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Enter the SF Gateway …


In the last years of the twentieth century (as Wells might have put it), Gollancz, Britain’s oldest and most distinguished science fiction imprint, created the SF and Fantasy Masterworks series. Dedicated to re-publishing the English language’s finest works of SF and Fantasy, most of which were languishing out of print at the time, they were – and remain – landmark lists, consummately fulfilling the original mission statement:




‘SF MASTERWORKS is a library of the greatest SF ever written, chosen with the help of today’s leading SF writers and editors. These books show that genuinely innovative SF is as exciting today as when it was first written.’





Now, as we move inexorably into the twenty-first century, we are delighted to be widening our remit even more. The realities of commercial publishing are such that vast troves of classic SF & Fantasy are almost certainly destined never again to see print. Until very recently, this meant that anyone interested in reading any of these books would have been confined to scouring second-hand bookshops. The advent of digital publishing has changed that paradigm for ever.


The technology now exists to enable us to make available, for the first time, the entire backlists of an incredibly wide range of classic and modern SF and fantasy authors. Our plan is, at its simplest, to use this technology to build on the success of the SF and Fantasy Masterworks series and to go even further.


Welcome to the new home of Science Fiction & Fantasy. Welcome to the most comprehensive electronic library of classic SFF titles ever assembled.


Welcome to the SF Gateway.
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1


THE YEAR WAS 1856, the season early March, the time twenty minutes after midnight. And the place was Goodwin’s Court, a narrow London alleyway, heavily shadowed, lit only by the wavering gas lamps outside the archways at either end. A thin, unpleasant rain had been falling for most of the previous evening, blown almost horizontal by the bitter wind. Now the rain had stopped, and only the wind remained, gusting cruelly.


The red-headed boy sleeping in one of the alley’s dark doorways shivered at its icy touch, but did not wake. He was dreaming, and uttered small frightened cries, held fast in the sinister grip of his nightmare. His jaw quivered and his eyelids fluttered, his hands clutching feverishly at the sawn-off handle of the stiff-bristled broom lying between his knees. He twisted his tousled, carroty head from side to side. But still he did not wake.


One side of Goodwin’s Court was bounded by a high blank wall. On the other there stood a row of tall, narrow houses, once elegant and respectable. Now they were neither. For the alley lay to the east of Leicester Square, on the Covent Garden side—that is to say, the disreputable side.


The boy’s name at that time was Midge. This was not his Christened name, but it served him very well. He was small and thin, yet by no means weakly. Though he could not himself have told you how old he was, he had in fact been discovered some ten years before, very new and wrinkled, wrapped in a shabby blanket on the nearby steps of St Martin-in-the-Fields. And now he was a crossing-sweeper, with a stand in St Martin’s Lane.


Faring better than the majority of foundlings, he had been taken in by the vicar’s wife and farmed out shortly afterwards to one of her husband’s parishioners, a man called Meiklejohn. Mrs Meiklejohn, only recently brought to bed of her fifth stillborn infant, had welcomed the boy, calling him Reuben, sentimentally, after her deported brother.


Mr Meiklejohn’s welcome, however, had been rather more worldly, for the boy brought with him two shillings weekly, paid by the vicar’s wife. Thus, when the vicar was moved to another parish a few years later and the allowance terminated, Mr Meiklejohn’s welcome terminated also. By then the child was nearing five years of age and, so Mr Meiklejohn considered, well able to make his own way in the world. He contrived therefore to lose Reuben shortly afterwards, somewhere during a long Sunday afternoon walk in Hyde Park. And Mrs Meiklejohn, by then with two demanding children of her own, was for all her protestations secretly relieved to see her husband return without him.


Now, at the age of ten, young Reuben had indeed made his own way in the world, for he had won himself an established profession. And his only notable loss along the road had been that of the name his adopted mother had chosen for him. But he was not a large child, and Midge suited him a great deal better. He slept in Goodwin’s Court because it was only a stone’s throw from his crossing on St Martin’s Lane and he needed to be close at hand, in case some flash lad turned up early one morning, planning to half-inch it.


Besides, he liked the girls who worked in the houses there. Sometimes at night they gave him pennies as they passed, or peppermints in little screws of scented paper …


Again, trapped still in his nightmare, he cried out. His carroty head jerked, and his bare feet scrabbled on the doorstep. And then, suddenly, mysteriously, he managed somehow to break the dream’s eerie possession of his mind. With a final convulsive shudder he woke, cold sweat upon his brow, and stared wildly about him.


No one can know another’s dreams, certainly not a child’s. Even he can only know them confusedly, perceived through the warped glass of the window of memory. Midge crouched in his doorway, aware simply that he had been terribly afraid. There had been a great darkness, and a figure even darker than the darkness. And music … He knew the music, remembered it as a tinkling melody he had heard played long ago by a hurdy-gurdy man in a coat covered with brightly-coloured patches. A sad little melody, not at all frightening. Why, then, had it seemed so in his dreams?


But already the horror was fading. Midge felt the thick, strong handle of the broom between his knees, and was reassured. It was a good broom, his most important possession. And it was safe.


He forgot his fear. Two large brown rats, disturbed in their scavenging, sat up on their hind legs to peer at him where he sat, huddled in the shadows. He shooed them away and they sidled off, twittering angrily. He wrapped his man’s reefer jacket more tightly about himself, and settled back to sleep.


It was at that moment that approaching footsteps caught his attention. He looked up, saw the fiddler enter the far end of the alley, the Bedford Broadway end, where the gas lamp flickered on the wall by the arch. Midge knew the man was a fiddler from the fiddle-shaped box he was carrying. He was used to musicians—they often came and went along the alley. They played either in Drury Lane or at the Italian Opera House in Covent Garden.


The fiddler came towards him, picking his way between the muddy puddles. He interrupted a group of cats squabbling over a mouldy rabbit skin. Distantly a late cab clattered by on cobbles. One of the windows above his head screeched open, a square of light slanted out across the opposite wall, and a young woman shouted something down. But the fiddler took no notice, and the light died abruptly as the window was closed again, to the accompaniment of mocking laughter.


Suddenly, just as the man came abreast of the place where Midge sat crouched in the shadows, a second, bulkier man appeared beneath the archway behind him. He stood beneath the street lamp, watching the fiddler walk away from him. And then he began to whistle.


Instantly Midge’s body stiffened, every muscle locked in a sudden spasm of horror. For the tune the man whistled was from his nightmare. The very same tune, it came to him softly, caressingly, out of the very same darkness. Simple, innocent, childlike, it crept into the most secret parts of his mind, filling them with incomprehensible terror. He would have fled, but could not. Incapable of even the smallest movement, he stayed in his doorway, eyes wide and unblinking.


The whistling ceased. In front of Midge the fiddler had paused, intrigued, not certain where the sound was coming from. Behind him the man beneath the street lamp raised his hand and called.


“Herr Falconer … A moment of your time, if you please, Herr Falconer.”


Midge could see him clearly, the figure from his nightmare: tall black hat, high-buttoned coat with a curly fur collar, one hand raised, the other holding a slender walking stick with a silvery band that gleamed in the lamplight.


The fiddler turned warily. “My name is Falconer. Who wants me?”


“A friend, Herr Falconer. Just an old friend.”


The other, larger man started slowly forward, nearer and nearer. Midge began to tremble convulsively. Here, in the figure of this smooth, black-garbed foreigner, was all the nameless horror of his dream. He cowered away, struck dumb with childish fears. He struggled to speak, to warn the fiddler, but the words stuck fast in his throat. He watched, agonised, as the fiddler took a fatal pace back along the alley.


“I know that voice,” the fiddler said. “Is it not—?”


But the question died on his lips. For in an instant the other had quickened his steps to a lumbering run. And in his hand there was now no longer a walking stick but rather the glancing blade of a sword. Its steel seemed to shimmer like the light of a thousand stars. He came at the fiddler, thrusting wickedly.


His victim had no time to flee. Watchfully, in silent concentration he stepped back against the wall and parried the sword with his instrument case. Midge was weeping now, the sobs wrung from him with terrible, soundless intensity. The fiddler’s instrument case was struck from his hand. He grappled with his opponent. The two men staggered back and forth, grunting desperately, their feet slithering on the wet pavement. Midge gazed up at them from the safe shadows of his doorway. Strangely, the worst of his fear was passing. His weeping ceased. He had seen men fight before. This was real, human, no longer dream-like.


The larger man had his left hand at the other’s face, gouging for the eyes. Midge had a brief glimpse of gold glinting on his finger. Then the fiddler bit the hand and for an instant, fatally, the two men parted. And in that instant the attacker wrenched his right arm free and drove his sword into the fiddler’s body. It grated hideously on the wall behind.


The fiddler cried out then, a single piercing cry that faded quickly to a whisper, then to silence. And Midge knew, with absolute certainty, that the fiddler was dead.


Once again curtains were drawn above him and a square of light slanted down as a window was opened. And once again a woman shouted, though this time more in anger than enticement. Across the alleyway the murderer had his victim propped up against the wall, one arm now in friendly fashion about the corpse’s shoulders. And his voice was friendly too, as he shouted back.


“A thousand pardons, gnädiges Fräulein. My companion has taken too much wine, I fear. But you may depend on me—I’ll see he doesn’t trouble you anymore.”


He laughed then, cheerfully. But Midge saw how he kept his head studiously averted all the while.


There was muttering overhead, then the window was closed and darkness returned to Goodwin’s Court. At once the murderer stepped back, letting the body of his victim sag and tumble slowly forward on to the stones. In haste he stooped and lifted the fiddler’s wrist, holding it between finger and thumb and glancing anxiously up and down the alley as he waited, his head tilted as if listening. Then, satisfied, he nodded to himself.


“Gut. Gut…” he murmured. “Ohne Zweifel ist der Schwein jetzt tot.”


He let the dead man’s hand fall. Picking up instead the instrument case from the pavement where it had fallen, he hurried off with it down the alley, back the way he had come.


Suddenly Goodwin’s Court was uncomfortably silent, deserted save for the crumpled body of the man called Falconer, its arms flung out, its head lying in a muddy puddle not two yards from the doorway where Midge still cowered. For a moment the boy watched and waited, reminded of his dream, its darkness, its nameless horror. Then, farther down the alleyway, a man emerged from one of the houses. Turning up his coat collar, he hurried towards Midge, looking neither to right nor left. At the fiddler’s body he paused, peered briefly down, then stepped round it and hurried on, disappearing into St Martin’s Lane without a backward glance.


His going dispelled Midge’s uneasiness. It too had been real, human, no part of his dream. He ventured out into the alley, leaving his broom on the step behind him. The dead held no fears for him: he’d seen dead men before, had touched them too. Once he’d filched a pair of boots their owner had no further use for. He’d sold the boots for twopence to a rag man with a barrow.


Midge stood by the corpse, pushed at it tentatively with his bare foot. There’d be money in its pockets, perhaps even a watch on a golden chain. And the shoes—so shiny black, they’d be worth a tanner at the very least.


A tiny sound disturbed him, and he looked round fearfully. The murderer—what if he returned? But it was only the cats, tussling again at their rabbit skin. Midge summoned his courage, squatted down, and began to fumble with trembling fingers at the buttons of the dead man’s coat. They were horribly stiff, and the yielding warmth of the body made his stomach heave. But the boy persevered. Wealth was within his grasp. Security …


Suddenly a man’s voice rang out down the alley, high-pitched and angry. Midge froze. It was the murderer come back, he had no doubt of it. Another second and his own lifeless body would join that of the fiddler. He ducked away and fled, half on all fours, whimpering with terror, away from the shrill, insistent shouting. Blindly he scuttled the length of Goodwin’s Court and was gone.


Behind him a tall, slender figure in dove-grey cloak and tight, elegant trousers, stepped gingerly down the alleyway. Peering about him, his stout malacca cane with its weighted head hefted ready in his right hand, the man came at last to the body of the dead fiddler. As the boy had done, he pushed at it tentatively with his foot. The body rolled over and its coat, loosened by Midge, fell open to reveal a white shirt-front ominously darkened with a stain above the heart, about the size of a baby’s hand.


“A deader, by Gad. And within the hour…”


The man raised his eyebrows in cool surprise. Then he turned and fastidiously retraced his steps. Only when he was clear of the alley, under the gas lamp in the relative safety of St Martin’s Lane, did he fumble beneath his cloak and produce, on a long bright chain, a silver police whistle which he put to his lips and blew, piercingly and repeatedly.


At that moment, far away in a broad-eaved house high on a Bavarian cliff above a snowy valley, a toothless old woman was sitting up in bed, a smile on her wizened lips, staring with unseeing eyes at the flame of the scented nightlight in its saucer beside her. Her sleep, like that of the boy’s, had been restless that night, as if disturbed by dreams. She had twisted and turned, and once she too had cried out. But there had been no terror in her cry—rather a strange exultation. As if what she had dreamed had brought her a fierce, malignant pleasure.


Her cry had aroused the younger woman, thick-limbed and ugly, sleeping in the next room. She had lain motionless, not breathing, listening to the snow-laden silence of the night, ready on an instant to hurry to the old woman’s side. But the cry had not been repeated, and the younger woman had breathed again, turned over in her narrow bed, and gone thankfully back to sleep.


Now the old woman was awake. She had hauled herself laboriously up till she was sitting, propped awkwardly against her fine, lace-edged pillows. Normally, once fully roused, she would at once have rung the bell on the table beside her. She was not, in the usual course of events, one to suffer sleeplessness gladly, or to show undue consideration for the rest of others.


Tonight, however, the old woman smiled, and the silver bell on her side table remained silent. The dream—if dream it was—had left her elated. She stared entranced at the tranquil flame of her night-light. She thought of her son in far-off London. Soon now, his tasks completed, he would be returning to her. She smiled.


Somewhere out in the frozen night an owl hooted. She heard it and shifted her thin, crippled body, picturing its flight among the moonlit pine trees. And smiled again. She too, that night, had gone hunting.


After a while she stretched an arm down beside her bed and brought up a fine leather violin case. She placed it upon her knees, opened it, and took the instrument out. The dim light shone softly on its reddish flowing curves. The old woman rested then, half-dreaming again as she plucked absently at its strings, the sound no more than a faint ticking in the vast black stillness of her room. Then, when she was ready, she lifted the bow from its velvet cradle within the case’s lid, tucked the fiddle beneath her chin, and began to play. Her hands jerked and trembled, so that she could scarcely find the notes she wanted.


The younger woman stirred again in the adjoining room, woke, listened to the thin, uneven scraping. But she made no move to leave her bed, for she recognised the melody. It was a song from a music box, a children’s song, ages-old, innocent and sweetly sad.


Always the old woman hated to be interrupted when she was playing, but never more so than when she was playing this tune. It had been her daughter’s favourite. Her dead daughter’s favourite.


So the younger woman lay quietly in the lonely darkness of her room. And, as she listened to the music, she wept. For no proper reason that she could understand, save that the song was so hauntingly pretty, and played so badly, with such crabbed, uncertain fingers.




Ach, du lieber Augustin,


Augustin, Augustin…


Ach, du lieber Augustin,


Alles ist hin.





In London, in Mattie Falconer’s little basement kitchen, the clock on the wall struck one. Mattie looked up from her patchwork and frowned. Surely the clock must be wrong? Even allowing for more curtain calls than usual, Albert should have got away from the theatre by twelve-fifteen. And it wasn’t more than a twenty-minute walk from Covent Garden to their home in Bacon Street, one of the narrow grey streets behind Waterloo Station.


But the clock was never wrong. It was an American clock, oblong, with a large glass door and a painting of the Rocky Mountains on the glass below the face. It had kept excellent time, ever since Albert had brought it home from the market on the Lambeth Road six years before, just after they were married.


Mattie laid aside her needlework. Albert was late. Something bad must have happened. She got up, went to the outside door and opened it, letting in a blast of cold night air. She shivered slightly, and went back for her shawl. She was an upright, graceful young woman, with a slim waist and a fullness of figure that not even her simple brown worsted dress and white apron could conceal. Neither could the workmanlike set of her hair, its thick dark tresses parted in the middle and drawn back over her ears into a bun at the nape of her neck, detract from the hint of passion in her full mouth and finely curved brows. Her face was heart-shaped, her eyes wide apart and of a russet brown colour in which, when she was laughing, flecks of bright gold danced.


Now, however, her broad, high forehead was furrowed. She stood for a moment in the open doorway, listening. The street above was silent, save for the distant, night-long clatter of the railway. Behind her she heard the rocking chair creak slowly back and forth, then stop. Pinning her shawl tightly across her chest, she closed the door and went up the steep area steps. She stood for a long time, staring down Bacon Street, certain that at any second Albert would appear, his coat tails flapping in the wind. She’d wave to him and he’d wave back. And when he reached her he’d kiss her forehead in his tired, absent-minded fashion, and tell her what a goose she was to worry.


There could well be, she knew, several perfectly harmless reasons why Albert might be late. He played his fiddle in the band at the Italian Opera House on Covent Garden. The following night there was to be a Masked Ball at the theatre, so the conductor, Mr Costa, might easily have delayed the musicians, handing out new band parts. Or Albert might just have lingered, chatting with the actors.


But Mattie believed neither reason. Today had been Professor Anderson’s Gala Benefit, offering a long and difficult programme, and Albert had been at the theatre since noon. He’d be anxious to get home to his bed.


For a long time she stood, shivering in the bitter March wind. Then she turned and went back down the steps to her warm kitchen. She crossed to the range and poked up the coals in the black-leaded grate. She gazed about her. The oil lamp cast a tranquil glow over everything—her sewing on the table, all the scraps of bright fabric lying tumbled where she had left them. But she drew no comfort from the calm, safe little room. Something bad had happened. And she didn’t know what to do.


There was, in fact, nothing that she could do. Except wait. She daren’t leave little Victoria alone in the house. Neither, at that hour of the morning, dare she rouse her friendly neighbour, Aggie Templeton, and ask her help. Aggie’s man was a demon where his sleep was concerned.


Thinking of her child, Mattie was filled with a sudden, unreasonable panic. She snatched up the lamp and hurried to their bedroom, with its big iron bedstead, and the mahogany wardrobe her mother had given her, and the cot with its white starched frills. She held the lamp high, gazed down at her small, flaxen-haired daughter, sleeping peacefully beneath her snug counterpane.


The sight filled her heart with such a passion of relief and love that she pressed a hand tightly to her breast, simply to still its beating. Her husband was a good man, and unfailingly kind, but it was her daughter to whom she gave her profoundest devotion. And Vickie was safe. The child made a small sleepy sound, disturbed perhaps by the brightness of the light on her face, and turned over, burrowing deeper, like a mouse, beneath the bedclothes.


Mattie left the room, closed the door softly behind her. She replaced the lamp on the kitchen table, settled herself again in her rocking chair, and picked up her needlework. It was her custom always to wait up for Albert, his supper keeping warm in the oven. It was the very least she could do. He worked long, hard hours, and brought his wages home to her, every penny, and a man had the right to expect a little thoughtfulness in return. She always waited up, so she would wait up now. Even if—


But she could not bear to think of it. Cruelly the picture came into her mind of his journey home on foot through the dark London streets. She put it from her. Certainly there were thieves, violent, wicked men. But it was the rich they preyed on, with sovereigns in their purses and gold watch-chains across their ample waistcoats. What would they want with a poor, shabby musician? Determinedly she bent to her work, cutting the neat paper shapes, tacking the scraps of material over them.


At two o’clock she was still working. And at three o’clock also. While the child slept on, innocently unaware. It was with the coming of three o’clock that Mattie, remembering Albert’s dinner still warming in the oven, paused in her work to take it out. It was dried up, ruined, so she put it outside on the kitchen windowsill for the cats. Then she returned again to her assiduous stitching.


By the time the American clock struck four, however, Mattie’s hands were still, her eyes closed, her head fallen awkwardly forward upon her chest. The coals in the grate settled and died. The lamp faded also, its wick charred now and trailing wisps of sour smoke. The room grew steadily colder. Five o’clock came, and six, and seven on that drear March day, and still Mattie slept on in the old rocking chair, safe for a while from the bitter reality of her situation.


It was nearly eight o’clock when the scrape of hob-nailed boots on the area steps roused her. She lifted her head, saw the grey light of day filtering in through the curtains, and was instantly wide awake. Heavy knuckles rapped on the door. In a flash she was across the room, dragging the door open, staring beseechingly out at the two men who stood there, squashed together in the tiny space at the bottom of the steps. Only one of them wore uniform, but she had no doubt at all that they were both policemen.


“Tell me he’s not dead. Dear God, please tell me Albert’s not dead.”


But she knew from their faces that he was.


“Mrs Falconer? Mrs Albert Falconer?”


She nodded, biting her lip. Behind her she could hear little Victoria, disturbed by the sudden racket, calling to her.


“Could we come in, please?” The policeman’s thin face was as grey as the morning “Inspector Gradbolt, ma’am. I’m afraid I have bad news for you.”


She stepped back a pace. “Yes. Yes, of course …” She gestured vaguely. “I … I was expecting you. But I’ve been asleep, you see. And now the fire’s gone out, and I … I don’t seem to—”


“She’s going to faint, Sergeant Griffin. Catch her, you fool.”


But she didn’t faint. It was just that she was confused. Events seemed to be repeating themselves. Bent over her needlework she’d already lived through this moment a hundred times, the solemn policemen, their hugeness in her tiny, cold kitchen. She walked calmly away to the window and drew back the curtains. This too had happened before, the clatter of the curtain rings, and the two men shifting their feet in the doorway.


“Come in,” she said. “Sit down. Make yourselves comfortable.” She fumbled with the strings of her apron. It wasn’t right for these strange, important men to see her wearing her apron. “I’m afraid you must excuse me while I go and see to my little girl. Your knocking on the door—I think it’s frightened her.”


She left them without another glance, taking off her apron as she went and rolling it into a tight ball. Victoria was sitting up in bed, not yet worried, simply curious. Mattie fetched the child’s doll from the mantelpiece and gave it to her.


“Tell ’Melia there’s no need to fret, will you, dearest? You know how quickly she gets into one of her states.” The doll’s waxen face looked up at her unblinkingly. “There’s two nice gentlemen come to see Mama. Tell her if she’s quiet and good she can have a boiled egg for breakfast when they’re gone.”


Victoria hugged the doll defensively. “ ’Melia’s always good, if I tell her so.”


Mattie straightened her back. “That’s my best girl,” she murmured, turning away. Across the passage, in the kitchen, the clock on the wall began to strike eight. She put the rolled-up apron down on the bed and paused in front of the wardrobe mirror to pin up stray wisps of hair.


She was almost through the door when her daughter called after her. “Have the horrid gentlemen come to see Papa too?” she asked.


Mattie looked back. “They’re not horrid gentlemen,” she said firmly. “They’re nice. Very nice. Sometimes I don’t think you listen to a word I say.”


She closed the door then and leaned for a moment against the wall, examining its purple roses, gathering the strength necessary to return to the nice gentlemen. Up to the moment of Vickie’s question she had been safe, protected by her sense of unreality, by the feeling that everything had happened before. Now, suddenly, the world was real. Even the roses on the wallpaper were real. And she was horribly afraid.


Back in the kitchen the police sergeant was on his knees in front of the grate. He had emptied it of cinders and was busy laying a new fire. He had even found her bundle of kindling sticks where she kept them in the bottom oven. She wondered if his wife also had a bottom oven that was good for nothing except drying sticks.


Inspector Gradbolt had taken off his heavy green tweed ulster and hung it on the back of the door. Now he was seated at the table. Mattie’s sewing things were pushed to one side, and the inspector was rolling to and fro a small metallic object that glinted in the growing daylight.


He rose as Mattie came into the room and stood, quite still, looking sombrely down at her. He was not, she thought, at the best of times a cheerful person. His clean-shaven face was long, with hollow cheeks below high cheek-bones, and thin, almost colourless hair recently sleeked down with pungent bay rum. The knuckles of his bony hands were painfully chapped.


He cleared his throat. “Mrs Falconer,” he began, “I’m afraid we have serious news for you concerning your husband. He—”


“He’s dead.” She walked calmly to the table, sat down in her rocking chair. “Albert’s dead. I realise that. Otherwise you wouldn’t be here …”


Her voice tailed off. She shrugged her shoulders then, suddenly, leaned forward and hid her face in her hands. She needed to think. There were plans to be made. And she was so tired.


She felt the inspector’s hand upon her shoulder. “Perhaps you have a neighbour, Mrs Falconer,” he said gently. “Someone who could come in and … and be with you.”


Looking up at him, she saw that he cared. In his eyes there was knowledge of all the petty ugliness of the world. But there was compassion also. His work had not embittered him, had not armoured him against the suffering of others.


“Please tell me what happened,” she said. “I must know, you see. I won’t make a fuss, I promise. But you must tell me.”


Down on the floor beside her the police sergeant struck a match and held it to the paper and sticks he had laid in the grate. He was a solid man, broad and dependable, with a heavy black moustache, and he watched the fire as if it were the most important thing in all the world. Mattie felt that she was among friends.


Inspector Gradbolt sat down opposite her. “Your husband’s body was found in the early hours of the morning, ma’am. In Goodwin’s Court. You may know the place.”


She shook her head, stared down at her hands. “How did Albert … how did my husband die?”


The inspector produced small oval eyeglasses, breathed on them, and began to polish them on a large, very white handkerchief. “You must have had a long and worrying night, ma’am. For which I’m profoundly sorry. But there was the management of the theatre to be consulted, concerning next of kin. And these matters take time, I fear.”


“How did my husband die?”


She saw the inspector’s glance flick sideways to his sergeant, then back again. Poor man, she thought, I wouldn’t like his job.


“It’s the doctor’s opinion, ma’am, that Mr Falconer can have suffered very little. Death would have been virtually instantaneous.”


“But how—?”


“Mr Falconer was stabbed, ma’am. Through the heart.”


“I see.” Suddenly it didn’t seem important. Indeed, she wondered why she had thought it so vital that she should know. Albert was dead—that was what mattered. “I see,” she said again, very softly.


Inspector Gradbolt nodded to his sergeant, who rose from the fire and moved away to the outside door. Already the flames in the grate were crackling loudly. “You’re very brave, Mrs Falconer. I admire that. But perhaps if we were to come back later …”


“No!” Convulsively she leaned forward, clutched his arm. “The man who killed him—have you caught him? Do you know who he was?”


“Not yet, Mrs Falconer. But we will. We will.”


She believed him. His voice was quiet, but coldly determined. Come what may, sooner or later, he would find the murderer. “You must tell me everything you know,” she said. “Please.”


Her hand was still on his arm. He placed his own gently over it. “There’s really very little, ma’am. So far, that is. A gentleman was passing in St Martin’s Lane. He chanced to look up Goodwin’s Court, saw a boy bending over your husband’s body. A boy with red hair. He shouted and the boy ran off. When he reached the place, your husband was dead.”


Mattie frowned. “A boy? Then it was a boy who killed—”


“That’s hardly likely, ma’am. It was a very small boy, according to the eye-witness. Hardly the strength …”


Mattie nodded. Albert wasn’t a big man, but he was strong. She glanced at the pine dresser against the back wall, remembering how he had carried it down the area steps unaided. He wouldn’t have let himself be killed—not by a little street boy.


“We’re looking for the boy, mind,” the inspector went on. “We know he is a crossing-sweeper. Ten years old or so—mostly spends his nights in a doorway close by where your husband’s body was found. Left his broom there, as a matter of fact. We think he probably saw the attack. May even be able to identify the murderer.”


Ten years old. A crossing-sweeper, only ten years old, spending his nights in a comfortless doorway … Mattie thought of her own child, and shuddered. What a sad, terrible world it was.


“Poor little boy—actually to see the murder.”


“I shouldn’t let it worry you, ma’am. These lads are tough—they have to be or they wouldn’t last long on the streets.”


He carefully lifted her hand off his arm, and rested it on the table. Then he turned to his sergeant. “Fire’s burning nicely now, Griffin. What about a splash of tea?”


Mattie half rose. “Let me—”


“You leave it to Sergeant Griffin, ma’am.” For the first time Inspector Gradbolt smiled. Briefly it made his thin grey face seem almost young again. “He has unexpected talents, Sergeant Griffin has.”


The sergeant picked up the kettle from the side of the range and went to fill it at the tap out in the area. Mattie watched his quiet competence. Remembering the sticks, she thought perhaps she’d been wrong. Perhaps there wasn’t a Mrs Griffin. Perhaps he was used to doing for himself.


She turned back to the inspector. “This Goodwin’s Court,” she said. “Do not people live there? Are there not houses? I do not wish to teach you your business, Inspector, but might not someone living there have seen something? Or heard something?”


“Certainly there are houses, ma’am. But of the disreputable sort, if you take my meaning.”


She did. With another man, the mention of such places would have caused her acute embarrassment. But not with the inspector. He knew so much of life. If he was not embarrassed, then why should she be?


“Naturally we have enquired,” he went on. “But such folk are seldom helpful. It’s a question of sides, Mrs Falconer—us on one side, them on the other. I suppose you can hardly blame them.”


He spoke thoughtfully, sadly, playing again with the small metallic object, rolling it backwards and forwards on the table. Mattie saw now that it was a gold signet ring.


For a moment silence fell in the tiny kitchen. Then the inspector gathered his thoughts. “Your husband would have been carrying his violin, I understand. Was it a particularly valuable instrument?”


She knew then that the violin had been stolen. She sighed. “Not valuable the way some violins are. It was modern—a Becker. Albert worked for the makers once, as their English agent. But it had a very pretty tone. And it was valuable to us. We … we don’t have very much money, you see.”


Instantly she felt ashamed. She hadn’t meant to sound sorry for herself. And besides, the inspector must know for himself that they weren’t rich, just by looking round her kitchen. Not rich—but not poor either.


Inspector Gradbolt was rummaging in the pockets of his Norfolk jacket. If he had noticed her confusion, he gave no sign. “Which reminds me, ma’am—we found some money in your husband’s pocket. Not strictly according to regulations, ma’am, but I brought it along. Sad time like this, I thought you might have some use for it.”


He stacked a small pile of coins on the table beside the gold signet ring. “Interesting, wouldn’t you say? That the murderer should go off with the violin, I mean, and not bother with these. Are you sure it wasn’t a valuable instrument?”


She shook her head. “I told you. It was a Becker. They’re made in some factory in Bavaria. My father has a music shop in Greenwich—he sells Beckers to students all the time.” Which wasn’t quite true. If her father sold two of his cheapest violins a month he thought himself lucky.


Beside her on the fire the kettle began to sing. Sergeant Griffin had found the tea caddy on the fringed mantelshelf and had brought across her second best teapot from the dresser. He poured hot water into the pot and swirled it round and round.


“Your husband was a brave man,” the inspector told her. “There are signs that he fought for his life, and fought hard.”


Mattie tried to concentrate. There was so much she didn’t understand. Suddenly she’d had enough. She felt utterly weary, and the whole room seemed to be slipping away from her.


“This ring now, Mrs Falconer. It was found on the pavement close by your husband’s body. Must have been torn off in the struggle—not to put too fine a point on it, there’s traces of blood, you see.” He held the ring up. “The question is, ma’am, have you seen it before? Is it your husband’s?”


She focused her eyes with difficulty. “There’s a little bird on it,” she whispered.


“Quite right, ma’am. A golden oriole, so they tell me. But the question is, was this ring your husband’s, or did it belong to the murderer?”


She peered at the heavy gold signet ring, and at the bright little bird engraved on it. Then, as understanding dawned, she shrank away in horror. “Albert never had a ring,” she said. “Never. Not in all the years I knew him. He never had a ring, I tell you …”


There was a roaring in her ears. And Inspector Gradbolt’s voice, strangely hollow and far, far away. “Now she really is going to faint, Sergeant. Lord save us, man, haven’t you got that tea ready yet?”
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MATTIE’S RECOLLECTIONS of the next few hours were confused. She remembered weeping, and her shame that she should do so in front of two strange men, and the rough feel of Inspector Gradbolt’s green Norfolk jacket against her cheek. Her husband was dead, murdered, and the two policemen were there on account of that. One of them, a sergeant with a heavy black moustache, was trying to give her a cup of tea.


A gap followed. Then Aggie Templeton stroking her hair, and her little daughter Victoria, still in her nightdress, looking up at her. The kindest soul, Aggie was, and Victoria thought the world of her. The policemen seemed to have gone away, and Aggie was making faces at someone over her head, and little hurry-up movements with the hand that wasn’t stroking her hair. Mattie turned towards the door in time to see the departing figure of Bashford Scroggs, who was simple, and ran errands for everyone on Bacon Street.


Next Mattie remembered being in bed, with Vickie tucked up beside her, and they were looking at the pictures in Shock-headed Peter. They couldn’t read the words, for they were all in German. The book was Albert’s—a memento of one of his journeys to Bavaria, before he’d met her. She loved his stories about all the places he’d seen … the snowy mountains, the houses like cuckoo clocks, the brightly-painted sledges, the horses with plumes, and bells on their harness. And suddenly she was crying again, and Aggie had come and taken the child away, and played with her in the kitchen “till Mama was better”.


And then, astonishingly, her own Mama was in the bedroom. But not the mama she was used to, the mama with the handkerchief drenched in lavender water spread across her forehead, reclining in the crowded little parlour above the music shop in Greenwich, the curtains drawn, her voice a querulous whisper. No, this was a new mama, an organising mama in her outdoor clothes, briskly taking off her hat, full of firm good sense.


“Goodness gracious, Matilda, you can’t just lie there. There’s a deal of important matters to be attended to. You’ve lost your man, child, but you’re not the first and you won’t be the last. Life goes on. And you’ve got little Vickie to consider.”


Her mother was rummaging in the wardrobe, taking out clothes. She paused, looked back over her shoulder. “Which reminds me—what have you told your little girl about her poor dear Papa?”


Close to tears again, Mattie shrugged helplessly.


Her mother returned to her curious task. “Heavens child, you must tell her something. She’s not a baby—she knows something’s happened. My advice is to say her papa has had to go away on a long journey. It’s true, in a way …”


She emerged with a final armful of clothes, kicked the wardrobe door shut behind her, and stood staring at Mattie. Suddenly she allowed her voice to soften. “He’s not coming back, child. He was a dear, kind man, and you had the joy of him for six good years. That’s a deal more than many of us women can say.”


She put the clothes down and came forward to sit on the bed. She put an arm round Mattie’s shoulders. “The time for grieving will be later, my dear. Good gracious, just now I doubt if you even understand properly what’s happened.”


She kissed Mattie’s forehead lightly, gave her a squeeze, and then was up on her feet again, bustling about the room. Mattie watched her in utter bewilderment. Finally she asked her what she was doing.


“Doing, child? Why, I’m getting you ready. You have a portmanteau, I imagine. No arguments, now. You and Victoria are coming to stay with us, just for a while. Your father’s getting your old room cleared out this very minute.”


It had been, Mattie was afterwards to realise, the very best treatment she could have received. Sympathy would have undermined her completely. Calm good sense, however, and the removal of all personal responsibility for the immediate future, gave her exactly the breathing space she needed. For just a few hours, she could be a child again.


And, moreover, the sort of child, dependent and trusting, she had not been for ten years at least, not since her mother had taken to the chaise longue in the darkened, lavender-smelling upstairs Greenwich parlour. While her father, the irrepressible Towzer Skipkin, stayed downstairs in the shop, squeezing the waists of such female customers under the age of eighty who would permit the liberty, selling concertinas on credit to villainous-looking sailors who were never seen or heard of again, and so muddling the records of his piano-roll lending library (which was their only regular source of income) that the suppliers were continually threatening to take it away from him altogether. One grew up quickly in such a household.


Meekly, obediently Mattie got out of bed and dressed herself. Then she went out into the kitchen where Victoria, wearing her best blue dress and frilled pinafore, was eating one of Mrs Skipkin’s strange, delicious meals, consisting of anything that happened that moment to be in the food cupboard—in this case porridge, and kippers, and apples baked in their skins.


Mattie ate the porridge and the kippers. But she left her apple—her mother had forgotten to sugar them, and anyway she wasn’t hungry.


She was still sitting at the table, absent-mindedly stroking Vickie’s hair—which her mother had somehow found time to put up in curl papers—when Aggie Templeton appeared in the doorway, backed up by Bashford Scroggs and seemingly half the street, to announce that the cab was waiting.


Just at that moment her mother entered the room, carrying the bulging portmanteau and several large brown paper parcels. And at once all was bustle. Coats and mufflers were put on, paper curlers taken out. The cabbie was called to carry up the portmanteau and the parcels. The doll ’Melia was fetched, and thrust into Victoria’s anxious arms. The fire was doused in the grate and one last circuit was made to check the fastenings on all the windows. And then, almost before Mattie was aware of it, she had been bundled up the area steps and into the cab. Victoria was plumped in beside her. There was a brief consultation outside on the pavement between her mother and an over-awed Aggie Templeton, during which a discreet amount of money changed hands in return for a watchful eye being kept on the premises. And finally, after giving the most particular instructions to the cabby both as to his destination and as to the precise route he should take in order to get there, Mrs Skipkin climbed into the cab and seated herself with a satisfied sigh.


As the four-wheeler rattled off down Bacon Street, Mattie peeped out through the tiny oval rear window. Quite a crowd of neighbours had gathered to wave. Only yesterday she had been one of their number, secure and quietly content. Now, in her sudden bereavement, she felt a stranger to them all. A faint chill gripped her as she wondered if she would ever return to those dear, damp basement rooms where she had first come as Albert’s eighteen-year-old bride, full of joyful expectation, six short years before.


Seated at the plain deal desk in his office up on the second, attic floor of the building that overlooked the quiet, grassy quadrangle of Great Scotland Yard, Inspector Gradbolt was dutifully eating the jellied eels and pickle brought to him by Sergeant Griffin from the stall on Parliament Square. He ate with care, a napkin tucked into his loosened shirt collar. And as he ate he read yet again the police doctor’s report on the injuries sustained by the late Albert Falconer.


His sergeant waited, his thumbs tucked smartly into his uniform belt. Other CID sergeants wore plain clothes, but not Inspector Gradbolt’s assistant. With the CID still only fourteen years old and regarded by many people as hardly better than government spies, the inspector preferred a uniformed man at his elbow. It was Inspector Gradbolt’s contention that the calming influence of a uniform should not be underestimated.


Unobtrusively Sergeant Griffin warmed the backs of his legs at the few niggardly lumps of coal that smouldered in the grate. It was also Inspector Gradbolt’s contention that the human brain worked best in a low ambient temperature. Accordingly he rationed out the official coal like a miser, and frequently sat at his desk muffled up in his outdoor clothes.


At long last the inspector laid down the report. He used a crust of bread to mop up the last of the pickle. Then he sighed deeply.


“A wretched business,” he murmured. “And what’s to become of that poor young woman now, I wonder?”


Sergeant Griffin didn’t answer. He had worked with the inspector long enough to know when to speak, and when to hold his peace. But he discreetly moved a few paces forward, away from the fire.


The inspector sighed again. “Widowed,” he said. “Cruelly widowed—and to what purpose?”


Still Sergeant Griffin remained silent.


“Robbery, perhaps? The theft of that fiddle?” Inspector Gradbolt looked up at the sergeant over the tops of his eyeglasses. “Talk to me, friend Griffin. Confide your thoughts.”


Sergeant Griffin blew out his cheeks. “The fiddle wasn’t worth much—not according to the young lady.”


“But would the murderer know that? To the uninformed eye one fiddle must surely look very like another. And it certainly seems that the criminal went off with it.”


“Unless it was the boy as took it, sir.”


“No …” Inspector Gradbolt hunted for a moment among the papers on the desk in front of him, then resignedly gave up the search. “I recall the man who found the body saying most positively that the boy carried nothing away with him. He ran, according to our informant, almost on hands and knees, just like a monkey.”


Sergeant Griffin subsided. The eye-witness’s phrase was vivid enough to carry conviction.


The inspector sat back thoughtfully. “No, friend Griffin, I think we may assume that the murderer took the fiddle away with him. The question is, was this theft his main purpose in committing the murder, or was it, as it were, simply an afterthought?”


“An afterthought, sir?”


“Put in to confuse, perhaps.”


“I wouldn’t know about that, Inspector.”


His superior shook his head impatiently. “If theft were truly the motive, Sergeant, then why did he leave the sovereigns?”


“What if he was disturbed, sir? Disturbed by the boy—Midge I think he’s called.”


“Then he’d have killed him too. Just as he’d killed the fiddler. What man who has just committed one murder baulks at a second?”


Sergeant Griffin hesitated. Surely the killing of an innocent child was scarcely the same as … Then, suddenly, he saw what was really being asked of him. It had happened before, often. Clearly the inspector had in fact already arrived at some final and positive conclusion. What he needed now was not arguments to the contrary, but rather his sergeant’s support and encouragement. Which Sergeant Griffin felt it was principally his position to provide.


“You’re right, sir, of course,” he said. “I see it all now.”


“Do you, Sergeant? Do you really?” For some seconds Inspector Gradbolt eyed him shrewdly. The sergeant held his breath, belatedly aware of a certain crudity in his response. But the crisis passed, and his superior lowered his gaze. Casually he fingered the doctor’s report. “Stabbed through the heart, this says, friend Griffin.” He cleared his throat. “Stabbed—the word suggests a dagger, does it not?”


Wisely the sergeant waited to be told exactly what the word in fact suggested.


“But a dagger long enough,” the inspector continued, “to penetrate in a horizontal line straight through the poor wretch’s body and out at the back. Hm?”


Sergeant Griffin hedged warily. “It is possible, sir. Downstairs they picked up an Italian only last week, sir—stiletto on him ten inches at least.”


“Certainly ten inches would be sufficient …” Inspector Gradbolt lifted a foot-rule from his desk and held it experimentally, dagger-like, in his fist. “But it would have needed to be an extremely small Italian, would it not?”


When pressed, the sergeant was capable of thinking quickly. “You mean, sir, on account of the angle?”


“Precisely so. This dagger, if dagger it be, entered the body in a horizontal line, deviating neither to right nor left. Therefore the man using it must have been striking roughly on a level with his head.”


Sergeant Griffin stared doubtfully at the foot-rule. He had seen daggers held differently, and pushed straight into people. But he wasn’t going to say so. “In that case, sir, discounting a child as wouldn’t have the strength, either the weapon wasn’t no dagger, or we’re looking for an Italian midget.”


Inspector Gradbolt glared at him. “I’m afraid I don’t share your sense of humour, Sergeant. This is a murder enquiry, not a turn at the Palace of Varieties.”


“I’m very sorry, sir.” The sergeant blushed. Sometimes he couldn’t win, no matter what. “What you’re saying, sir, is that the weapon wasn’t no dagger.”


The inspector took off his glasses and massaged the bridge of his nose. He frowned wearily. “I’m in a bad mood, Sergeant—you must forgive me. But I can’t help thinking of that poor young woman …” He turned his head away, looked down at the papers littering his desk. With an effort he regained his former businesslike manner. “Clearly the weapon was no dagger, but rather a sword. And almost certainly a sword usually concealed within a stick. They’re common enough these days, I fear, on the streets of the city.”


The sergeant watched in careful silence as Inspector Gradbolt removed the napkin from his shirt collar and began folding it into a small neat oblong.


“He’s a gentleman, this murderer of ours, if he carries a sword-stick. A man of means, I’d say. And therefore obviously no common robber.”


At last the conclusion, final and positive. Sergeant Griffin relaxed. “Very true, sir. So he took the fiddle simply to confuse.”


For Inspector Gradbolt, however, the arrival at his conclusion seemed to bring him little comfort. “The net result of which, friend Griffin, is that we are, in short, confused.” He put the napkin on the desk, and his eyeglasses squarely on top of it. “What, then, are we left with? No motive, certainly. A murderer who is a gentleman. A missing violin, probably irrelevant. A few muddy footprints too blurred to be of any value. And a possible witness, the boy Midge, now mysteriously gone missing.”


“We’ve got the signet ring, sir, engraved with that bird.” Sergeant Griffin tried to sound hopeful. He hated to see the inspector so low. “If we was to find the shop what sold it, then maybe they’d know the gent as they sold it to.”


“You’re right, of course.” Inspector Gradbolt brightened. “A golden oriole—it shouldn’t be hard to trace.”


“Neither should the boy, sir. Word’s gone round all the stations—we’ll pull him in, sir—no time at all.”


But the inspector wasn’t listening. “And I’ll tell you another thing, Sergeant. If I was a criminal, and I lost my signet ring at the scene of my crime, I’d get myself another. Waste no time about it. Just in case somebody started asking awkward questions. And that’s when our man will have to show himself.”


He looked up, his jaw hardening. “We’ll get to him, Griffin. If I have to call on every jeweller’s shop in London myself, we’ll get to him. Perhaps not today, perhaps not tomorrow. But I swear we’ll get to him.”


Sergeant Griffin experienced a moment’s unease. Tomorrow? What made the inspector think they’d still be on the case tomorrow? After all, to the Police Commissioners, just how important was the murder of one unknown musician—in a city where crimes of violence were a daily occurrence? The Commissioners not having met the young widow in the case, poor young thing …


These too, he knew, were sentiments best kept to himself. Sufficient unto the day was the evil thereof. And anyway, the inspector had already leapt to his feet, filled with his new determination. “There’s work for us both, friend Griffin,” he announced. “You, my dear fellow, must have another talk with the ladies of Goodwin’s Court. Daylight, so I’m told, finds the poor creatures at a certain disadvantage.”


He hurried to the door. “For myself, I intend to follow up in the matter of the ring. Both rings. Trace the design on the old and institute enquiries concerning the new … Between you and me, though, I’m pinning my best hopes on finding the boy. Lord save us, he can’t just vanish. Not with every peeler in London on the look-out for him!”


Midge was tired out. And very hungry. He sat on the steps outside St Paul’s and nursed his empty, aching stomach. Wretchedly he remembered yesterday afternoon, and the three whole pennies he’d had in his pocket. He’d spent the lot—on hot tea and winkles. The tea he’d needed against the cold March wind. And, as for the winkles, well, he’d reckoned a lad with a broom and a crossing of his own could afford a few luxuries once in a while.


Now, only half a day later, he’d lost his broom. And therefore his crossing also. And his pockets were empty.


Running away from Goodwin’s Court the previous night, he’d taken refuge in the fruit and vegetable market at the far end of Floral Street, where there were bright naphtha flares burning, and big friendly men with baskets on their heads. He’d stayed there a long time, watching the wagons come in from the country, before he suddenly realised he didn’t have his broom anymore. The discovery threw him into total panic. He’d left his broom behind him in the Court, and it was a serious thing to lose it. But he daren’t go back, not back into his dream, not back in the dark between those echoing, death-filled walls. With the murderer still waiting, like as not, ready to jump out on him.


So he tried not to worry, and told himself he’d go back for it first thing in the morning, soon as it was light. Nobody’d get on to it before then—except maybe one of the girls who worked upstairs, and they were his friends. They’d keep it safe for him.


But when he went back for his broom in the morning, it wasn’t there.


And the dead body of the fiddler wasn’t there either. Only a faint red smudge on the stones to tell him it hadn’t all been just a part of his nightmare.


There was a constable though, out on St Martin’s Lane, who saw him and shouted, and blew his whistle, and chased after him. So he had to run away again, and gave up all hope of ever getting his precious broom back.


First he hid in an empty cab shelter. There was a crust lying on the floor under the cabbies’ bench. It was rock-hard, and had been nibbled by mice, and normally he’d never have touched it. But now, without his broom, he couldn’t afford to be fussy. He chewed it disconsolately, and wondered what to do next.


If things went on like this he’d have to go back to thieving. He didn’t like thieving—not since his friend Cruncher Billings had got himself caught, and they’d sent him to the boot-brush factory. He could think of nothing in the world worse than the boot-brush factory.


After a while a cabbie arrived in a shocking temper, and chased Midge out into the street. So he begged a bit on Kings-way, and tried to hold a gentleman’s horse, and received nothing but angry words for his pains. There’d been a constable too, on point duty on High Holborn, who had shouted out, then left his post to come after him. But Midge had dodged away across the street, narrowly escaping the wheels of a horse-bus, and scuttled off into Lincoln’s Inn Fields. Policemen were no friends of his—he ran from them more or less on principle.


Midday found him on Shoe Lane, hunting in dustbins until an angry man in a leather apron chased him away with a chopper. He wandered on, munching the few old brussels sprouts he’d found. They left him, if anything, hungrier than ever.


When he came to St Paul’s he sat down on the broad stone steps. In his experience people were at their most generous coming out of church. But no one came. So he sat and nursed his empty, aching stomach, and decided at last to go in search of Mr Stumpy Miller. You could usually find Mr Stumpy Miller, strapped to his trolley, somewhere around the Strand or the Aldwych. Mr Stumpy Miller kept himself clean, and played the spoons. He had no legs, but he did all right. And Mr Stumpy Miller was Midge’s friend.


All the way to Greenwich Mattie’s mother kept up a constant flow of chatter, principally for the benefit of little Victoria. The room Vickie’d have at the back, her mama’s old room, over Grandpa’s workshop … the park she could go and play in … and the tall sailing ships out on the river, and the lights that shone on them at night, reflected in the water like stars …


Sadly Mattie wondered when her mother had last seen either the park or the sailing ships. For many years now she had lacked energy for more than the briefest of excursions, either to church or down for a gossip in Mrs Wassnidge’s cluttered little shop on the corner of Ship Road, smelling of cheeses and turpentine. Really, it seemed to Mattie that Albert’s death had been just the very thing her mother had needed to shake her out of her querulous torpor.


And Mattie herself, what of her own reaction to her sudden, terrible loss? Albert had been a good man, a quiet man … dependable … affectionate … Tears sprang again in her eyes at the thought of the emptiness his going would leave in her life. Yet this was hardly the distraction of grief she might have expected of herself. Indeed, now that she had a chance to collect her wits, she had to admit that at least a part of her sorrow was caused by regret—shame even—that she was not more deeply moved by the death of her husband.


She should have been devastated. They had loved each other, had they not? And he always so kind and gentle … She reminded herself of how much he had given up for her sake: the footloose days of his bachelorhood, the jaunts to Bavaria, his travels the length and breadth of England, encumbered by no more than his case of violins and his order book. For he had been a man without responsibilities or family ties, the only child of parents who had died when he was barely out of his teens. And, on account of his constant travelling, a man without any real friends. But it was a way of life that had appealed to him, she knew. He’d been good at selling, and in the course of his journeys there were often bands he could help out in, by way of some extra income on the side. But he’d given it all up, and settled down, without a murmur. Six years they’d had, and never a truly cross word between them.


She sighed, staring out at the shabby shop-fronts on Jamaica Road. Perhaps that was half the trouble. Never a cross word, and never a really joyful one either …


Not that he hadn’t courted her eagerly enough. He always said, from the very first moment he came into her father’s shop and saw her serving behind the counter, there had been no other woman he wanted, no other woman he could love. And those early days together, those summer afternoons watching the cricket on Blackheath or taking the ferry across to see the big tea ships unload in the India Docks, they’d been joyful enough, hadn’t they?


She sighed again. No, it was after their wedding, after their honeymoon really, that the change had come about. Three days they’d had, at Southend: three rainy days trudging up and down the mile-long pier, and three unhappy nights … Mattie closed her eyes and rested her head against the fusty velvet of the cab lining. She’d never understood why those nights were so unhappy. She’d done everything he’d expected of her. Everything. And in the fullness of time little Vickie had been born, which was what it was all for, wasn’t it? And yet … She rocked her head sadly to and fro, hearing again the unbearable sound of Albert crying in the darkness beside her.


And afterwards, though he smiled often, and ruffled her hair, and called her his little Muffin, all the joy seemed somehow to have quite slipped away. And now he was dead … Mattie turned away from the others in the cab and wept, very softly and gently, not letting her mother or her daughter see. She wept, not for Albert, nor for herself, but for what might have been.


Her father’s shop, T. Skipkin and Partners, stood on Copperas Street, just off Creek Road, sandwiched tightly between a rag-and-bone man’s yard and a dusty dealer in Naval Necessities. Matilda knew that the ‘T’ in her father’s name stood in fact for Theodore. For some reason lost in history, however, Towzer was the name he was invariably known by. Except in the case of her mother, who referred to him always as Mr Skipkin—in the hope, possibly, that a certain old-world decorum might thereby attach itself to him. Sadly for her, the hope was vain. Towzer Skipkin had been born indecorous, and would remain indecorous until the day he died. In view of which obvious fact, it was all the more remarkable that Mattie’s mother should ever have married him.


As for the ‘Partners’ emblazoned above the murky window of his shop, they were simply an indication of Towzer Skipkin’s unquenchable optimism. One day, he maintained, they would undoubtedly materialise, bringing with them that magical commodity called Capital … which would result, equally magically, in boundless prosperity for all. And for which happy day he thought it reasonable to make every possible preparation.


When the four-wheeler arrived, Towzer Skipkin was waiting, mop and duster in hand, in the shop’s open doorway. “Mattie … my dearest … my poor child … welcome!”


He advanced magnificently across the narrow pavement. He was a small man, thin as a wisp. Nevertheless his words, so Mattie feared, could have been heard down river as far as Gravesend. They rose and fell, molto espressivo. Not for nothing had Towzer Skipkin once taught singing and elocution in Marylebone.


He wrenched open the carriage door. “Your elegant boudoir awaits you, my pet. No effort has been spared. Your father, I dare claim, has laboured mightily. Dust and dinginess, the accumulated detritus of six long years, all has been banished!”


Mattie alighted, was engulfed at once in a tender embrace. Her mother followed, leading Victoria, a trifle awe-struck, by the hand. “Hot bricks in the beds, I trust, Mr Skipkin?”


“Naturally, Maud my dear. Naturally …”


From which over-smooth reply Mattie rightly deduced that the bricks in question had quite escaped his memory.


He hurried on. “And here’s Victoria—here’s Grandpapa’s very bestest little girl. And what do you think Grandpapa has in his pocket? A peppermint, perhaps, for his only bestest?”


He hunted, produced eventually a crumpled paper bag, quite empty. “Dear me, dear me—now, isn’t that the strangest thing? But never mind, my bestest. Never mind …”


And he lifted Victoria, planting on her cheek a whiskery kiss that Mattie knew from recent experience would well-nigh suffocate the child with pepperminty vapours.


Her mother tapped him on the shoulder. “If you do not mind, Mr Skipkin, we will go on in while you settle with the cabman.” She leaned closer. “A little generosity would be suitable. He drove us admirably. And was most obliging in the matter of our baggage.”


Mattie rescued Victoria, then reluctantly followed her mother inside, leaving a deflated Towzer Skipkin to hunt again in his shapeless, unpromising pockets. They were scoring off each other still, she observed with a further lowering of her spirits.


Maud Skipkin led the way through the shop. Little had changed since Mattie was last there, certainly not the shabby chaos of the shelves. As they went by, Toby Grimble, who had been twelve when he replaced Mattie behind the counter, bent his head even closer to the pile of score sheets he was pretending to catalogue. He too seemed very much the same, both in his shyness and in the unfortunate fit of his celluloid collar.


Behind the shop there was a musty storeroom, with a door that gave on to the workshop out at the back, and a crooked, decaying staircase to the living quarters above. On the windowless landing at the top of these stairs Mattie was suddenly stopped dead. She let Vickie go on ahead with her mother. It was as if a trap were closing inexorably about her. This was what her former life had been, this landing, this threadbare oilcloth, this faint pervasive smell of gas, this gloom … No wonder then that she had married the first man who asked her. She’d have done anything in the world just to get away, to be able to breathe. And now she was returning.


Her Sunday afternoon visits down the last six years had been different. Then she’d been bringing little Vickie for tea with her grandparents. She’d been a married woman, separate, safe, with a husband and a life of her own. Now she was none of these things. She was back where she started.


Panic possessed her. She fought with it, reminding herself to be grateful for her parents’ generosity. They could hardly welcome this disruption in their lives, yet they’d taken her and Vickie in without a moment’s hesitation. And she was grateful. Truly grateful. A widow now, and penniless, she must learn to trim her expectations accordingly.


She squared her shoulders and went on forward bravely into the small back bedroom, the elegant boudoir, her father had prepared for her. It was, in fact, as poor and shabby as it had always been, shabbier even. Six years shabbier. Yet she greeted it with affection and true gratitude.


A battle had been fought and won, first of the many battles over the pain of her bereavement that she must fight and win.


Elsewhere, on a gleaming clifftop in Bavaria, far from London’s gritty, wind-scoured streets, the sun was shining. And on a balcony, sheltered beneath wide eaves, an old woman was sitting in a wheel-chair, swathed in vivid shawls. Before her there stretched a breathtaking prospect: the snow-laden roofs of the town spread out in the valley below, the quaint green dome of the church, and beyond, the darkly flowing river Isar and the towering crags of the Karwendelgebirge.


Yet the old woman, her mittened hands ever restless in her lap, saw none of it. Her eyes were open, yet blank, turned inward. For she was thinking of her son. Soon, his tasks completed, Bruno would be returning to her. Soon. Very soon.


Suddenly it was as if she could hear the chink of his sleigh-bells, his stamping feet in the house below, his voice calling for Günther to stable the horse. In a moment he’d be on the stairs. He’d be by her side, big and strong, kissing her fondly, laughing, describing his journey, warming her with his love and the reckless vigour of his youth. Warming her …


Slowly her waking dream faded. The house behind her was silent and she shivered, wondering if she’d ever be warm again. He’d been away so long. Mittens … shawls … what substitute were they for the living presence of her son?
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