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It was the summer of the Great Heat. And the word on the street was that London was being roasted alive for its sins.


Bartholomew Fair was as hot as a baker’s oven that August, and the heat was coming at the tumblers, Stick and Spud and Sparrow, from all sides. The sun had been beating down from above for weeks, but here in the heart of the city there was an uneasy feeling that the heat was now rising from below as well. The tumblers’ hands and bare feet were singeing from turning somersaults on the burning cobbles.


‘’Tain’t right, ’tain’t normal!’ The holiday crowds were all over sweat and full of grumble. ‘Old Scratch is blowing on his coals, down there,’ they grizzled, keeping a sharp eye on the ground like it might open up any moment beneath their feet. ‘And we’ll be baked to death in our beds before Bartlemy Fair’s over.’


That’s what they said, but Stick didn’t hold with no Devil. He was a practical lad who dealt only in facts, and he’d never seen Beelzebub or Old Scratch or Old Nick or Old Bendy – or whatever they called it. He didn’t need to believe in all that, because he’d got memories buried deep of worse. But that was a long time ago, and he’d never told nobody nowt about any of it. Stick had always been the quiet one, never one to waste words when there was no call for them. Not even with his oldest friend, Fly the chimney-sweep, who had sailed off months before in the company of a tiger, to nobody knew where.


‘We’ve got enough devils to deal with up here,’ he remarked to Spud and Sparrow now. ‘Without worriting ourselves about what some old varmint that don’t even exist is doing down there.’


No, Stick wasn’t one to believe in summat he’d never clapped eyes on. But that was before everything happened. Afterwards he wasn’t so certain sure what he believed. About anything.


Today there had been no pleasing the overheated and uneasy crowd who normally rained pennies on the tumblers on this, St Bartholomew’s Day, the biggest holiday of the year. Earlier that morning, the boys had promised to treat the other gutterlings – their gang of fellow street urchins – to a pennyworth of pudding apiece when they met up again that night. But right now it didn’t look like they’d even make enough to fill their own bellies.


In the end, Stick and Spud and Sparrow had given up chucking cartenwheels from blistered hands to blistered feet and back again for no thanks, and were taking a break for a while the right way up. An ominous heat-haze brooded over Smithfield, thick with the stink of evaporating blood from the meat market. The tumblers’ palms were red from the stained cobbles.


Skinny as a row of skittles, the three of them barely had a full set of togs between them. None of their tattered rags met in the middle, but on a day like this, for once it was no bad thing to have a few gaps to let the air in.


Stick, the thinker – acknowledged by all the gutterlings to be the best at plans and wheezes since Fly had gone – was as long and thin as a pencil. His face was long and thin to match, with hair and brows as black as boot polish, beneath which his grey eyes twinkled, bright as brimstone. He was almost too tall now for tumbling, though it meant that his legs were long enough to tie up in knots like a German sausage, which always made the toffs laugh.


Spud was the stubborn one, especially when it came to getting ha’pennies out of the customers. He was a little rounder, and his face was pockmarked like a potato from a near-death brush with the smallpox, which is how he’d earned his nickname. He wasn’t as naturally nimble as the other two, but he’d taught himself to roll head over heels as neat and quick as a woodlouse.


Spud had always been a straight-talker – he’d had to stop working as a crossing-sweeper, because he’d given offence to so many toffs who’d walked across his nicely swept crossing and not tipped him so much as a farthing. Even now he was a tumbler, he wasn’t one for flummery when the customers didn’t come up with the tips.


‘Fungus-faced old fossils!’ Spud yelled now after an elderly couple who had watched the whole show but sidled off without a tip. ‘Fair’s fair,’ he added. ‘’Tain’t right.’ Such penny-pinching offended Spud’s strongly held sense of right and wrong.


‘What the mischief’s up with them all today?’ he grumbled. ‘Sour-faced skinflints!’


He made sure he was speaking loud enough to give offence. Spud prided himself on a fine repertoire of foulmouthed insults, which was at odds with his choir-boy smile. Together with his mop of curls, which might have been fair if he’d ever washed, his smile gave him the air of a smut-stained cherub who had somehow tumbled out of heaven and got lost in the gutter.


Last and very much least came Sparrow. He’d been bought from the workhouse by a house-breaker almost as soon as he could walk, because he was so tiny he could be shoved through even the smallest window, and then sneak round to open the front door. But the work hadn’t suited Sparrow, who didn’t see why he should risk hanging just to steal stuff for other people. First chance he’d got, he ran away to join the gutterlings on the streets, and turned his skills to tumbling instead.


Sparrow was the smallest of the three, but he was also the sharpest at spotting food and danger. He never seemed to grow, no matter how much food he managed to snabble. He was no more than a basket of bird-bones with rags for feathers, and his clothes were the most threadbare because the reach-me-downs always came to him last. He was so skinny and light he could chuck a dozen handsprings in a row, and got extra tips for tumbling on tables without touching a single glass.


‘Here – look what I has prigged …’ Sparrow plunged under the nearby stalls and came back clutching a paper twist full of fried fish that had been left unguarded.


Spud seized a grubby fistful. ‘Cor, me belly thought me throat’d been cut!’ It was the first time the tumblers had eaten and it was full on midday, by the height of the sun.


Stick leaned back against a wall after he’d taken his share, the soot-stained brick burning through his threadbare shirt, and surveyed the packed fairground crowd that was heaving like the surface of the sea before a storm. Spud and Sparrow were still heads-down, licking the last grains of salt from the fish paper. He took out his never-lit pipe and clenched it between his teeth, one knee bent and one bare foot propping up the wall. Anyone who knew Stick would know Stick was thinking.


‘Something ain’t right,’ he observed, to no one in particular.


The air shifted and sighed, so thick you could have sliced it with a bread knife and toasted it with dripping.


‘Show! Show! Show! Show!’ The panting, sweating crowd had gathered around a tall red-and-white-striped puppet booth, where Punch was loading his wife Judy into a wheelbarrow and was trundling her towards the mouth of a dragon, urged on by hysterical gin-soaked onlookers.


‘That’s the way to do it, Mr Punch!’ They pressed against the rickety tent, baying for Mrs Punch’s blood, until it swayed and almost pitched over. ‘Feed her to the beast!’


Their shouts mingled with Punch’s cackles and Judy’s screams and the roar of the dragon. Above it all echoed the cries of a preacher, all trussed up in black with a face like a dying duck in a thunderstorm and intent on spoiling everyone’s fun.


‘Repent,’ the preacher was shouting, ‘for the Day of Judgement is upon you!’


Then several things happened at once and nothing was ever the same after that.


A suffocating blast of hot air blew up from below, enveloping the fairground, blowing the women’s skirts up like balloons and scorching the hairs on the men’s shins. It felt like it came from a pair of great bellows deep underground. It sounded like a sigh, a groan of immense weariness, and it smelled of bad eggs and something long-buried.


There was a lot of screaming and a dozen women went down in a faint. The surface of the earth rippled gently, like a snake getting ready to shuffle off its skin.


The crowd, which a moment before had been shrieking for Mrs Punch’s blood, fell silent. It wasn’t a normal state of affairs to feel the earth moving beneath your feet, even after so many hours of jollification. The most rickety of the stalls swayed and buckled, sending trinkets and treats and jiggumbobs spilling out on to the cobbles.


Stick propped himself more securely against his wall and waited for what would come next. He clenched his teeth on his pipe to steady his nerves. All was still for a moment, but he somehow knew in his long bones that this was just the start.


Out of the silence, the whispers started up.


‘That preacher were right, ’tis the Day of Judgement …’


‘Old Nick is on his way …’


‘And me not even washed me smalls!’


Then the earth bucked violently and gave a mighty heave, like the innards of a pie, hot from the oven, bubbling up to shake off its crust.


Bartlemy’s two church towers lurched like a pair of drunks too tossicated to stand upright, and congealed blood from the meat market melted and bubbled up between the loosened cobbles.


‘Saints alive!’


‘What in thunderation …?’


‘S’help me! ’Tis the end of days …’


The puppet booth collapsed in a heap. The shrieking crowd went down like ninepins, and the tumblers went down with them – all but Stick, with the wall still propping up his back.


So Stick was the only one standing a few minutes later when a lone man emerged from the chaos and comflobstigation. The man was strikingly tall, with a chimney-pipe hat so high you couldn’t see where it stopped and the sky started.


Cor, Stick thought. You could keep a meat pudding hot in that hat!


Beneath the hat, the man’s nose stuck out, sharp as a pickaxe, from a beetroot-red face laced with bulging blue veins. His jacket flapped open to reveal a richly embroidered waistcoat of the same purple as his cheeks. It was straining at the buttons, over a great beer-barrel of a chest.


Stick couldn’t take his eyes off him. Something was trying to crawl out of the cupboard in the back of Stick’s head, where he’d locked up all the bad stuff.


‘He’s dressed like a toff,’ he muttered uneasily. ‘But he’s built like a brickie.’


Over one shoulder the man was carrying a large sack that was bulging and wriggling like it was full of live eels, and he held a tightly rolled umbrella, which he was brandishing like a weapon. He was swearing at the drunks who were too comfoozled to get out of the way. ‘You fools … you know not what lies beneath!’


Why’s that cove need an umbyrelly on a day like this? thought Stick. It was an odd thought to bother his head with, when the world was in the process of turning upside down, but it seemed somehow important.


Confused noises were coming from the bag, and the man gave it a few hard blows with the umbrella until the noises stopped. ‘Cut your clack,’ he growled. ‘You’ll be fresh meat soon enough.’


At that moment, the man turned his face full towards Stick. His burning eyes were full of savagery and greed – he had the look of a man possessed. But it wasn’t just the madness in those eyes that made Stick turn quickly away and duck his head.


‘It can’t be him … not here … not him …’ Stick’s voice was shaking, but nobody was close, so nobody heard the fear. ‘I thought he were dead … leastwise, I hoped he were.’


By the time Stick cautiously looked up again, the man had gone, as suddenly as he had appeared, and all around the fairground the rattled and befuddled crowd were struggling back to their feet.


‘Blimey, what a to-do!’


‘Bust me! What do they put in that beer?’


‘Never known nowt like it in all my born days!’


‘Ought to be a law against it!’


Soon the fainting women were fanned and set back on their feet, and the usual clamjamfry of Bartlemy Fair was restored. It wasn’t long before the holiday crowd had forgotten the moment the earth moved beneath their feet.


But Mr Punch and his long-suffering wife and the puppet theatre were gone.


And so, it turned out, were Sparrow and Spud.
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Whilst Stick was engaged in a frantic search for Spud and Sparrow in the sweltering heat and the befuddled crowds of Bartholomew Fair, the rest of his gang of street urchins were waiting on Pickled Herring Stairs on the south side of the river for the tumblers to return with the promised Bartholomew’s Day feast.


Since the start of the Great Heat back in July, the gutterlings had migrated to the banks of the river like a flock of starlings. They met up there when it was too hot to work, and to sleep of an evening. It was better than being fried like so many eggs on the pavements up town, though the stench from the mud was almost unbearable.


‘It’s so hot the toffs is calling it the Great Heat …’ Tree lay back lazily on the cool stone step that she was sharing with her sister, Cess. Their long silver hair drifted over the steps like spilled mercury. In the gathering dusk, it looked as though shards of reflected moonshine had bounced up off the river.


‘Great Stink, more like,’ replied Cess.


‘It were stinking high enough to knock down a horse,’ Tree agreed.


After the departure of Fly, who had been the gutterlings’ natural leader, Cess and Tree had taken over alongside Stick at the head of the gang. Everyone followed Stick without question, partly because he was the tallest, and partly because he always had the best plans. The sisters took a rather more motherly attitude to the job than Fly had, and it wasn’t to everyone’s taste. Bit too bossy, some of them said. Fly had enjoyed being in charge only because she could lead them all on wild larks and because everyone had hung on her stories, no matter how far-fetched.


Tree and Cess made their living as mudlarks, grubbing through putrid river mud in the hope of finding their fortune. So if they could smell something bad, the others knew it was time to listen up.


Bandy, the crossing-sweeper – so named on account of his knees that refused to meet in the middle – joined in. ‘This cove dropped dead before my very eyes, just as I was sweeping my crossing, this arternoon. The heat got him by the throat, they said. Right bad for business, it was. Nobody wants to be stepping over a stiff.’ He was indignant, having a sense of right and wrong every bit as strong as Spud’s. But Bandy had stuck with sweeping crossings because he didn’t mind doing a bit of flummery and flim-flam to butter up the customers.


Silence. An almost-full moon was rising over what was left of the drought-shrunken river. The chat was subdued this evening. Every night, this tattered band of tumblers and mudlarks and crossing-sweepers and flower-girls and horse-yobs huddled together to share a prigged pie and a begged crust and the narrow escapes of the day. But this evening – just like Stick had observed to the tumblers only a few hours before – something didn’t feel right.


‘Tumblers is late,’ Tree observed.


‘Too hot to tumble daytime, mebbe …’ Cess suggested.


‘They’ll still be up the fair, codding the drunks out of their last bit of mint-sauce.’ Bandy sounded envious.


‘I hopes they brings back some nosh, like they promised …’ Squinty, as they called him on account of his eyes, which did meet in the middle, unlike Bandy’s knees, swept the crossing next to Bandy’s. He didn’t have much brains for business – or indeed for anything else – and Bandy kept an eye out for him so he didn’t get bubbled out of what few tips he earned. But pickings had been poor for both of them all week. The mud was dried to dust, so there was nothing to sweep, and the toffs had taken themselves off to the country to escape the heat, so there was no one left to sweep for, neither.


At least here by the river, perched on Pickled Herring Stairs, under the iron girders of the bridge, the street urchins were safely out of sight of the crushers, who were always on the lookout for a reason to lock them up. But the gutterlings could still hear the heavy tread of the policemen’s boots as they strode over the bridge above, rattling their night-sticks along the railings like a threat.


The gang’s hiding place was opposite the rotten mouth of the Fleet, where it tipped its refuse into the Thames. The Fleet started as a swift and merry stream up in the high hills of Hampstead, where those who could afford it paid to breathe clean air, but by the time it got here it was slowed to a trickle of sewage.


The gutterlings watched as idle waves slopped sluggishly around a dead donkey, which had been rotting in the shallows for days – even the Thames had lost the will to wash away the city’s filth.


‘Ain’t that the donkey what pulls Pardiggle’s milk cart?’ asked Bandy.


‘Mebbe – it weren’t looking too clever last week,’ said Squinty.


‘Looks a deal worse now,’ Bandy observed.


‘He don’t half get through them donkeys,’ Tree pointed out. ‘Second one dead this year. Fly said as she’d seen what was left of the last one in her tiger’s cage.’


‘That varmint Pardiggle don’t deserve no donkeys, way he treats them,’ Cess said fiercely. She’d sooner be dead than own up to it, but Cess had a soft heart when it came to waifs and strays and indeed anything that needed her help. Too soft for her own good, on these streets, her sister often thought privately.


Silence again.


‘Something don’t smell right. And it ain’t just that donkey.’ Tree got to her feet. She was saying what everyone was thinking, and they all looked round uneasily as if they expected some mythological monster to rise from the earth.


‘Even the toshers who work down the sewers is saying the city don’t smell right.’ Cess stood up and leaned on a metal railing next to Tree, as pale and thin as her sister. Sometimes it seemed like it was only the streaks of mud on their skin that made them visible.


‘Even Lanky Bill …’


‘Him what’s been down them sewers since he could crawl …’


‘Even he won’t go down there no more.’


The pair of them often shared out words like they had always shared out any food that came their way. Neither finished a full sentence or a whole crust without making sure the other had had enough. The nuns had given them their saints’ names – Teresa and Cecilia – and little else but thin fish-porridge and clouts about the head, until they were old enough to escape to the wild freedom of the streets. Neither one remembered a mother who might have told them who had come into the world first or even whether they was twins, ’cos neither one remembered a time without the other, either.


‘Smells like sulphur, that’s what he said. Bad eggs is what I call it …’


‘He said it smelled like the Old Scratch was toasting …’


‘… crumpets down there.’


It was then that the long lone figure of Stick loomed out of the shadows.


‘You’re …’


‘… late!’


No one had ever seen Stick rattled about anything – he was the silent thinker, cool as a cucumber when times got tight. But there was something different in his gaunt face tonight. His eyes, as light and grey as drops of sea-water, had a haunted look in the moonlight.


‘I been looking everywhere for Spud and Sparrow. They is gone.’


The gutterlings were on their feet in an instant, crowding round him, all rattling out questions at once.


‘What do you mean, gone? Crushers nabbed them?’


‘Was they dipping pockets?’


‘Is they in quod?’ If the police got you and you ended up behind the black walls of Newgate Prison, everyone knew there was only one way out – dancing from the gallows, on the end of a rope.


‘I don’t know. Something happened, up the fair.’ Stick was never one to tell tall tales of an evening, in fact he was never one to say a single word more than was needful – so now they were all hanging on everything he said.


‘What? What happened?’ demanded Tree.


‘It were like something belched, under the ground … and there was this stink … and everyone fell down like they was drunk as boiled owls …’


Bandy laughed, but Tree frowned and he stopped. Stick was still talking, like he was stuck in a nightmare he couldn’t wake up from.


‘… and when I looked round Spud and Sparrow was gone. Clean gone … it were like they been swallowed … swallowed into the ground …’


‘Gammon!’


‘You’re bamming!’


‘He’s gone off his dot – it’s the heat what’s got to his head!’


Stick’s face had filled with something that looked like dread, and the rest came out as a whisper. ‘Or else they was snabbled by someone.’


His next words – ‘There was this man …’ – got lost somewhere in the clamour that followed. Cess was the only one who caught what he’d said.


‘Hold yer hush!’ she hissed. ‘Stick’s not one to get in a tweak about nowt! Let him finish.’


But Stick was done. He just shook his head, and pushed his way through to take a seat on the steps. He didn’t want to explain why the sight of that man had struck such terror into his soul. That would mean telling the story he had never told, not even to Fly, since he’d turned up on these streets from nowhere, all those years ago.


Subdued now, the flock of gutterlings settled back on the steps around him, waiting for someone to say something.


‘Well, we all knows Spud and Sparrow ain’t the first,’ Bandy said at last. It was the truth that nobody had wanted to say out loud.


‘What means you, they ain’t the first?’ came the frightened voice of a horse-yob who’d arrived from the country a few weeks before. He was taller even than Stick and he had freckles all over his face that made him look a foreigner to the street-pale gutterlings. He didn’t even talk like them. Nobody knew him nor trusted him yet.


‘There ain’t many kinchen out on the streets, last few days,’ said Bandy. ‘They has gone missing – or else they is too scared to stay …’


They all knew what Bandy meant.


‘Where be they all a-goon? Has they bin yaffled?’ the horse-yob asked quickly. He looked more frightened than anyone.


‘Why can’t you talk proper King Billy’s English like the rest of us?’ demanded Cess.


Tree scowled. ‘School,’ she replied to the horse-yob, reluctantly. She didn’t like all these questions from some Johnny-come-lately.


Everyone turned to stare at her.


‘Don’t be a loblolly – why would anyone go to school?’ Squinty was having none of it.


‘School’s for toffs!’ scoffed Bandy. ‘We already knows everything we needs to know.’


‘You kens stuff you bain’t telling us!’ The horse-yob wouldn’t be silenced.


Tree and Cess looked at each other. It didn’t seem like they’d been planning to share this juicy gobbet of news with anyone. But in the end Cess shrugged and picked up where Tree had left off. ‘There’s this woman – she’s been coming round asking children to go with her …’ she said, slowly.


‘… she says as she’s got this school in the country, and the childers will get three slap-up dinners a day …’ added Tree.


‘… and plum duff for pudding,’ finished Cess.


‘I’d go to school if it meant plum duff for pudding,’ chipped in Squinty, who hadn’t eaten since yesterday.


‘That’s why we didn’t tell you!’ snapped Tree.


‘Cos we knew you’d go all daffy – running arter the plum pudding and never asking no questions …’


‘… and never be seen no more!’ finished Cess, in her darkest voice.


They all turned to Stick. Stick was the planner. He would know what was what. But he just sat staring at stuff nobody else could see. Everyone was getting more and more twitched at his silence.


At last Stick looked up and asked, ‘What she look like, this woman?’


‘A real cough-drop, she were. Right nasty bit of work.’


Cess nodded agreement with her sister. ‘If it weren’t for the promise of plum duff, nobody would be totty-headed enough to go with her.’


‘But what did she look like?’ Stick was impatient now.


‘She were togged up like a lady – a real flash dona.’


‘Yeah, posh togs, right enough – and tall – tall as Tyburn gallows.’


‘And skinny as a shotten herring.’


‘But she were a real beetroot-mug – with a nose like a parish pickaxe.’


Stick was pale as ash now and shivering. ‘Blister me, not her too …’ he whispered, so quiet nobody else heard. ‘What’s that wicked pair up to?’
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After they thought all the other gutterlings were sound asleep, Tree and Cess lay whispering to each other, into the darkness.


‘There’s summat Stick ain’t telling us,’ said Cess. ‘Summat he knows about that woman.’


‘Stick’s a deep one, all right,’ Tree replied. ‘Always kept his-self to his-self, hasn’t he? Like – who even knows where he come from?’


‘He just turned up that night, remember? Must’ve been ’least six summers gone.’


‘Everyone else was born in the workhouse,’ Tree went on.


‘Or was brung up by the nuns, like us.’


‘Beaten up by the nuns, more like!’ Tree snorted.


‘We all knew each other, though, didn’t we?’ persisted Cess. ‘But Stick just popped up from nowhere – and not a soul had clapped eyes on him afore.’


‘And he never said nowt about where he come from, not a sausage, not even to Fly.’


‘And he were right fond of Fly …’


At last their voices trailed off into sleep, but Stick’s eyes were still open. He had heard everything they’d said, but he said nothing. He wasn’t ready to tell.
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It was blue o’clock in the morning when Stick stood up and slunk away from Pickled Herring Stairs, leaving the rest of the gutterlings curled up together like stray kittens on the steps. Nobody saw him go.


He hadn’t slept. Whenever he’d closed his eyes those faces were there, leering at him like the gargoyles that grinned from the gutter of every city church. Beetroot-faced, beak-nosed, wicked. The man as broad as the woman was skinny.


The evil he thought he’d left behind him many years before was now prowling these streets, where he’d thought he was safe.


Something told him that all the palaver and comflobstigation beneath Bartlemy Fair the day before – and the disappearance of Spud and Sparrow – were connected with the man who had just walked out of his past.


And now there was the woman for him to worrit over, too – the one Tree and Cess were talking about. What did she want with the street urchins she had snabbled?


Stick had to face the evil. He had to find out what they were up to. Nobody else knew what he knew about that man and that woman. It was up to him to stop them. But where to start? As he’d lain there in the darkness, after Tree and Cess had stopped whispering about him, the only plan he could think up was to go back to where he had last seen Spud and Sparrow. Maybe there was some clue he had missed?


So in the end he had got up, and now here he was, dodging into shadows and hardly daring to breathe as the night-watch passed by, calling out the hour. ‘Three o’clock o’ the morning, and all’s well!’


‘Fat lot you knows,’ Stick called after him, but very quietly.


As he passed under the city gate, a sudden flurriment of dark wings above his head made him jump and look up. He ducked as a pair of pigeons that had been fighting over a roost flapped away.


‘Blimey!’ He’d never before noticed the huge silver and scarlet stone dragon that leered down from the arch, breathing fire from its gaping mouth. He’d heard tell that it was the ancient guardian of the city, but it didn’t look too trustworthy to Stick.


‘Cor, love-a-lily-white-duck!’ Stick whispered up to it. ‘You looks like a wicked old scorcher, all right.’ It made him feel even more uneasy, as if danger was lurking all around him. And once he’d seen that dragon, he kept seeing more, on every bollard and every street sign.


‘Blimey, them dragons is everywhere …’ From the glint in their eyes, it wasn’t clear to Stick what their game was. Were they there to protect the city – or were they planning to burn it merrily to the ground, first chance they got?


Stick wasn’t used to being on his own, without Spud and Sparrow jabbering nonsense at his side. Gutterlings like them rarely risked being out alone in the dark, if they knew what was good for them. And he wasn’t used to the silence of the city at night. It was the silence of many hundreds sleeping, but it was also the silence of many thousands dead. The dead whose bones lay buried and forgotten beneath his feet.


He found the words of what might have been a prayer popping into his head. It was a prayer that someone he had loved a long time ago had repeated with him, as they kneeled together by a snow-white bedside …


But he stuffed all that firmly back into the cupboard in the back of his head, because in his experience good stuff could hurt just as much as bad.


The dark dome of St Paul’s loomed down over him as he stole up Sermon Lane, through Angel Court and around Amen Corner and past a dozen churches. There was a fusty smell from the dank graveyards, more noticeable at night when there was no spicy breeze from the sleeping pickle-factories across the river in Bermondsey.


Stick carefully avoided, as all wise gutterlings did, the black walls of Newgate Prison. He crept along narrow back alleys until he stood under the great Gate of Heaven between the church of Bartlemy the Great and the meat stalls of Smithfield. They called it the Gate of Heaven because it was the way into Bartlemy’s Hospital, and most people never came out again, unless it was feet first in a wooden box.


It was near this spot that he’d last seen Spud and Sparrow, and part of him was hoping he’d find them here now, waiting for him. He imagined them snacking on a prigged snossidge – as Spud called them – ready to roast him something wicked about his worriting.


Stick found a wall where he felt safe and leaned back against the still-warm brick. He’d not stopped shivering all night, even though the sweltering temperature had hardly dropped. The loneliness of the pre-dawn streets had steeped fear deep into his bones. He wasn’t used to this quiet, without the street-cries and the clatter of carts on the cobbles. A soot-stiffened sparrow, up early to beat its flock-mates to the overnight crumbs, was all he had for company.


Where you gone, you daft pair of loblollies? Stick scolded Spud and Sparrow in his head, as he took out his pipe to think.


At last Smithfield turned pink in the dawn light and started to wake up for the last day of Bartlemy Fair. Street-sellers rattled in with their carts and the show-masters blearily began opening up their caravans after a long, late night.


A nearby bill-board was offering a peek at the Smallest Woman, not more than eighteen inches high, and the Tallest Man, together with a Living Skellington and a Four-Legged Duck. Four shows for a penny, and cheap at the price.


On the first day of the fair, Sparrow had been keen to blow any earnings on a visit to the Smallest Woman, but Spud had said it was only because he wanted to see someone smaller than him for a change, and maybe they should set up a show for themselves and sell Sparrow for a farthing a look. ‘Arter all, nobody’s going to pay a full ha’penny to cop a look at Sparrow,’ he’d said.


Stick grinned at the image of Sparrow headbutting Spud in retaliation, but his grin soon faded because neither of them was there to share the joke.


‘Blimey!’ Stick edged sideways nervously as the lock rattled on the door of the Ghost Caravan next to him. It was a relief when it was only the proprietor who emerged, very much alive. He was naked to the waist but for a pair of red braces which were straining to hold in rolls of pale blubber.


The man was cursing the dawn and rubbing the rusty bristles on his chin like he hoped he could rub away his beard and save himself the pother of a shave.


The smell of the spiced sausages heating up on the first breakfast stalls drifted over and reminded Stick he hadn’t eaten since that shared twist of fried fish.


‘Saveloys, just up! Get them hissing hot! Hot as they come!’ the saveloy woman was shouting.


Drabbit it, Stick thought. I is nibblish hungry … He jingled the few coppers in his pocket that the tumblers had taken the day before. But it don’t feel right to spend their dibs.


Stick always looked after the money for the three of them, but he never spent it just on himself. Being the tallest he was less likely to get mugged by the bully boys from Clare Market. ‘Besides,’ as Spud had once pointed out, ‘you’re the only one with pockets that ain’t more hole than pocket.’


But in the end hunger got the better of him. Any road, he reasoned with himself, as he sidled over to the stall, you don’t rightly know when you’ll see Spud and Sparrow again, if you does ever see them ag— He wouldn’t let himself finish the thought, even in his head.


‘Got any fall-downs, missus?’ he asked the woman, as he handed over the coins. It was always worth a try for the cheaper bits that had been on the floor, which nobody else would touch.


‘There you go, my buttercup!’ She sneaked him some broken bits of saveloy.


He recognised the woman from the first day of the fair, when the tumblers had put on a few somersaults just for her after she’d given them all an extra scoop of saloop that was stuck to the bottom of the can.


‘Saloop an’ all?’ she asked him now, as he bit down on the sausage, grease dripping down his chin.


Stick considered, tempted by the thought of the hot, sweet, creamy drink. He nodded and grunted, his mouth too full to speak.


She took his penny and dolloped out an extra-thick helping. Like the bags of mystery and penny-puzzlers that passed for sausages on these streets, nobody rightly knew what was in it, but as Spud would have said, it was a real gum-tickler.


‘Big spender, today, my pippin?’


It was a question, and Stick stiffened. He didn’t like questions. But she was still smiling. Regular gigglemug, this one! thought Stick, determined not to encourage her by smiling back.


‘Where’s the other little tykes?’ she asked.


The saveloy gone too quick to avoid answering, Stick gave her a long cautious look over the rim of his cup. Her cheeks were rosy with the steam from the saloop can, and there was a softness about her blue eyes that was in danger of making him trust her.
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