite … moving. You are an artiste, dear? You “tread the boards”, as they say?’


There was a rustle by Joe’s left ear, but no reply. ‘She’s a seamstress,’ he said. ‘She makes costumes.’ Then, almost as if someone else were speaking: ‘She’s very good at it – there’s no one better.’


The man was silent for a moment. ‘And you?’ he asked doubtfully. ‘You are an artiste?’


Joe snorted.


‘He’s a cab-man,’ said Tina. ‘He works in the depot out back, fixing the cabs and helping with the driving.’


At that, the man seemed to abruptly lose interest, and he turned without another word and walked away. There was a brief moment of light as he let himself into the corridor that led to Mr Simmons’ office; then the door closed softly behind him, and all was shadow once more.


Joe hunched his shoulders, trying to rid himself of a discomfort he couldn’t quite define. ‘Well,’ he said. ‘He was a queer duck.’


‘There’s rumours of an impresario,’ said Tina distantly. ‘Come to fund a run of extravaganzas. I wonder if that was him.’


She didn’t look too happy at the possibility. Joe couldn’t say he disagreed.
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AS ALWAYS, ONCE work was done, Joe waited outside the theatre for Tina. Night was falling, the air already snapping with cold when she appeared like sunshine within the foyer. He held the door and she hurried out, pulling her shawl tight against the weather.


‘Well?’ he said. ‘How’s Her Majesty?’


She grimaced. ‘She didn’t get the part.’


‘I told you. She’s too old.’


‘Joe! Miss Ursula is a wonderful artiste. Why shouldn’t she play Ophelia? Mr Irving is over forty and he’s still allowed to play Hamlet!’


Joe snorted. ‘Miss Ursula is a touch more than over forty, Tina.’ Tina glowered, all pink-cheeked and angry within the frame of her blue bonnet, and Joe couldn’t help but smile. He tried to imagine her playing Ophelia and just couldn’t manage it. He couldn’t picture Tina going prettily mad, strewing flowers and such – she’d more likely clatter Hamlet over the head with a frying pan.


‘Hey,’ Tina said, ‘isn’t that the out-of-work magician you were telling me about?’ She pointed over Joe’s shoulder. ‘Gosh, he looks awful lost, poor lad. He looks awful hungry.’


Jesus, she got that same look on her face every time she saw a stray cat. Joe knew where this was leading. ‘Here, let me carry that for you.’ He took Tina’s workbasket, purposely blocking her view of the American, who was loitering forlornly in the backstage alley, his bag at his feet. ‘Come on, Tina. It’s getting dark.’


Joe began herding Tina down the street with a hand on her elbow. This was a risky move when it came to Miss Martina Kelly. She’d been raised by fruit-stall shawlies, and could be fierce as a fishmonger when she wanted to be. She wasn’t too keen on being herded around.


Sure enough, Tina dug her heels in, looked at Joe’s hand, looked at his face, raised her eyebrows.


Joe released her elbow.


‘Tina, he’s a complete stranger.’


Tina’s mouth tweaked up in amusement. She patted Joe’s arm. ‘Let’s buy him a bag of chestnuts,’ she said.
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‘EHRICH WEISS,’ SAID the American, smiling a broad showman’s smile and tipping his hat. ‘You can call me Harry – everyone does.’


‘Martina Kelly. You can call me Tina. This is Joseph Gosling.’


The American offered his hand. Unsmiling, Joe shifted the workbasket, as if it were more than he could manage to carry it and his lunch-pail and shake hands at the same time. The showman’s smile never flickered as the American returned his hand, unshaken, to his pocket.


‘Heavy load you have there,’ he said dryly.


Tina was looking him up and down with her usual smiling curiosity. ‘Where you from, Harry?’


‘Oh, here and there,’ he said, clearly amused at her frank survey of his clothes. ‘I travel a bit. But mostly I live in New York with my family.’ He eyed Tina with an appreciation of which Joe did not even remotely approve, and Joe flatly cut in to the conversation.


‘You Hungarian, Harry?’


The American looked surprised.


‘Your accent,’ said Joe. ‘It sounds Hungarian.’


‘Why, that’s amazing! My parents are Hungarian. My brothers and I are American, of course, but Mama and Papa … well, we speak hardly any English at home.’ He spread his hands, perhaps in indulgence at his parents’ immigrant ways. We speak a kind of German – it’s Mama and Papa’s native language. Most strangers don’t realise we’re Hungarians. How on earth did you know?’


‘Oh, Joe’s very clever,’ said Tina. ‘Anyway, you talk like Saul, the auld Jew who runs the bookshop. He’s a Hungarian.’


Harry’s showman’s smile stiffened just a little. ‘The “auld Jew”?’


‘Yes,’ said Tina. ‘Saul. He’s Joe’s best friend.’


Joe rolled his eyes. This was a favourite joke of Tina’s, Saul’s shop being the only place in Dublin where Joe freely spent his money.


All at once there wasn’t a trace of the showman in Harry’s demeanour. ‘Say,’ he said, apparently surprised. ‘Say, your friend, huh? Well, that’s just grand.’ Seemingly on impulse, he once again offered his hand.


There was something so warm about this gesture, something so genuinely pleased, that Joe had shifted the workbasket to his hip and was shaking Harry’s hand before he remembered he didn’t trust strangers.


‘You had your supper yet?’ asked Tina.


Harry flushed. ‘Oh, sure,’ he said. ‘Sure I did.’


Sure you did, thought Joe, eyeing Harry’s pinched face. And a nice big dinner, too.


‘Mm hmm,’ said Tina wryly. ‘What did you have?’


‘Uh … fish and … uh … butter and some bread.’ Harry had to wipe the corners of his mouth just saying the words.


Tina tutted and shook her head. ‘Stay here, Harry Weiss. I’ll be back in a moment.’ She ran lightly off around the corner of the alley, and the men were left looking at each other – Joe holding her flower-covered wicker basket on his hip, Harry trying to look as if he knew what was going on.


Joe sighed, knowing well how Tina worked. ‘She’s gone to send a message home,’ he explained. ‘You’re being invited to supper.’


He was about to tell Harry that he needn’t think the offer of a bowl of soup meant a free meal every day for the rest of his life when a low voice behind him froze the words in his mouth.


‘Well, Joe. What’s that in your hand?’


Joe hated the shameful surge of fear that flared within him. Harry must have read it clear as day, because his face hardened and he frowned an unspoken question: You need help?


Joe shook his head and turned. He had to suppress a start at how close Mickey the Wrench was. He was looming as always, swaying from side to side in that hypnotic way of his, his hands in his pockets, his big face grinning. ‘What’s that in your hand, Joe?’ he repeated amiably. ‘Looks like a lunch-pail. Didn’t know you owned a lunch-pail, Joe.’


‘It’s from Finnegan’s.’ Joe scanned the alley. Mickey was alone. Good. ‘I’m bringing it back to them for Mr Simmons.’


‘Well, aren’t you nice,’ crooned Mickey. His blue-button eyes met Joe’s, and there was no smile in them at all. ‘Mr Simmons must have been powerful hungry today. What with ordering a pail of dinner from Finnegan’s right on top of the heap of bacon and cabbage he lowered down him in Foy’s. How much does a pail of dinner set you back in Finnegan’s, Joe?’


‘How the hell would I know?’


‘Must be a shiny copper or two. Must be a right pretty penny.’ Mickey tossed a glance at Harry. ‘Why don’t you run along now, son? Meself and the cousin here need to chat.’


Harry just flashed that showboat of a smile and shrugged. ‘I’m comfy,’ he said.


Mickey’s grin flickered off, then on again. ‘That so?’ he said.


At the far end of the alley, someone opened the side door to the cabbies’ depot. Dim light spilled out into the darkness, and Joe’s heart dropped as Mickey’s brothers, Daymo and Graham, stepped into view.


He pushed Tina’s basket at Harry. ‘Harry. Get lost.’


‘Yeah,’ grinned Mickey. ‘Get lost, Harry.’


But Harry just closed his fists, his face set, and Joe realised with horror that he was going to stay.


Tina’s voice stilled them all. ‘Joseph Gosling!’


She was standing at the head of the alley, in the full light of the street lamps, her hands on her hips. She was purposely blocking foot-traffic, and Joe suppressed a little smile as several people glanced down the alley to see what she was staring at. God, she was clever.


‘Are you walking me home or not?’ she demanded.


Two dandies, filled with haughty amusement, paused to watch the gutter-boy get a drubbing from his girl. ‘I’d hurry if I were you, my lad,’ drawled one of them. ‘Or you’ll have no one to hold your hand on the tram!’


Joe snatched the basket from Harry’s arms. ‘Grab your bag,’ he muttered and hurried out towards the bustle of the evening crowd. Mickey and his brothers stood watching from the shadows. Harry glowered back at them, and Joe hustled him on. ‘Just keep walking, you eejit.’
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THEY ROUNDED THE corner of the alley and were instantly mired in a swarm of screeching urchins. Buttoning their pockets, Harry and Joe fell into place on either side of Tina. She tightened her grip on her basket, and the three of them began pushing their way through the rancid chaos.


The urchins seemed enthralled by a beautiful two-horsed carriage parked on the street outside the theatre. The carriage was of a heavy old-fashioned type, built for long journeys, and the coachman occupied a roomy boot, complete with access gate. The scruffy little children who surrounded it were in a frenzied state of excitement.


‘Lookit the blackfella!’ they were shrieking. ‘Lookit the blackfella!’


The cause of their hysteria turned out to be the carriage driver, a tall, slim black man who seemed nothing but patiently amused by the filthy little creatures surrounding his vehicle. As Joe, Tina and Harry passed by, the driver met Joe’s eye and his easy smile faded. He sat forward with a frown.


At that moment, Mr Simmons came barrelling out of the theatre, waving his arms and yelling at the urchins. ‘Oi! Clear off, the lot of you! Before I call the peelers!’


At the mention of the police, the swarm dispersed like grimy fog, up alleys, down side streets, over walls.


All hand-wringing concern, Mr Simmons turned to the gentleman who had followed him from the theatre. ‘Please do accept my most profuse apologies, Lord Wolcroft. I can only hope they haven’t scratched the paint or discommoded your horses.’


The gentleman shook his head as if to say, Think nothing of it. Smooth-shaven, his lean figure clad in an elegance of dove-grey morning coat, top hat and cape, he was the very picture of aloof aristocracy, despite the chalky pallor of his skin.


‘Joe,’ whispered Tina. ‘That’s the strange man from the auditorium. See his cane?’


Joe nodded absently, his attention still fixed on the carriage driver, who was regarding him with frowning interest. Abruptly, and without any kind of regard for his status, the driver leaned over and cut across Simmons’ conversation with his master. ‘Cornelius,’ he demanded. ‘Look at that boy.’


Mr Simmons was rendered momentarily speechless with horror, but the gentleman just turned in the direction pointed and gazed at Joe. The carriage driver did the same, and Joe found himself frozen in place, the unwilling object of their combined scrutiny.


‘Do you see it?’ said the carriage driver.


The gentleman tensed, as if suddenly realising what he was being asked. ‘No,’ he said sharply, turning away.


‘Is it not Matthew?’


‘Please, Vincent. No.’


‘But …’


Abruptly, the gentleman retreated to the carriage and slammed the door. He turned his face from the window even as he snapped the blind shut. The driver spent another moment gazing at Joe; then he pulled the carriage into the street and drove away.


‘Well,’ drawled Harry, ‘it’s just like a penny drama! The Finding of the Prodigal Son. Play your cards right, Matthew, and you might be set to inherit a fortune.’


Joe huffed. ‘He’s bloody hard up for a son if he has to resort to the likes of me.’


‘I don’t like those men,’ said Tina. ‘There’s something not right about them.’


‘Miss Kelly!’ Mr Simmons’ voice had them snapping to attention like soldiers.


‘Yes, Mr Simmons?’


‘Is Miss Ursula still within?’


‘Yes, Mr Simmons.’


‘Very well. I shall speak with her. I want you back here bright and early tomorrow, Miss Kelly.’ At Tina’s puzzled look, the theatre manager almost smiled. ‘There are to be auditions.’


‘Auditions?’


This time Mr Simmons did smile. ‘A tour, Miss Kelly! A fortuitously timed tour! An extravaganza for the Christmas season!’

















Fran the Apples


and the Lady Nana
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HARRY SINCERELY HOPED he wasn’t headed for a smashed skull and emptied pockets in the slime of a Dublin alley. The places through which this vivacious girl and her slouching alley cat of a chap were leading him were so narrow and mean that it was difficult to believe they could exist this close to the well appointed theatre district. At some point along the way, the girl had covered her bright-blue bonnet with her shawl. Harry thought it right that she had – in these surroundings that bonnet would have seemed wrong, somehow; it would have seemed vulnerable. Her chap, striding silently at her side, had a cut-throat walk to him here, a stone-eyed I’ll-mind-my-business-if-you-mind-yours expression, which Harry recognised all too well from the slums of New York.


‘Say,’ he murmured, fighting the urge to look back over his shoulder, ‘have we much further to go?’


‘No,’ said Tina, smiling. ‘We’re right here.’


Harry followed Joe’s example and scraped his shoes clean of horse muck and street filth at the boot-scrape; then he followed Tina up stone steps to the gloomy arch of a front door. As she squinted in the almost-dark to find the lock, Harry eyed the scarred wood and Tina’s smile widened.


‘It’s a bit battered, isn’t it? When we first started locking up, the dossers got angry and tried to kick it down. But we were sick to the teeth of them sleeping in the hall and pissing on the stairs, so we refused to give up. Every morning, Miss Price and Fran’ – she glanced at him – ‘that is, the landlady and my aunt Fran, they’d come out and fix the damage; then we’d lock it up all over again.’


She and Joe went inside. Darkness swallowed them as soon as they stepped from the threshold, and Harry hesitated. The house breathed out a rich, wholesome, welcoming smell, not at all what he’d expected – not the usual stench of a tenement. There was damp, certainly, and the unavoidable taint of human waste, but there was also the tang of apples and fresh turnips, the satisfying scent of bread, pipe-smoke, coal-fire and carbolic soap. This place almost smelled good. It almost smelled like home.


There was a tap-a-tap-tap way off down the hall, and Tina’s voice called out in the darkness.


‘Miss Price? It’s Martina. I’ve come for me lamp.’


There came the cracking of a lock. A door opened, and there was Tina, outlined in candlelight. Harry saw that she was surrounded by a flock of metal prams. They were filled with old breadboards and baskets of fruit and vegetables, and Tina smiled against the backdrop of humpbacked shadows they threw against the wall. The ticking of clocks and mewing of cats filled the narrow hall as an inordinately tiny old woman peered around the door of her apartment.


‘Come in now,’ murmured Joe, surprisingly close in the dark, and Harry stepped inside.


The old woman squinted up at Tina. ‘Frances said you’ll have a boy with you. I don’t care for boys, Miss Kelly. I don’t care for them at all.’


‘I know, Miss Price, but Mr Harry Weiss is a very quiet fellow, very mannerly and reserved.’


Stepping closer and removing his hat, Harry tried to look mannerly and reserved. The tiny woman scowled, clearly unimpressed. Joe stepped to Harry’s side and the woman shrank back.


‘Who’s that?’ she cried. ‘Someone’s lurking!’


‘It’s just me, Miss Price. Joe.’


The wrinkled old face melted into tenderness. ‘Ah, Joe,’ she crooned. ‘I’m sorry. I thought you were a boy.’


Joe sighed, and Harry had to bite his lips against a smile.


‘Well,’ said the tiny woman, ‘if Joe’s with you …’ She reached to a shelf by the door, touched a taper to a wick. ‘Here you go, Miss Kelly,’ she said, lifting down a heavy oil lamp. ‘No need to fetch a pail of water or bring up coal; Fran did it all when she got home.’ She handed the lamp to Tina, smiled fondly at Joe, scowled suspiciously at Harry, then shut the door in their faces.


‘Be ready to be on display,’ whispered Tina, and she hoisted the lamp and led them upstairs.


Doors opened on every landing. Women’s faces appeared. Framed in candlelight, they clucked and cooed with questions. Tina greeted them all without stopping, the lamp held high so they could get a good look at Harry. ‘Howyeh, Miss Mulvey. Howyeh, Miss Crannock. Howyeh, Norah, how’s Sarah? Ah, that’s lovely. Yeh, this is the boy. No, he’s only staying for dinner … Yeh, from the theatre. Yeh, he’s Joe’s friend.’


Joe snorted quietly at that one. Harry nodded to each passing face, and smiled and did his best to look charming. Are there no men here at all? he thought.


Finally Tina took them up a last narrow flight of steps. ‘None of them will sleep a wink ’til you’re gone,’ she whispered. ‘They’ll be gossiping about you for weeks.’


She touched Harry on the arm. He turned to look at her, and was surprised at the anxiousness in her expression. She leaned close. ‘You can say you’re a magician, Harry, if you like. Nana used to love a good magic trick, so she did. But please don’t go doing any mind-reading or fortune-telling or anything like that, all right?’ She flicked a glance over his shoulder at Joe, then back again. ‘My aunt wouldn’t approve.’


Harry was taken aback. ‘Okay,’ he said. ‘Sure. I wouldn’t want to upset anyone.’


Tina smiled and straightened, obviously relieved. She went to open the door, hesitated and turned once again. Her voice was lightly teasing this time, her eyes bright. ‘Watch out for Daniel O’Connell,’ she warned. ‘He bites.’


With that, she pushed open the door and led the way into warm light, the scent of candles and the heady smell of food.
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‘BET YOU’VE NEVER seen such a lovely little room as this, have you, Harry?’ The network of wrinkles that made up the Lady Nana’s face formed itself into a broad and toothless grin. ‘It’s a proper little home, isn’t it? A real gem.’


She clamped her gums onto her pipe and stroked Daniel O’Connell’s wiry fur with a work-seamed hand. The terrier bared his teeth at Harry from the comfort of the old woman’s lap. Harry was pretty sure the little savage had bitten straight through his tendon. He indulged a brief fantasy of catapulting the dog out the window, then beamed his very best smile at the Lady Nana. ‘It’s a darned pretty home, ma’am,’ he said. ‘I’ve never seen prettier.’


On the opposite side of the fire, Tina exchanged an eye-rolling glance with Joe and went on with her knitting. By her side, the silent, dark-eyed woman she had introduced as Fran the Apples squinted narrowly, as if suspecting Harry of lying. He wasn’t. He thought the little room was charming, with its well scrubbed floorboards, glittering metal bedstead, and host of religious pictures on the walls. Even the huge statue of the Virgin Mary, with her multitude of warmly melting candles, had a serene comfort to her that made Harry feel welcome. Of course, the feed of stew that nestled in the pit of his stomach had a lot to do with it. Harry rubbed his ankle and smiled contentedly around him.


‘How’s your leg, Harry?’ smirked Joe. ‘Still a bit sore?’


Harry grimaced at him.


Joe grinned. He was standing at the room’s only table, pouring black beer into enamel mugs. After dinner, to the women’s delight and Harry’s admiration, the thin young man had produced two big bottles of the stuff, one from each of the hidden pockets inside his jacket, and he was now dividing the contents between three mugs and two large jam jars.


‘Ah, thank you, Joe!’ sighed the Lady Nana, accepting her mug of beer. ‘Nothing like a little porter to build you up for the cold.’ She raised her mug. ‘To Miss Price!’ she cried.


‘We were blessed the day we found her,’ agreed Fran the Apples. ‘Blessed. You don’t catch her upping the rent every time we buy a new bedspread or fix a broken window.’


‘Amen,’ said Tina, and they all raised their drinks.


Harry couldn’t help but notice that Joe did so with a certain wry reluctance. ‘To Miss Price,’ Joe said. ‘Despite what she thinks of boys.’


‘Ah now, you can’t blame her,’ said Nana, tipping her mug so Daniel O’Connell could take his share. ‘Sure, aren’t men the ruin of the tenements? Never short their beer money while their women and childer starve.’


‘I’m not like that,’ said Joe softly.


‘Ah, you’re not at all, Joe,’ crooned the Lady. ‘You’re not at all.’ She reached and squeezed his chapped hand. ‘And don’t you pay for it? Don’t they give you a terrible time? You poor gossun.’


Joe flushed. ‘I do all right.’ He flicked a glance at Harry, and Harry couldn’t help but prickle in sympathy for his pride.


‘But there’s no avoiding it,’ mused Nana. ‘Men are bowsies, pure and simple.’


‘Ah, Nan,’ admonished Tina, glancing at Fran the Apples, who was frowning into her beer.


‘Not all men are like that, Nana,’ said Fran.


‘Oh, ho!’ crowed the Lady Nana. ‘I know who you’re thinking of! But you give him time, Frances love! They’re all gents until they have their boots under your table; then you see the man in them! Useless shower of gurriers.’


‘Say now,’ cried Harry, ‘that’s just not true! My pa for one. He isn’t like that. He works hard, and he’d do anything for my ma! It’s not always a man’s fault when times are tough!’


A stunned silence fell over the women. Joe shifted uncomfortably, his eyes flicking to the Lady Nana, and Harry instantly regretted his outburst – he didn’t know these people; he didn’t know the delicate balances of their relationship.


‘Of course,’ he ventured, ‘my pa might be a rare specimen of a man.’


‘Well,’ murmured the Lady Nana apologetically, ‘it’s more the drink, you know. The drink’s a terror for emptying a man’s pockets. I’m sure your pa’s a grand fella for staving off the drink, Harry. Just like Joe here … and yourself, no doubt.’


‘Are you all theatre folk, Harry?’ asked Fran the Apples. ‘Your dad and your mam and all?’


Tina lowered her knitting. ‘Is your dad an artiste, Harry?’


‘Uh …’ Harry hesitated. On his travels, he had learned that there was an astonishing amount of kindness in this world – but he’d also learned firsthand how easy it was to find oneself out in the cold. The statue of the Virgin Mary gazed placidly at him over Tina’s head, her plaster face set in sweet inquiry. Well? she seemed to ask. What does Papa do?


Harry glanced at Joe. Joe’s best friend, that was what Tina had called Saul. Joe’s best friend. Harry set down his jam jar. ‘Uh, no,’ he said, ‘my pa’s not an artiste. He’s a rabbi, actually. In New York.’


‘Whassat?’ asked the Lady Nana, her brow furrowed. ‘A rabbit?’


Joe released one of his now familiar sighs. ‘Not a rabbit, Nan,’ he explained patiently. ‘A rabbi. A Jew priest.’


‘Oh,’ said Fran the Apples, her head turning sideways in frowning uncertainty.


‘Oh!’ said Tina, her eyes bright with questions.


‘Ah,’ nodded the Lady Nana. ‘A Jewman.’


‘Yes,’ said Harry carefully. ‘A Jew.’


‘Ah, there’s nothing like a good Jewman,’ said Nana. ‘Next to the pawn, there’s nothing like him.’ She nodded sagely, petting the sleepy Daniel O’Connell. ‘You can always make a deal with them, you see. Not like them lousy loan sharks. It’s very rare a woman’ll get a black eye off a Jewman.’


‘Your folks must be rich, then, are they, Harry?’ asked Tina, leaning forward in genuine inquiry.


It was Harry’s turn to sigh. ‘Not that I’ve ever noticed.’


‘Oh,’ she said, disappointed. ‘Ah, well. I suppose you can’t all be.’ She went back to her knitting.


‘Joe knows a Jew,’ said Fran. ‘Says he’s a very nice kind of fellow. Maybe you know him, Harry?’


As Harry shook his head to say no, he didn’t know Joe’s Jew friend, Joe met his eye. Harry couldn’t help but smile at the rueful apology in the young man’s face. They mean no harm.


Harry shrugged. It’s all right, I’m not offended.


Joe nodded and raised his jam jar of porter in silent salute.


Somewhere downstairs, deep in the heart of the tenement house, someone began playing a violin. Fran the Apples settled back. ‘There you go,’ she said quietly. ‘Miss Crannock’s at it again.’


‘Lovely,’ murmured Nana, re-lighting her pipe.


Tina tilted her head to listen. ‘Max Bruch,’ she said. ‘Concerto No. 1 in G minor.’ She sighed, her knitting forgotten again, her expression dreamy. Harry couldn’t help but smile at how Joe was watching her, his eyes gentle with affection. ‘Oh!’ she said suddenly. ‘Joe!’


Joe jumped and blushed.


‘Your book!’ Tina cried. ‘He rented a new book, Nan! Joe, read your book!’


Joe set down his jam jar and fumbled in his pockets for his ‘new book’. All anticipation, the women rearranged themselves into positions better suited for attentive listening. Daniel O’Connell opened his one eye and growled at Harry. Harry raised his jam jar of porter.


L’chaim to you, too, you little jerk.


He stretched back, enjoying the fire. Even considering the fact that he was jobless, penniless and miles from home, this wasn’t too shabby. Not too shabby at all. Joe opened his book, and Harry smiled.


And for once in my life, he thought, I’m not the poor schmuck singing for his supper.

















Waiting in the Dark
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VINCENT STOOD AT the hotel window and watched the moon rise above the city, illuminating the trees of a small park across the street. It brought him back to a night over two hundred years earlier, when he’d first arrived in this country. He had left the ship hidden at anchor behind some remote islands, and as his crew sculled the boarding boats through the flat, slow-moving plains of the estuary, the shallow water had reflected a similar moon in all its idiocy.


They had emerged from the reeds onto the wide river that would carry them to the manor house, and Luke had turned anxiously to him. ‘You will get my land back, won’t you, Captain? You’ll rid us of Wolcroft’s bloody reign?’


Vincent did not recall answering, but he remembered Cornelius had grinned, a sharp white flash in the shadows of his tricorn hat. ‘We will win you back your land, dear,’ he’d murmured, his fingers closing tight on Luke’s shoulder. ‘As long as you have told us true, of course, and brought the Captain to his cure.’
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‘CAPTAIN?’ THE UNCERTAIN whisper dragged Vincent down through centuries and back to the confines of the hotel room. The scent of coal and candle-wax overpowered the memory of salt and free air. The heavy furniture crowded in. At the sudden rush of confinement, Vincent flung wide the window and leaned far out. Closing his eyes, he seared his lungs with sea-tinged air.


‘Captain?’ whispered Cornelius again. ‘Is something wrong?’


Vincent hung his head. Yes. I am suffocated. I am trapped.


He did not share this thought. It would only serve to distress his friend, who lay curled in a shivering ball on the sofa behind him.


‘I … I know how this looks,’ whispered Cornelius, ‘but it is not what you think. I have not succumbed to my old vice.’


‘I know that. I do not condemn you.’


‘It is my own fault. Without the Angel’s presence, I am weak. I revert to wicked thoughts, and I am punished.’


Vincent could not help the flare of irritation this brought him. ‘Is that so? And should my disease reoccur? Would that be because I am wicked? Will that also be a punishment?’


‘Captain, no! I would never for a moment think that!’


‘Then cease to think it of yourself. You’ve spent too long away from the Bright Man, Cornelius. That is all. Your body has replaced one dependence for another, and now it suffers as it used to suffer when you tried to forgo the opium. This has nothing to do with God. Your body is simply screaming at you for more of what it craves.’


Behind him, Cornelius went deathly still. ‘No,’ he whispered eventually. ‘You are wrong. The Angel has made me a better man. Its presence has strengthened me. It has stopped me from thinking of … I am no longer dependent on … I never fall, Captain! I am a better man! I—’


Ashamed, Vincent strode to the couch and grabbed his friend’s clammy hand. ‘Hush,’ he said. ‘Pay no heed to me. I am a fool. A head full of science and no heart at all.’


Cornelius clung tight, a drowning man. He whispered, ‘I ache, Vincent!’


‘We will be home soon, cully.’


‘I am overcome.’


‘What of it? You have but to ask, and I would go out now and purchase a vial of whatever it is will make you better. I—’


Cornelius groaned. ‘Stop. Stop before I say yes.’


‘I have known you through thick and thin, Cornelius. Whatever you perceive your failings to be, you have never failed me. You are a strong man. Rest easy in yourself. You will be home soon.’


The grip on his hand only increased. ‘Don’t let me sleep.’


Vincent straightened without speaking and, after a desperate moment, Cornelius released his hand, allowing him to return to the window. A cold breeze billowed the curtains, and Vincent inhaled it, closing his eyes. ‘It is good to be close to the sea again. I had forgot how alive it smells.’


‘Jolly times we had back then, eh, Captain? Under our old ragged flag.’


‘Jolly times,’ agreed Vincent.


‘We were great men for the cutlass and the axe,’ added Cornelius, beginning to smile. ‘Fierce coves.’


Vincent grinned. ‘The scourge of Nevis. Lousy with gold and silver, and all the things a sword could fetch us.’


‘We were wicked.’


‘We were free!’ Vincent’s grin faded. ‘Though may chance we misremember even that.’ He put his hand to the pain that was dull but growing in his chest: a small, insidious foretaste of things to come.


Cornelius straightened, suddenly alert. ‘You are in distress? But you’ve spent barely a week away! We’ve taken much longer trips before, and with no ill effect to your health.’


‘My last trip was a while ago, cully, and the creature was much stronger then. Its power is fading fast, and perhaps does not linger within us as it used to.’ He glanced wryly at Cornelius. ‘You should check the mirror. Your hair has begun to grey. Next, your fine face will line. Raquel will not recognise you on your return. She will cry, “Who is this old man in Cornelius’ clothes? Cast him out! Cast him out!”’


The jest seemed to cause Cornelius a moment of pain.


Vincent sighed. ‘I tease, cully. You do not look old.’


Cornelius pulled himself upright on the sofa. ‘At home, we will both feel better,’ he said. ‘As soon as the Angel is restored, all will be mended.’


Vincent grimaced at the word ‘angel’. He had never approved of Raquel and Cornelius’ beliefs. As ever, Cornelius paid no mind to his disapproval and Vincent let it go.


‘Speaking of superstitions,’ he said, ‘you still insist on this fool’s meet tomorrow?’ At Cornelius’ nod, Vincent huffed. ‘I thought you had left the throwing of bones and reading of entrails long behind you, cully. What makes you wish to consult the ether now, when we both wisened to the folly of such pursuits a century ago?’


‘This theatre crone has quite the reputation as a seer, Captain. The new method she uses – this spirit board – it is apparently very effective. Should she prove more than just another charlatan, I should very much like to bring her back with us. I should like her to commune with the Angel. If we can speak with it, learn more accurately what it needs, this irritating dependence on extravaganzas and the intrusion of strangers into our peaceful home may yet prove unnecessary.’


Vincent shook his head, parted the curtains, and looked, once again, into the street. ‘There is only one proven way to sustain the creature. You know this. There is no speaking to it.’


‘The first soothsayer spoke to it.’


‘Really? You recall this as fact? Over two hundred years have come and gone since then, Cornelius. I can barely recall the events of eighty years past, let alone two centuries. Let us not fall back on half-forgotten superstitions, shall we? Let us stick to that which we ourselves have proven to work.’


Too much talking and Vincent’s lungs rebelled. It was just a gentle cough, but, without thinking, he found himself checking his palm for blood. It was a gesture from another lifetime, risen to the surface now with the threatened onset of his disease. He instantly regretted it. Cornelius’ concern was palpable from across the room.


‘We will fix this, Captain.’


Vincent nodded and dropped the curtain back into place. ‘We will … and in the only way we know how. You meet with your soothsayers and entrail-readers tomorrow, cully, if you so desire. I wish you joy of the encounter. But do not neglect the real reason for our journey here. It is our one assured hope, and I will not have you derail it based on the ravings of a centuries-dead bedlamite who presumed to speak with angels and claimed a demon slept in the lake.’ He pulled on his overcoat, heading for the door.


‘You … you are leaving?’


‘I cannot sit in this hotel room all night, Cornelius. I have business I must attend to.’


Cornelius leapt to his feet. ‘But … it is cold out there. Your health! Surely there is nothing so important that …’


Vincent went very still, and Cornelius came to a halt. After a long, silent moment, Vincent placed his hat upon his head and opened the door. ‘I wish to get Raquel some fabric,’ he said. ‘Something pretty, for a dress. Something bright. The draper will not see a man such as me on his premises before dark.’


‘But I would have done this for you! You should not have to suffer the scorn of such fools!’


Vincent laughed softly. ‘The chittering of insects and grunt of pigs is no insult to a man who knows his worth, cully.’ He glanced sideways at his friend. ‘It will be like old times, to explore a strange port. You will not join me? Stretch your legs?’


At Cornelius’ hesitation, Vincent sighed again. ‘No. Of course not. Very well, then. Stay here. I shall see you later.’


Cornelius went to speak, but Vincent closed the door on whatever objection he might have expressed, and made his way through the silence of carpeted hallways and out into the sharp winter night.

















A Night’s Wage Lost
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AS JOE LED the way down through the darkness of Tina’s house, Harry surprised him by starting a conversation. ‘I liked how you read that story,’ he said.


Joe waited for the sly dig. None came, and Joe had to admit it didn’t sound like Harry was taking the piss. He took a chance on saying, ‘Thanks.’ Then, without really knowing why, he added, ‘I like reading for the ladies.’


‘They can’t read, huh?’


‘Not a word, but they’d add and subtract the eyes out of your head.’


He heard Harry chuckle. ‘I’d say they would,’ he said. ‘There was a lot more science in that book than I’d thought women would appreciate, though – do you think they understood it?’


Joe came to an abrupt halt, causing Harry to bump into him. ‘Did you understand it?’ he asked coldly.


‘Say, I didn’t mean any insult. It’s just … you know… all those terms: hyperbolas, parabolas, ellipses. Did you understand them?’


Joe had to smile at that. ‘No,’ he admitted. ‘I hadn’t a clue.’


Harry laughed, a relieved sound in the echoing dark, and Joe began descending the steps again. ‘I marked the pages, though,’ he said. ‘I’ll ask Saul in the morning, and he’ll explain.’


‘If Saul doesn’t know,’ said Harry, clattering along behind him, ‘I’ll write and ask my pa. He knows a lot. Then, even if I’m far away, I’ll send you the letters so you’ll know the answers, too.’


Joe almost stopped again at that – at the unexpected pleasure of it. ‘I’d like that,’ he said.


They let themselves out into the street, and the cold clamped itself around them like a fist. Joe shrugged deeper into his jacket as they trotted down the steps.


‘Honestly though, Joe,’ said Harry, ‘you’re like a different person when you read. You did a terrific job of the accents.’


‘I was copying you with the accents. So that’s what America is like, huh? Everyone shooting off guns and waving their wooden legs about?’


‘More or less – though I’ve never met anyone with a silver nose, more’s the pity.’


It was Joe’s turn to chuckle. He was astonished to realise that he was enjoying himself – that he’d been enjoying himself all evening. He had never before had such a discussion with a man his own age: a discussion free of slyness and barbs. It was a good feeling.


‘It’s darned cold,’ complained Harry. ‘Tina should have given you that muffler she’s knitting.’


Joe touched his throat where Tina had wrapped the red wool muffler around his neck to measure its length. That had been another nice surprise, to find she was doing that for him. ‘Ah sure, it’s not quite ready,’ he murmured. ‘I can wait.’


A familiar noise made them both look back down the foggy street. It was the coalman, Daniel Barrett, leading his drayhorse home. Joe took Harry’s arm, bringing him to a stop.


‘Watch,’ he whispered.


As usual, Daniel Barrett clucked his horse to a halt in the middle of the road. Then, casually, as if he’d given it no thought at all, the big man fished in the pocket of his coal-stained jacket and produced his tobacco tin. As Daniel bent his head to fill and light his pipe, Joe nudged Harry and jerked his chin to indicate a slash of light high in Tina’s tenement. A curtain had been pulled partially aside, and a slim figure could be seen peering out.


‘Fran,’ whispered Joe.


Daniel Barrett leaned back against his horse and gazed up at the window where Fran the Apples stood. The horse, well used to this routine, sighed and shook her heavy head. Daniel exhaled a thin stream of blue smoke, his eyes never leaving the unresponsive sliver of light high in the darkness above him.


Joe felt the old familiar sadness rise up in him. ‘Come on,’ he said, tugging Harry’s arm. ‘Leave him to his dreams.’


They strolled on. After a while, Joe surprised himself by saying, ‘He’s a good man, you know, Mr Barrett. Works hard. Owns his own dray. Lives clean. A real good fella.’


Harry glanced sideways at him. ‘There’s nothing can be done if the feelings aren’t there, Joe.’


Joe shook his head. Fran the Apples loved Daniel Barrett, Joe was certain of it. He’d seen the look on her face when the big, quiet man came smiling to her stall for a chat and to buy an apple. When Daniel Barrett was around, Fran the Apples looked like the young woman she really was. But Fran would never leave the Lady Nana, and Nana would never leave Miss Price’s. Not if it meant returning to the squalor of a normal tenement – why would she? She’d be mad to.


‘Why doesn’t he go on up to her?’ asked Harry. ‘Lay on the old charm.’ He tilted his head as he said this, and did a smoothly gliding dance step that ended with him rolling his hat down his outstretched arm. ‘Ladies looove the charm,’ he crooned.


Joe couldn’t help but smile. Oily American git. He shoved his hands in his pockets and glanced back the way they’d come. ‘He won’t win her by standing in the street smoking, anyway. You need to work harder than that.’


‘That’s your plan of conquest, is it?’ smirked Harry, jamming his hat back on his head. ‘You plan to work so hard the girls will swoon?’


Joe just grinned as he led the way through the foggy dark. Harry seemed to take this as an admission of intent. ‘Oh, as before ho!’ he cried. ‘Do you think, perhaps, that if you do enough night shifts, a certain brown-eyed miss will notice that you are a boy, Mr Gosling? OW! Watch those bony elbows!’


‘Only if you watch your flapping mouth.’


They walked on in silence, Joe’s hands in his pockets, Harry shifting the bag on his shoulders, his eyes all the time roaming the streets as they made their way back towards the river. Joe had to admit he liked the way this fellow kept track of where they were. He didn’t think it would take Harry long to find his own way around.


It was almost a disappointment when Harry came to a halt and said, ‘Well, here’s where we part ways.’


‘You’re sure you’ve somewhere to stay, Harry? I could bring you round to Saul. He wouldn’t see you stuck for a friendly lodging.’


‘Nah! I’m fine, honest Injun.’


Something in Harry’s expression made Joe falter. He dug deep and closed his fingers around his last remaining sixpence. Don’t you bloody dare! screeched his mind. Not for a bloody stranger! He actually felt panic rising in his chest as he began to withdraw the money. ‘You got enough cash on you, Harry?’


‘Of course I’ve got cash!’ cried Harry, backing off in theatrical horror. ‘Do I look like some kinda bum?’


Joe laughed. He pushed the sixpence back into his pocket. ‘Do like I told you tomorrow, all right? Go talk to the carpenter’s gaffer. They’re in dire need of help to finish the stage.’


Harry waved his assent as he walked away, already half swallowed by fog.




[image: ]





DOWN AT THE quays the wind hammered sleet into Joe’s face, and he couldn’t help but grin. This weather was going to be great for business. The toffs would be murdering each other for the want of a cab home. Ducking his head against the ferocious wind, Joe took a right onto the bridge and began to hurry across. He wasn’t certain he should go home after work tonight, though. Truth was, Mickey had looked bad today: that grin. If some shleeveen had told him about the extra money … Joe shuddered.


Perhaps it would be best to sleep at the depot. It wouldn’t be the first time, and probably wouldn’t be the last. Joe tightened his grip on the sixpence in his pocket. Another four months. That’s what Saul had said. Four short months, and then they’d have enough. All Joe had to do was hang on; all he had to do was keep quiet and work hard, and—


Something big knocked into him, and he was thrown hard against the stone railing of the bridge. ‘Hey, watch it!’ he cried, jerking an elbow into the ribs of whatever drunk had barrelled into him.


A large hand grabbed his wrist. A voice hissed in his ear: ‘Watch it yourself, you little rat shit.’ And Joe knew he was in trouble.


Someone punched the back of his head, and his face smacked stone as his body was slammed against the balustrade. A big man pressed his whole weight against Joe and held him as unseen hands invaded the pockets of his trousers and jacket. Joe lifted his head, and another punch slammed his face against stone. His vision exploded with stars. Blood ran hot over his eye.


They took his sixpence. They took Saul’s book. They took the last crust of bread he’d saved from his dinner. The shame of helplessness stung almost as much as the blows.


You bastards, he thought, struggling hard. You bastards. I hope you rot.


‘That’s it? That’s all he’s got? A lousy sixpence and a mouldy book?’


At the sound of Mickey’s voice, Joe stopped struggling. It was as if something inside him turned off, something drained away, and he was left cold and numb, and empty in his chest. He barely felt it when someone punched the back of his head again, barely felt the extra twist Mickey gave his arm before releasing him to slump against the balustrade.


Saul’s book was flung into the air. Joe watched it tumble through the gaslight, the pages fanning and shivering as it sailed past the rail to plummet to the river.


To the Moon, whispered Tina.


To the Moon, Joe thought.


‘Better fetch it,’ said Mickey.


Joe blinked at him, not understanding. Then Mickey’s grin sliced through the numbness, and Joe knew. He spun, panicked, but it was too late – his cousins grabbed him. Silently, they heaved him up and over the balustrade, and dropped him to the darkness below.
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JOE HAD NO recollection of the fall – just that one moment he was in the buffeting air; then his nose and ears were filled with water, as he fought the sucking grip of the river. A scream exploded from him in soundless bubbles.


It was so dark! A freezing void of blackness, pulling him down.


Something huge loomed. Trailing slime brushed his face. Then he was inhaling air. Gasping, he thrashed against the sheer cliff of the quay wall, his windmilling arms and legs churning the water, which went into his mouth and his eyes and caught against what little breath he had.


The slime-drenched wall of the quay slipped and slid under the numb scrabble of his fingers. Then he was under, his mouth filled with putrid water, the weight of his clothes pulling him down. He was blind in the dark. Which direction was up? Where was the surface?


He had never learned to swim.


His head hit stone, and he was out in the thrashing air again: the foam and the chaos. There was a crack of cold-dulled pain as his elbow hit stone. His ribs impacted with the brutal edge of a weed-slicked shelf.


The boat steps!


Joe flung out an arm, trying to grab hold. But his hand simply slithered back, completely numb of feeling. The water swelled, and he was rolled, helpless, from the steps, his arms and legs dead from the cold.


Sleet bit his lips as his face turned one more time to the wind.


As he sank, he saw boots carefully descending the steps. He saw the trailing billow of a royal-blue overcoat. A hand as black as coal reached, and was lost as water closed against the light.
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JOE OPENED HIS eyes to something pallid and lifeless lying in front of his face. A dead fish. Vaguely disgusted, Joe tried to push it away. His fingers barely twitched, and he realised he was looking at his own hand. His gaze drifted past it to the mud-spattered hem of a royal-blue overcoat. A man was crouched on the filthy steps beside him, leaning away, straining to snag something from the water. He succeeded and sat back on his heels, looking down at what he’d retrieved. He grunted.


‘This is a good book,’ he said. His voice was very deep and rich. When he turned, Joe recognised him as the carriage driver from the theatre. ‘This is yours, Matthew? I do not recall you being inclined to read.’


He held up Saul’s dripping copy of From the Earth to the Moon. The book was swollen with water. A fat, bloated frog of a book. The sight of it made Joe giggle.
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