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Praise for Anne Perry’s Christmas novellas:

‘A bite-sized mystery that could be fitted in after your Christmas lunch’ Daily Telegraph

‘If Christmas puts you in the mood for a good Agatha Christie, try Perry’ Glasgow Evening Times

‘Delightful . . . The perfect gift for a whodunit addict’ Oxford Times

‘With its powerful message of responsibility and redemption – “We need both to forgive and to be forgiven” – it conveys a moral force in keeping with the season’ Wall Street Journal

‘A Christmas cracker full of rich storytelling, classic conundrums, timeless life lessons and the gift of forgiveness’ Lancashire Evening Post

‘The tale is redolent with Victorian atmosphere, from the hypocritical snobbishness to the rigid social conventions of the time’ Tangled Web
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Christmas is coming and the streets of London are full of festive cheer. As young Worm returns to his home at the Portpool Lane clinic, he encounters the most beautiful woman he has ever seen and, spellbound, he follows her until she is dragged away by two evil-looking men.

Convinced that she is in grave danger, Worm begs Squeaky Robinson to help him track her down. But Elouise is embroiled with dangerous criminals who want information that only she can tell. They will stop at nothing to get what they want and, with Christmas day fast approaching, Worm and Squeaky must conjure up a daring plan to help Elouise before it is too late.

 
To all those who wish to belong


Worm stood and stared, overcome with wonder. She was the most beautiful woman he had ever seen in all his nine years of life. She was like sudden sunshine on a dark day – all light and warmth, softness, the place you looked because you couldn’t help it. She walked the way everybody should: gently, head up, smiling. Maybe other people looked like her at first glance, but when you looked again you saw she smiled, not as if there were something funny, but as if she knew something good that she could share, if you would stop and listen.

But no one did. They all walked past her about their business, hurrying on as though they were late, or afraid they might miss something. There were carts of vegetables for market, a large brewer’s dray with magnificent horses, brasses gleaming, a barrow boy selling apples, and a hansom cab, the driver flicking his long whip above his horse’s ears, as if it could go any faster in that traffic.

The lady was speaking to a man with one leg. He was leaning on a crutch, awkwardly, and trying to fish in his pocket with the other hand.

The lady smiled and said something. She picked a second bunch of white heather from the tray suspended around the man’s neck, and put her other hand gently on his arm, to stop him looking any further for change. 

He could be a soldier from the Crimean War. Worm knew about that. Of course, it was twelve years ago now – 1854–56, long before Worm was even born – but those who saw it and those who didn’t see it – they had still lost someone, and they didn’t forget.

The lady with the light in her face was moving away now. The one-legged man smiled as he watched her go and, without thinking about it, Worm followed her. He had no idea where she was going, but he wanted to look at her a little longer. He wouldn’t get lost. He had always been somewhere around here, close to the river, until early last summer when someone had found him and taken him to live in the clinic in Portpool Lane. He had fended pretty well for himself on this bank, picking up bits of coal, or even brass when he was lucky, and selling it. He knew his way around.

Claudine would be cross with him for being late, but after telling him off a bit, she would forgive him. She always did. Even when he hadn’t had a front tooth, the smile always worked. His new teeth were almost grown through now.

The lady was moving quite quickly. He nearly lost her. He might have done, except that the clouds parted for a moment and a shaft of sunlight fell on her, making her hair bright for an instant. Worm pushed past a man in a heavy topcoat, just in time to see another man with grey hair walk up to the lady and put a hand on her arm.

She flinched, as if he had gripped her too hard, and swung round to face him, anger in her eyes. Then, as though steeling herself, she stood a little straighter, and said something to him that Worm was too far away to hear, but it was clear from her face that she was angry.

The man’s expression became a twisted sneer and he pulled her towards him. No one else in the crowd took any notice. Was it a private quarrel with her father? Or an employer? Her clothes were ordinary, it was only her grace in wearing them that made them look good.

The man pulled her again, roughly. She resisted, and with her free hand slapped him hard across the face. Then instantly she looked terrified, as if realising what she had done, when it was too late.

He was furious. He snarled something.

Worm ran forward, shouting, ‘Stop it! Stop it!’ loudly. Maybe there was nothing he could do, but he could try. He could kick really hard! And if he got hold of someone’s hand, he could bite. He charged at the man, head bent down to butt him in the stomach.

At that moment, another man appeared, quite a lot younger. He was taller and slimmer, and clean-shaven.

‘Fool!’ he shouted at the older man, and before the older man could confront the lady again, or Worm could kick him in the stomach, the younger man had pulled the lady out of the way. She fell forward against him, and he put his hand on her and twisted her round, pulling her with him. She struggled for only an instant, then seemed to give up the fight and follow obediently. Perhaps she was afraid of being hurt again, or worse?

The older man swore, then followed after them. Nobody appeared to have noticed Worm. He squeezed between two women with bags of laundry. They were so deep in conversation that they only swatted at him with one hand, for his impertinence, without missing a word.

He could still see the older man and he ran after him across an open space in the street, just behind a costermonger’s barrow full of vegetables, and in front of a hansom whose driver was shouting at everyone to get out of the way. Might as well yell at the incoming tide, Worm thought, but some people felt better for complaining. Gave them the idea they were doing something.

He could still see the older man as he turned a corner into an alley. Worm usually had more sense than to go into dark corners, but this time there was no help for it. He ran past an old woman with a dog, swerved round the corner, and thanked whatever heaven there was that the older man was still in sight, and not far ahead. He had caught up with the younger one, who was still holding on to the lady. Was she all right? Had they hurt her again?

If he didn’t want to be seen, Worm should hang back. But if he did that, he would not know which way they had gone. What use was following anyone if he did not go all the way? He walked quickly. He was quite quiet because his boots were very thin anyway, one stage before getting actual holes. He did not like to tell anyone at clinic because he knew they needed all the money for the sick people. It was a pretty big thing that they gave him food every single day, and a bedroom of his own, with a real bed in it, and blankets. He knew enough not to be greedy.

At the end of the alley, they turned left. That was inland, away from the river. Worm did not know this area so well. The river was his; at least it used to be. Now he lived inland a bit, and west of the patch of the bank he knew best. This was going east and inland, towards Mile End.

Still, he had to find out where they were taking the lady. He followed them silently for what seemed like a long time. He could still see her. He couldn’t see if she was struggling, or if they held her so tightly that she couldn’t struggle. She must be frightened.

He was catching up. He moved quickly, darting in front of a wagon and causing the driver to yell at him a string of imaginative abuse. The older man turned round, maybe at the colour of the words. For a moment, his eyes met Worm’s. Worm froze. The wagon passed so close to him that the driver reached out and cuffed his ear. It stung, but Worm ignored him.

The older man, still holding hard on the lady’s arm, shouted at Worm, ‘Get out of ’ere, or I’ll tan yer ’ide till it falls off yer skinny bones!’

The lady turned and she saw Worm. There was recognition in her face. She remembered him. She opened her mouth as if to say something, but the younger man pulled her so hard she staggered against him.

A group of people with a vegetable cart passed in front of Worm, and when he looked again, the pavement was empty. The lady was gone, and so were the two men who had taken her.

Worm spent a long time looking for them, but he found no sign. Did that mean they were inside a house near here? He couldn’t ask anyone: ‘Have you seen a lady who smiles, with the sun in her hair? And two men who were taking her somewhere she didn’t want to go?’

There was nothing to do but go all the way back to the clinic, where at least he would get something to eat. He was hungry and cold, and his legs ached. There was definitely a hole in his boot now, and it was going to freeze tonight. But what could you expect? It was nearly Christmas.

He turned round slowly and started to walk westward. He would strike a main street he knew before too long.

*

Squeaky Robinson was in his office, working on the account ledgers for the clinic in Portpool Lane, when Worm returned. Squeaky was in his sixties; he declined to be more exact than that. He was always exact with money, however, to the farthing. But with age, anybody’s age, such precision was not necessary. He was quite tall, but scrawny, and he wore a black frock coat, year round, whatever the weather. He had a lugubrious face, teeth that did not even appear to possess any order at all, and white hair that straggled on to his shoulders. His bookkeeping was skilled, inventive and meticulous.

In the past, he had owned these two large houses in Portpool Lane and run them as a thriving brothel. But he had been tricked out of ownership by the lawyer Sir Oliver Rathbone, and permitted to stay in residence, since he had nowhere else to go, only on condition he kept the accounts for the new owner, and ran the place as a clinic for street women – prostitutes of greater or lesser degree – who needed medical help. This was all the plan of a woman who used to be an army nurse in the Crimea with Florence Nightingale. Mad as a hatter, she was, but brave. Squeaky would give her that. Actually, he would have given her just about anything she asked for, but, thank heaven, she did not know that.

Squeaky had protested the injustice of the whole arrangement for several years, on and off. Now it was off. Too many people realised that he actually enjoyed it. It was too much to say he was respectable. It would sound like an obituary! But he had moments approaching respectability.

He looked up as Worm knocked on the door and, without waiting for an answer, opened it and came in. He looked tired and bewildered, and he almost tripped over the loose part of the sole of his boot.

‘What is it?’ Squeaky asked. It was hard enough to have the place turned into a virtual hospital; he would not have it turned into an orphanage as well!

Worm closed the door and stood in front of it. He looked small and very miserable. It occurred to Squeaky that he was doing it on purpose. He had survived alone on the Thames bank for a long time; making people sorry for him was probably how he had achieved it.

Worm drew a deep breath. ‘I saw a lady taken away by two men. She didn’t want to go, but they made her. I was too far away to help, but I followed her to see where they took her. I know where it is . . . sort of . . . nearly . . .’

What on earth should Squeaky say? He looked at Worm’s face and knew there was no point in arguing with him. It was significant that he hadn’t gone to Claudine Burroughs with this mystery. It was she who had insisted that Worm stay here. But that was women for you! Sentimental. ’Specially about children. She spoiled Worm. Always giving him food . . .

Claudine was a highly respectable, middle-aged woman – actually more than respectable – she was well-to-do, almost rich. Heaven knew why she wanted to spend her time in a place like this, when she had a rich husband and a fine house somewhere! Actually, Squeaky knew why, but he pretended not to. It was . . . kinder. No one wanted to admit to loneliness. He had despised Claudine when he’d first met her. He had told the Crimean nurse that Claudine was worthless.

But then a strange thing had happened. He had discovered that Claudine was far more valuable than he had assumed, and more generous in her judgements of others – and of Squeaky in particular! Any woman of character would loathe her mean-spirited and domineering husband. She was better off here, and she knew it.

But Claudine would not be any help in this situation, and probably Worm knew that. That was why he had come to Squeaky.

Squeaky should have been pleased. He wasn’t. Worm was only being practical. It was not that he had any deep trust in Squeaky.

Worm was waiting, the bright hope slowly fading from his eyes.

‘Sort of?’ Squeaky said, his wild eyebrows raised.

‘Yeah. I followed them to the street where they disappeared.’

‘Disappeared?’ Squeaky said sceptically.

Worm swallowed. ‘Went inside somewhere.’

‘What street was that?’

‘I don’t know. But I know where it is! I can take you there . . .’

‘Oh? And what would I do when I get there? Assuming that you could find it again?’

‘I could find it!’

‘For what?’

‘To find her! Rescue her from those men. They’re going to . . .’

‘What?’ Squeaky was making excuses. He knew it and, what mattered, Worm knew it too. Squeaky was honest to a fault. Except when he was deliberately dishonest, and that was always for a reason. ‘Worm, there isn’t a thing you can do about it. Maybe they’re her brothers? Or one of them is her husband?’

Worm had no family to compare the idea of relationships with. His face filled with confusion, and a kind of disappointment that the idea seemed to be so ugly.

Squeaky was immediately sorry. ‘Most families are good.’ The words stuck in his throat. He had no family either. Never had had, so far as he could remember. He chose not to try very hard. ‘But there are bad people.’ This was ridiculous. Worm knew that, for heaven’s sake. ‘People lose their tempers!’ he added sharply. ‘’Specially if they’re scared. Maybe they thought they’d lost her!’

‘She weren’t lost,’ Worm insisted.

‘How do you know?’

A sweet smile of memory lit Worm’s face. ‘’Cos she was smiling. Just standing there, all bright in the sun. And happy.’

‘There’s no sun today. It’s December!’ Squeaky replied. And then the moment the words were out of his mouth, he regretted them. He had spoiled something unnecessarily. ‘Not here, anyway.’ He tried to fish it back. ‘Maybe where you were.’ He refrained from asking where Worm had been, and why.

‘She weren’t lost,’ Worm repeated. ‘And she didn’t want to go with them. They pulled. Hard! They held on to her, so she had to.’

Squeaky tried to find a way out of this before it was too late. ‘You don’t know what happened,’ he pointed out. ‘We can’t all go around the streets knocking on doors, and asking if anybody’s quarrelling. They probably all are, one time and another. And it ain’t none of our business.’ He had a sudden idea. ‘And if they think she’s been telling other people all about family troubles, they’ll really be angry with her. Telling tales on family is real bad.’

Worm stared at him.

‘If Miss Claudine were to make a mistake, or break something precious – if there was anything precious here – would you go and tell people?’

‘No!’ Worm was indignant. ‘Course not!’

‘See?’

‘Oh.’

It was time to change the subject, before Worm could think about it too hard. ‘Sometimes you get lost and you don’t want to be found, but sometimes you do. It’s what you get lost for,’ he added. Actually, his mind was going back to the time Claudine had made a foolish mistake, had left the clinic and became lost. It was Squeaky who had found her. He could remember the incident well. She was miles from the clinic, cold, wet and scared stiff, all huddled up like a child. When she’d recognised Squeaky, to her embarrassment she had wept with sheer relief. He still felt a strange pleasing warmth inside himself when he recalled her face. It was the first time either of them had seen the other as a person, with feelings they could understand. She was not a sarcastic wealthy woman, who had condescended to help the poor, to prove to herself and her neighbours that she was a Christian, whatever that meant. She was a lonely woman imprisoned in a purposeless marriage, without joy, without even honest affection.
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