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	Christmas Day, 1901


	 


	A forbidding place on the softest of summer days, in the bleached bone light of a mid-winter morning, the marshes of Tottenham were desolate. In a signal box on the marshes’ edge, a man on duty for the Great Eastern Railway looked up from the previous day’s newspaper and glanced out the window at the approaching 9.18. A fast goods train from Spitalfields, it travelled north every day and Christmas was no exception. Not two hundred yards away, a woman was hidden in one of the hollows that pitted this strange land. She would certainly have felt the engine’s vibrations, a blurring shudder and hum, if she hadn’t already been nine hours dead.


	The train hadn’t long passed when two short figures, made bulky by the volume of patched clothes they wore in layers, appeared out of the lingering mist. Between them a paunchy leather football rolled from boy to boy as they took turns in kicking it. High above the pair, oblivious as they squabbled companionably below, a flight of starlings wheeled around in unison to fly south, towards London.


	Reaching a place where the mud had frozen hard and dry, the ground as level as it would get, the two stopped. The larger boy, Jack, pulled off a pair of old mittens and laid them out in an approximation of goal posts.


	“Right, Harry, I’ll have first kick, then you,” he said as he straightened up and rubbed his bare hands together, the flesh turning pink in the pin-sharp air.


	The other boy grimaced. “Do I have to? You always make me go in goal first and I never get such a long turn. It’s my ball. I only got it this morning.”


	“Just get yourself between them gloves,” said Jack.


	He steadied the ball with his foot and then trotted away to prepare for the run-up. Harry kicked a stone away in mute frustration and, safely turned away from his larger companion, made a series of gurning faces. Jack was by now a good way off and had grown insubstantial in the shrouded air. The run-up was a long one and when the ball came it whistled past Harry’s head like a bullet. While Jack yelped in delight, Harry swore quietly to himself, testing out words he wasn’t sure he’d heard right, and turned to chase the ball.


	It skittered fast over the icy ground and then suddenly disappeared from view. He swore anew at this: the new ball would now be a sodden lump in a muddy marsh ditch and would hurt twice as much if it socked him. But when he reached the cleft of the small bank he gasped, not in frustration but in shock. The ball’s descent into the ditch had been arrested by a person, a woman whom Harry knew in an instant was dead.


	Without deciding to, he sat down heavily and took a shaky breath. When his Grandma had passed on he hadn’t been sad, just afraid he would laugh and get clouted for it. This time it was different, but he still didn’t feel sorry. All he felt were the twin contractions of fear and excitement that had fluttered in his belly when he played Joseph in the church nativity play. He felt that he wouldn’t want to relinquish this experience to Jack, or a stranger, but that he’d rather be thinking about it when it was safely in the past. Then he could pick over the details at leisure, eyes wide open in the dark safety of the bed he shared with his little brother.


	Returning to the present, he saw that the football had rolled until it had come to rest at her green velvet-clad elbow. The other arm lay thrown across her chest. She still clutched an umbrella, its furl of material a mud-stained black. The handle was incongruously exotic in the scene, its lustrous wood engraved with a dozen tiny birds that peeped out between dense foliage. More appropriate was the woman’s crumpled and stained hat, its tall feather snapped. It had been torn off and apparently replaced so it covered most of her face.


	Harry had been, on first glance, grateful not to see her eyes, which he imagined in death to be bulging and white and possibly able to follow his movements. And yet some dreadful urge deep within now made him rise and tiptoe gingerly towards her, his body taut as a whip in case she wasn’t dead after all and one of her hands, with its torn and bloody nails, reached out and curled its fingers around his ankle. Trying to dispel this awful image, he extended his leg slowly towards her face until the tip of his boot touched the brim of her hat. Then, as though he could no longer bear the proximity, he flicked his foot up and knocked the hat back and out of the way.


	As he took in what he had exposed, his blood seemed to surge up his gullet to thrum in his ears. Mud, crosshatched with lacerations, had congealed over a portion of the face, leaving the skin blanched and almost blue where it remained clean. The nose was bloody and cut to the bone, shards of which gleamed through the gore, unnaturally white. Worse still was that one eye had been gouged almost completely out of its socket, the eyeball larger than Harry could have guessed but the socket unexpectedly smaller, so that he didn’t know how the eye had ever fitted that tight dark hole.


	Harry’s hands had gone to his own face without him realising it when he heard a noise that made him start and almost cry out. It was Jack, shouting through the shrouded air, asking what was taking so long. Harry found that he couldn’t reply. As he heard the thud of Jack’s approach, he managed to wrench his gaze sideways from the awful, displaced eye to look instead at the point where the skin of her cheek whorled delicately into an ear. It was then that he noticed another point of ruined symmetry. While the far ear lobe was still pierced by a jet-beaded earring, the right lobe was missing entirely, as though it had been bitten clean off.
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	The Previous September, 1901  


	 


	Only in the dankest corners of the tenement street, where the sun never quite penetrated, did the silt of muck, canal slop and coal-rake shine wetly between the uneven cobbles. Elsewhere, all was as dry as dust, baked by a late summer sun that shone as relentlessly in late September as it had on Midsummer’s Day.


	Periodically removing his hat to press a damp handkerchief to his brow, a silver-bearded gentleman made his way slowly up Avebury Street, occasionally stopping to consult the policeman who accompanied him. Replacing the handkerchief in his top pocket, he retrieved a small, leather-bound notebook and a slender pencil from the same pocket. The constable, who had been unwittingly stooping towards the older, shorter man in his attentiveness, now pointed at a grimy window on the neglected street.


	“That there, sir, was home to a notorious criminal in the area. Until we put him away, that is. He’s now doing five years hard labour for committing armed robbery up Hampstead way.”


	“A highwayman at the Spaniard’s Inn, eh?” asked the gentleman, chuckling to himself as he wrote in his book. “What was the name of this rogue?”


	“Tom Swain. He was known to us before, though on previous occasions he had evaded capture,” replied Constable Ryeland, enunciating the last two words with care, and no small amount of pride. “He was always up to something, some knavery or other. One of his tricks was to sell canaries up Hoxton Street Market, except they weren’t canaries,” he paused dramatically. “They was chaffinches, painted yellow to look like ‘em! He’d sold dozens before someone reported it, saying the paint had come off on her hand.”


	“Quite an enterprising chap, then?” asked Booth.


	“You might say that, sir, but these parts have gone down in the last ten years. Since I joined the force twenty years ago after working on the GWR, the well-off that was here have left, the poor are still poor and a new, rougher class has come in.” Booth looked up from his notes.


	“And what do you think are the reasons for this deterioration?’


	“I wish I could tell you, sir. I’ve puzzled over it for many hours. The baker over the way thinks he’s a bit of a wag, and he likes to call it ‘the overflow of the Nile’ – you know, folks moving north from the Nile Street area where it’s got overcrowded. Others blame the schools. In my opinion, education makes good people better even if it makes the bad ones more cunning. Now, my two boys was taught at the technical school in Shoreditch and learnt their trade as cabinetmakers. They won £8 worth of prizes between them in their time there. Now they’re earning a bit they come home and says to me, ‘dad, what shall we invest our savings in?’ I told them they’re best off buying a couple of small free holdings down Essex. No good buying round here while things are going down.”


	As Ryeland talked, the men continued down the unprepossessing street, its west side dominated by an umbrella and stick factory, from which could be heard the whine and thwack of machinery. Towards the end of the destitute row of houses on the opposite side, one door stood open. Leaning against the jamb, a hazel-eyed woman eyed them lazily, one long fingernail picking at the peeling paint.


	“Charlotte, isn’t it?” called Ryeland. “Sister of Annie Matthews?”


	“Charlotte Cheeseman,” the young woman replied in a clear voice. “Matthews is Annie’s husband’s name, Ted Matthews.” She looked away and resumed her paint stripping.


	“Not in work today then, miss?” persisted Ryeland.


	“I had a job at Lipton’s but they don’t need me no more. Annie says I’ve got to go down the tobacco factory later and see if they’ve got any places. They want my keep money, so I suppose I’d better, eh?” She laughed at that, and then her smile vanished as abruptly as it had arrived as she disappeared into the house. Ryeland and Booth had moved off again before Ryeland spoke.


	“Not criminal,” he said conspiratorially. “In fact, Ted Matthews works on the railways as an engineer. That Charlotte’s his sister-in-law, moved in when her and Annie’s mother died. Annie’s a good woman, very neat and tidy, but Charlotte . . . Well, I’ll just say this, she’s been seen at the Rosemary Branch public house a few more times than is good for a girl’s reputation. I don’t touch the stuff myself, Mr. Booth, I believe that way lies plenty of grief.”


	Booth sighed. He was a good man, Ryeland, with his heart in the right place, but, as he’d noted during the previous week’s tours around east Shoreditch, he was rather on the righteous side. Seeing they had reached the end of Avebury Street, Booth took the opportunity to move the conversation on.


	“Ah, now we’re almost at the canal,” he said. “There’s the bridge and the packing factory. What street is this?”


	“Wiltshire Row, sir, and the Regent’s Canal runs right behind it, parallel-like.”


	“Well, it looks no better than Avebury Street and it smells slightly worse, I should say.”


	“That’ll be the canal, sir. It’s been smelling something dreadful down here on these hot days and I’m sure it makes folk more likely to misbehave. When the factories let out at the moment, there’s fights breaking out all over. At least in winter they can’t muster the enthusiasm for brawling.”


	Booth looked up at the tenement block that backed onto the canal, its façade at this time of the morning draped in a welcome fall of shade. The signs of chronic, though not desperate, want were here: rags at best for curtains, children badly shod or barefoot, and enough of them to hint at a family to every room or two. At one end of the street the buildings had been abandoned altogether, and sagged as if they knew it.


	He sighed and wrote, North into Wiltshire Row. West end all closed, has been condemned. Poor, rather rough, but does not look worse than Avebury Street. Perhaps 18-20 shillings a week for a moderate family.


	Surveying the eastern stretch of gloomy, smoke-stained brick once again, his eye alighted on a solitary item of adornment in one window halfway along. It was a birdcage, hung high so it might be noticed. Unusually in these streets, the window next to it was not only intact but open, though not to project any birdsong; the cage stood empty, its wire door wide open.


	“Perhaps it escaped,” Booth muttered to himself. “One could hardly blame it.”


	“What was that, sir?” asked the eager constable.


	“I was just wondering about the birdcage up there. Another of your chaffinch painters, do you think?”


	“Oh no, sir. That’s Mr. Woolfe’s room up there and he’s a decent sort. Quiet, and since his wife died last winter you hardly see him about. He’s no criminal. Them birdcages is his trade—he makes them and sells them on when he can. But, like I say, he don’t get out much, and his boy works at the printers, so he can only sell what his daughter Cissy can take for him. I know them because there was a baby farmer and her feller living below them for a while. Godless people, them, sir—she’s in Pentonville now—but the Woolfes are a decent family. Never given me any trouble. Sarah’s his youngest, though everyone knows her by Cissy. She must be fifteen now and she makes lampshades as her trade. Nothing special, really, but Woolfe’s birdcages are a cut above. He’s known for ‘em, I should say.” Booth looked thoughtfully up at the window.


	“Well, perhaps one might do for my goddaughter. It’s her birthday in a few weeks and I’m sure she doesn’t need another hat. Let us go in and see if I can buy one from your Mr. Woolfe.” Constable Ryeland furrowed his brow and shook his head.


	“I don’t think it’s wise for you to go in, Mr. Booth, sir, it’ll probably, well, it’s shocking how some of them live, quite filthy it can be.”


	“I’m quite aware from my work during the last years what deplorable conditions these people must endure. Move aside please, Constable, and let’s see if I can’t make a purchase.”


	With that, Booth rapped smartly on the door, the constable puffing out his cheeks in disapproval behind him. After some moments with no answer, the policeman reluctantly took out his truncheon and banged on the door three times before hollering in the direction of the open window.


	“Mr.Woolfe! Cissy! It’s Constable Ryeland here. Open up!” A pattering of feet could soon be heard on a creaky staircase and the door was tentatively opened to reveal a thin girl with large brown eyes already filling with tears.


	“Is it my brother, sir? Has something happened to him?” she asked in a quavering voice.


	“Don’t be silly, girl. Nothing’s happened to no one. This gentleman here is Mr. Charles Booth, who is writing a great series of books about London. I am showing him around my patch.” He smoothed his moustache, half bowed to his guest and continued. “Now, he might want to buy one of your father’s birdcages like he’s seen hanging up. Is he in?”


	“Oh, yes sir, he is. Thank you, sir. Please do come up.” Flustered, the girl bobbed an awkward curtsey before scuttling up the stairs ahead of the men and into the Woolfes’ mean lodgings.


	“Dad,” she hissed in an urgent whisper. “It’s Constable Ryeland and a gentleman who wants to buy your cage in the window.” She pushed some dirty plates into a pile, clattered them down next to the small range and threw a cloth, spotted with grease, over the table just as the two men entered.


	Mr. Woolfe got to his feet at this, nodded at his visitors, and made a failed attempt at an audible greeting. Ryeland made to speak but Mr. Booth got there first.


	“I apologise for intruding like this, Mr. Woolfe, but I saw a birdcage at your window and thought I might buy something like it for my goddaughter Clemency, who turns sixteen next month. Might I take a closer look at it?”


	After an awkward moment, when Mr. Woolfe seemed not to have heard or at least digested what had been said, he finally roused himself and moved off towards the window with the careful shuffle of a man far older than himself. Gently, as though it were wrought from glass, he lifted down the cage. Though unpainted, it was delicately crafted, with fine tendrils of metal wound into the likeness of roses at its tapering top and ivy leaves threaded around the base. It was the grandest cage he had ever made and it had been his late wife’s idea, to serve as an advertisement in the window. Of course, not much custom passed on Wiltshire Row, and certainly not of the calibre to appreciate this more intricate work, so it had never sold and, though he had never let on, he had been secretly glad.


	“It’s fine work” said Booth after a careful inspection. “How much are you asking for it?” When her father didn’t speak, Cissy spoke out in a shaky voice.


	“It’s fifteen shillings, sir. There’s a lot of work gone into that cage. It was made very special, see.”


	“I do,” replied the gentleman, “and I think it a fair price. I won’t take it now as we are on foot and I have my notes to make. Perhaps it could be delivered? Mr. Ryeland here said you have a son, Mr. Woolfe. I will write down my goddaughter’s address, where the birthday party will take place. If he could deliver it there on the 25th of next month—I believe it’s a Thursday—at 6 o’clock, it will be a fine surprise for her. I will give him another couple of shillings for prompt delivery—will that do?”


	He tore out a page with the address scrawled on it and then fished in his inside pocket to bring out a battered wallet. Finding the correct money, he gave it to Mr. Woolfe and shook his hand, smiling amiably. Then, assuming the arrangement was agreed, Booth strode out to the dingy stairwell, closely pursued by the constable.
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	George Woolfe had deliberately taken the long way back from work. The light was clearer than it had been for weeks and, while it was still too warm for anything but shirtsleeves, he could sense a freshening in the air, as if the reluctant autumn approached at last. As he strolled idly along, the sun sank lazily towards the jagged city skyline, its rays illuminating the scanty clouds in gaudy shades of lilac and rose.


	The streets were busy at this hour, crowded with men like George, trudging home after a long shift at the factories. Their eyes, blank with exhaustion, were lowered to the ground in front of them while the sunset blazed on, ignored. Carriages occasionally rolled by at a stately pace, the horses spared in the heat. Most were travelling from the north, from days out in the countryside, and they seemed to bring some vestige of it back with them. Only ten miles away their wheels would have brushed the cowslip and baby’s breath that grew amongst the ancient hedgerows, where the smell of clean, warmed earth would have risen up as the horses’ hooves clattered down.


	George stopped and stared as one slowly approached, a large open barouche occupied by an elderly, but upright gentleman and three ladies who, with their pale dresses and coils of dark hair, he supposed were a trio of sisters. Although the sun was no longer strong, one of them still held a white parasol aloft. As her carriage passed, just a few feet from where George stood, she looked directly at him. He expected her to look down demurely as their eyes met but she didn’t, she held his gaze, even turning her head slightly as she went by. Long after they’d gone George stayed rooted to the spot, his eyes fixed on the wheel ruts the carriage had made in the dusty surface of the road. As he ruminated, someone jostled him from behind.


	“Sorry, mate,” a voice called.


	George didn’t turn to acknowledge the apology. A noisy gang of men, really just boys, continued on their way, laughing and shoving each other. The crowds were beginning to thin now and the shadows had perceptibly lengthened. After noticing the sun for the first time, now teetering fatly on the rooftops, George put his head down and fell into step with the remaining workers around him. He had half a mile to walk yet and the meal would already have been started.


	After the soft caress of the late summer air, the Woolfes’ cramped lodgings were thick with smoke and noisy with the spit and roll of hot fat in the pan. Years of congealed grease had turned the iron black, particles of which were transferred as a carbon speckle to any food cooked in it. George’s father had drawn a stool up to the range and was moving a couple of sausages about the pan in a listless way, his eyes hooded and staring unseeing into the heat.


	“Alright dad?” George asked, pulling out a chair and sitting wearily down at the square table. “Been busy today?”


	“Ah, you know,” replied his father, as he did almost every day. He had always been a quiet man, happier listening and rolling his chewing tobacco around his mouth while George’s mother had chattered on. Now that she was gone, dead of cancer two days before the new century dawned, his reticence was oppressive rather than soothing, and George couldn’t resist filling the voids with banal comments and questions. Sometimes the futility of it got too much and his careful questioning became belligerent. It didn’t matter; his father remained oblivious to it all, caged in his private thoughts. It couldn’t be said that he was miserable because that implied some effort at emotion; in reality he was simply absent.


	It hadn’t always been this way between father and son. ‘Thick as thieves, the pair of ‘em,’ was what George’s mother had said irritably to neighbours, when George was still a boy who preferred his dad’s company to anyone’s. When she was feeling more kindly disposed she might say, with something closer to fondness, ‘Oh, here they come, the organ grinder and his cheeky little monkey’.


	On Saturdays George and his father would go on what they had come to call their ‘jaunts,’ just the two of them, and usually to the marshes. George had felt safe with his father as they wound their way home through the streets after dusk had fallen, when the gloom between the tenements had grown deep and accommodating to the bad men George imagined might lurk there. Although he never voiced his worries of what might lurk in the places where the twisted roads tapered, and the buildings crowded towards each other like rotten teeth in a cramped mouth, his dad seemed to know and would take his hand. Once at their own door, intact and unmolested, Mr.Woolfe never dropped the smaller hand without first squeezing it gently in silent acknowledgment.


	It was rare when Saturdays didn’t take them to the marshes, occasionally those at Hackney but more usually Tottenham, where the birds were more numerous. Sometimes they went to watch, but more often they were there to trap, so that George’s father could put a bird in each of his cages and fetch an extra shilling or two for it. There seemed no sense in buying them at the market on Sclater Street when they could trap them for free on the marsh.


	On a fine day, like those George remembered, with crisp blue skies and clean air he gulped down, there were plenty of birds there for the taking. Canaries sold for more, but that meant buying a breeder bird so in the main it was goldfinches, chaffinches, and linnets the two Woolfe men were after. On those happy days, when things went right, there seemed to be scores of birds hopping about and chirping, their heads jerking and starting at every noise, eyes bead-bright.


	“Best way to trap is like with like,” George’s father would repeat each time, and so, before setting off in the morning, he would take down one of the display cages at the window and, with a careful hand, take out a finch and put it in a small wooden cage, which was lighter for carrying. The bird never stirred as it was moved—its brown wings folded and its head still.


	George attempted the transfer himself on one occasion, after begging his father to let him have a go. He wanted to feel the soft feathers and the meagre breast meat below; to know he had the power to crush the toothpick bones but not. In the event, the clockwork whirr of the bird’s heart made him panic. He believed that if he didn’t release the bird at once then he would be unable to resist squeezing it to a pulp of bloody brown feathers and snapped bones. It took them so long to catch the escaped bird and return it to its cage, George’s mother watching sulky-mouthed with her hands on her hips as they darted about after it, that the trip to the marshes was abandoned that week.


	When they did go, George’s job was to carry the wicker trap while his father took the cage. The trap was basic but effective, using nothing more complex than a morsel of food, a wooden stick and a length of twine. Once the trap was set, they drew some distance away and lay down in the rough rye grass, low on their bellies, the man’s hand on the boy’s back to remind him to stay down. Soon enough, the tiny bird in the cage placed next to the trap would start to trill, simply glad to be out under the huge sky, or so George had always imagined.


	“You wait now,” his father would say under his breath, his lips hardly moving. “You’ll see ‘em come now he’s singing.”


	In twos and threes they soon arrived, homing haphazardly in towards the trap, and the hand on George’s back would press down a little harder. A ‘decent haul’ was a pair; a ‘fine day’s catching’ was three or four birds, and once the catch on the trap was safely closed they would eat the mutton pies they had bought on the way in quiet celebration, throwing crumbs of pastry to the new captives.


	The birds were chiefly for selling along with the cages, but in those days George’s father was fond of a pint at the Southgate Arms, which he preferred to its more boisterous neighbour, the Rosemary Branch. The Southgate held songbird competitions early on Saturday evenings, with money prizes given for the best singers. Further east, the weavers of Spitalfields had traditionally played their birds in a betting game with a candle. Two birds faced each other over the lit tallow and whichever bird jerked the most in the time it took until the flame stuttered out was the victor.


	In Hoxton, they preferred their birds to sing, and it was the cock bird that possessed the finest voice. On the marsh visits that saw them catch a male, the brightly-daubed chaffinch or the linnet with his proud cap and breast of scarlet, George would get a ha’penny for sweets as a reward. For him, the twilight journeys home to Hoxton on such days, one hand in his father’s, the other turning over his new coin, seemed the apogee of excitement; his fear of the darkening city heightening his anticipation of reaching the sweet shop and its warm, sherbet-dusted air.


	The whole family would go down to the pub for the songbird contest, even Cissy, who still tottered unsteadily on tiny feet then. George would ask to carry the cage, like a conjuror’s prop with a black cloth draped over it, so that the bird might sleep instead of being disturbed by the crowds in the pub.


	“We don’t want ‘im all sung out before his time, do we?” his father would ask.


	George was the one who could write his letters best and so he would spell out their name in large script on a piece of cardboard and his mother would pin it to the cage. Nevertheless, once they had taken up their usual position close to the high windows in the pub, George would never shift his gaze from the cage, mindful of rogues who might swap their bird for an inferior singer.


	These days it felt like a lifetime since his father had gone to the pub for anything. George had left school and now worked at Carlisle & Clegg’s Printworks, while his father remained almost constantly in their two rooms backing onto the canal, painstakingly fashioning his birdcages out of slender strips of metal. His hands were stiffer and slower than they had been, but of the half-dozen younger birdcage makers working out of Hoxton’s streets, none was as skilful as him. He could manipulate and shape the bands of metal into miniature aviaries as if he was twisting ribbons, though the finished cages were as sturdy as they appeared delicate.


	But while the fruits of his talent still shone, his enthusiasm for the work had dimmed. When George’s mother was still alive, they had kept up to a dozen small brown songbirds, each with a cage of its own, despite her complaints about the racket. The cages were strung along the curtain rail, high up at the open window so that people might hear their music as they passed and buy a bird along with its pretty cage. Now, the few cages that hadn’t yet been taken by Cissy to sell at the market lay empty next to the skirting, with nothing inside but a thick rime of dust. Underneath the window, a scattering of hard, black pellets from birds long sold remained unswept.


	On this evening, George noticed that the one cage that had still hung at the window was missing. It was the special one that even his mother had admired, and the most complex his father had ever worked. Perhaps Cissy had taken it and sold it—she was still out, even though the dusk was now gathering in earnest. He looked from the bare window to his father, still hunched on his stool, and felt almost too tired to ask after it. But for all her faults, the memory of his mother, coaxing a scrap of conversation out into the room, spurred him on.


	“What’s happened to the best cage, then, dad?” he asked. “Did Cissy take it to the market?”


	There was a pause, so long that George braced himself to repeat the question, but then his father began speaking, so quietly and in the direction of the pan that his words were almost smothered by the sound of spitting fat.


	“A gentleman come round and bought it,” he said. “Cissy’s wrapped it up and put it under the bed for safekeeping. You’re to deliver it in a few weeks. Address is writ down for you over there.” He pointed to a scrap of paper weighted down by a pair of wire-cutters. “It’s up Highbury way and there’ll be another couple of shillings if you’re not late. He’s given fifteen bob for it already. Your mother would have been pleased enough to get that much for a cage.”


	It was the longest statement George had heard his father make for a long time. He wanted to ask him if he had been sorry to see it go, who the gentleman had been, and if he’d appreciated how fine the cage was, but everything about his father’s defiant stance, bent over the pan once more, stayed George’s tongue. Instead, the two men, both as dark and slight as the other, resumed their habitual silence as they waited for Cissy to return, the only sound the cheap meat swelling and bursting in the pan.


	By the time she did arrive, Cissy’s portion of the meal was cold and sitting in half an inch of white lard at the base of the pan. She hung up her shawl and, having placed a cursory kiss on her father’s head, went straight to the range. Spearing the remaining food with a fork she remained standing as she ate hurriedly, barely chewing before she swallowed the pieces.


	“Did dad tell you about selling the cage?” she asked George between mouthfuls, her eyes still bright from the earlier excitement. “You’ve got to take it to a birthday party for his goddaughter on the 25th of next month and not be late.”


	“Who was he, this fellow? Why was he here if he’s got money to burn?” asked George, irritated by Cissy’s enthusiasm.


	“He was with Constable Ryeland,” she replied impatiently. “He’s writing a book on London, and so he’s going round all the streets, making notes. I saw him after he left, looking up at the windows and pointing at things. I can’t think there’s anything much of interest round here, mind. His name’s Charles Booth and his goddaughter who’s getting the cage is called Clemency.” She drew the unfamiliar word out over her tongue, over-enunciating each syllable.


	“I didn’t think that cage was for selling,” George said, directing his words at his father, who didn’t respond. “I said, I didn’t think you’d ever sell that cage, dad. Ma said it was your calling card for when you were going to start selling to the shops up west, and making better money.”


	“We needed that money,” said his sister softly. “Dad got a good price for it, and there’s more where that came from if you deliver it right too. And I’ll need that extra off you when you get it, George. It won’t be yours to spend down the pub. Where are you going now?”


	George had risen and was pulling his jacket back on, grimacing as he smelt the grease that had permeated the weft of its fabric.


	“I’m off to the pub to spend a bit of my own money that I earned this week, if I’ve got your say-so, that is,” he snapped.


	“Oh, don’t be angry, George. We’ve just been so short recently. I don’t begrudge you spending your money and having an evening out. I’m sorry.”


	Just fifteen, she sounded more like a mother than theirs had ever been, and his temper dissolved as he realised it.


	“Look, there’s four shillings from my wages,” he said, handing over the coins. “I’m keeping a bit back for tonight. I’m not angry really. I said I’d take Charlotte out, and I’m going to be late, that’s all.” He pressed his hand to his sister’s pale cheek and, with one more futile glance in the direction of his father, headed out into the night.
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	When he reached Charlotte’s place, less than a minute’s walk from his own, he saw that the door stood ajar. Beyond it he could hear the grizzling of the baby mingling with Annie’s voice as she sang softly to soothe him. George knocked, and after a pause stepped inside, looking cautiously about in case Annie’s husband Ted was slumped in his armchair, having a nap before he took up a stool in the Rosemary Branch.


	In fact, there was no one in the room, though the amount of furniture crammed into it made it seem crowded; hulking items of dark wood that Annie had taken when her mother died, even though they couldn’t spare the space. A round face appeared in the doorway to the tiny scullery at the back of the house.


	“That you, George?” asked Annie. “Have I left the door open again? Ted’s always telling me off about it. Says I’m going get us all robbed or worse one of these days. Are you after Charlotte?”


	George nodded, his mood darkening as he realised she wasn’t there.


	“She’s gone down the Rosemary Branch already, love. Ted said he’d buy her one if she walked down with him for company and she was gasping so off she went. She said to tell you she’d see you inside.” George was cross but he didn’t want Annie to see it.


	“Will you be coming down later, once you’ve got Eddie off?’ he asked. Annie sighed and shook her head.


	“Chance would be a fine thing. No, I won’t leave him alone. I heard of a woman up Stepney who did that, went and got tight with her bloke in the pub. When she come back there’d been a fire. Three kiddies all burned and dead. I never liked the taste of drink much anyway. Go on now, George, they’ve only been gone half hour.” She retreated to where she’d put the baby down, who was clamouring for her again.


	“Oh, and shut the door behind you, will you love?” she called over her shoulder.


	As George retraced his steps up Avebury Street, he thought about simply going home. The sky had mellowed to a soft gold at the horizon now that the sun was no longer visible, and deepened to darkest blue high above, where the first stars could be seen. If he lay on his bed, he would be able to see a sliver of this same sky through the window. He often lay there as the last of the daylight leached away and the moon’s reflection shone true upon the oily surface of the canal below.


	If he went back now, he could sit with Cissy and work on his drawings, copied from the plates they set at the print, while she did her mending. Lit by candle once it was dark, the mean rooms took on an almost cosy aspect, and you got used to the smell of tallow. But even as he sighed for it his feet were crossing the bridge over the canal and making for the pub.


	Trade was brisk for so early in the week. George stood in the doorway for some time, peering at the jumble of faces crammed in around the wooden tables, trying to spot Charlotte’s. It occurred to him that he could still turn around and not bother, show her that he didn’t like her going on ahead without him when they’d had an arrangement, but then he saw her. He should have thought of it; she was perched on a high stool next to her brother-in-law, who had taken up his usual spot at the bar, the publican’s skinny dog curled up beneath him.


	George stayed where he was for a few more moments, waiting to see if she looked around, keeping an eye out for him. She was deep in conversation with Ted and another man, who stood between the two stools, balancing on his heels and resting his half-drunk pint against his chest. George couldn’t hear their conversation but even from the back Charlotte seemed unusually animated, not her usual guarded self.


	As he watched, she gestured with her hand and knocked against the other man’s glass, making the contents slop against his shirt. Charlotte let out a laugh that became a shriek as her stool almost went from under her. The man with the spilt drink steadied it, his free hand clamping briefly on her waist before moving down to steady the wooden seat. Charlotte barely reacted to his touch and soon resumed talking, but Ted seemed to feel George’s gaze from across the room and glanced over at him. Now he’d been spotted at the door, George strode over to the group, lunging in to peck Charlotte on the cheek before addressing any of them.


	“Oh George, here you are!” she said. Her words didn’t slur, but her eyes were slightly glazed, her cheeks aflame in the close, smoky pub. “I’m sorry I didn’t wait for you but Ted said he’d treat me to one if I went along with him.”


	At this, Ted raised his glass in George’s direction, his eyes glittering.


	“Annie did give you the message, didn’t she, George?” Charlotte twittered on.


	“I need to get myself a drink,” he said gruffly in reply. He looked quickly at Ted and Charlotte’s glasses and saw they were full enough. He wouldn’t buy the stranger a drink. The stolid barmaid was polishing glasses at the other end of the bar, so George made his way over to her. As he waited for her to put down her filthy cloth and acknowledge him, a small hand pulled on his arm.


	“Are you cross that I went on, George?” Charlotte had followed him and was now looking up at him meekly. “I won’t do it again; I didn’t think it would matter. I said to Annie to—“


	“Who’s that feller you’re with?” George interrupted. Charlotte shook her head dismissively.


	“Oh, he’s one of Ted’s mates. He works on the railways with him. He’s nice enough.”


	“Looks like he don’t mind you too much either. I saw him touching you.” He saw the softness leave her face as she absorbed his accusation, her strange-coloured eyes narrowing. She tutted and turned her face away.


	“Don’t be daft. He’s friendly like that to everyone, he don’t mean any harm by it.”


	With that, she went back to her seat, her little boots disturbing the sawdust on the floor as she went. George ordered his pint and drank half of it alone, too angry to join them. Eventually the heat of his temper left him and, feeling foolish on his own, he made his way back over. Charlotte was all smiles at his arrival.


	“You took your time over there,” she said, clutching at his arm and smiling her forgiveness. He felt anger prickle again.


	“Now Johnny, this is my feller George,” Charlotte blithely continued. “I told you he was coming. George, Johnny works with Ted, like I said. We bumped into him when we came in and he joined us for one.”


	George reluctantly shook the newcomer’s hand, who smiled warmly at him even as George gripped his hand like a vice.


	“Johnny here has got ever so many funny stories,” said Charlotte as she led the three men over to a corner table that had just been vacated. “He’s had us in stitches. Johnny, tell George that one about the bloke with the wooden leg. Do you know, he used to twist it round so it was on backwards and then pretend he’d broken it and start groaning and all sorts. Go on, Johnny, tell him.”


	“Well, you’ve told it for him now, haven’t you?” asked Ted.


	“I have an’ all! Sorry, Johnny. Tell George the other one, then, about your aunt getting herself stuck in the bath. This one’s hilarious.”


	During the anecdote, which was long and rambling and lost much of its comic effect in the second telling, George smiled as politely as his mood would allow, fiddling with his now empty glass. In a short lull he got to his feet to buy another pint, only to realise that the story hadn’t finished. Eventually, bored, Ted went back to the bar to speak to the publican and reclaim his stool and Johnny, not insensitive to George’s dark countenance despite his intoxication, soon weaved his way after his older friend.


	“Alone at last,” exclaimed Charlotte once he’d left. “God, I thought they were never going to go. That Johnny can’t take his drink.”


	“You weren’t acting like you minded them being there before,” George observed, the sour taste of his pint rising up into his mouth like the petty jealousy in his voice.


	Charlotte laid her hand on his arm and reached over to kiss him, catching the edge of his chin as he held his distance.


	“Oh, for god’s sake!” she said, suddenly exasperated. “How long are you going to keep this up for? If you’re just going to sit there looking like thunder then I may as well be off.” She went to stand, but George pulled her back down and kissed her clumsily on the mouth.


	“I’m sorry,” he said. “I just like it better when it’s the two of us, that’s all.” Mollified, she rubbed his hand with her thumb.


	“Yes, it’s nice when we’re on our own. Last week we had a really good time, didn’t we? Shared all our secrets. You’re quite the romantic when you’ve had a few, George. I liked it.” She pulled him closer. “Do you remember what we planned together?”


	Their most recent evening out together, he knew, had been spent in the opposite corner of the same pub. More than that, he could barely recall. Certain images flitted through his mind—colliding with the door to the gents’ and the laughter that followed when he looked at the offending wood with surprise; the cool porcelain of the tiles he’d leaned his head against as he relieved himself. Of what had passed between him and Charlotte he couldn’t remember more than the grain of the wooden table as she spoke on and her sudden kisses, which were dry and insistent. After the first few pints he had switched to spirits to match Charlotte but he wasn’t used to it: he’d been sick outside work the next morning, though there had been nothing in him to bring up but bile, which stung his throat. Charlotte was looking at him now with a strange half-smile.


	“You don’t bloody remember, do you? Well, I do. I remember everything about that night.” Her eyes had begun to fill ominously.


	“I remember we was talking about our mothers,” he said wildly, regretting it as soon as the words were out. Their shared loss of the mothers they felt ambivalent about had made her precious when they first met, but he didn’t want to talk about his tonight. Looking at Charlotte’s expression, however, he knew it was too late to change the subject.


	“Go on, tell me about yours again,” he said. “I’ll listen better this time.”


	“Well, there ain’t much to tell, and what there is I told you before, and even though you weren’t giving much away in return,” she said, her tears gone and petulance spoiling her mouth. “You really were drunk, weren’t you? Well, what is there that’s worth repeating? She was never much of a mother, really. She was a bad drunk, picking fights with men in the street some nights.” George’s face must have registered embarrassment because she continued more impatiently, misunderstanding his look. “I suppose I loved her somewhere in me, if that’s what you want me to say. You have to love your parents, don’t you? But I didn’t like her much and I don’t miss her now she’s dead, just like I told you last time. People might think I’m wicked for saying it but I’m just being honest. She were no saint, my ma.


	“It were Annie who more or less brought me up, and even though she’s only a few years older. Ma was always too busy with her friends, as she called them. They was all men, of course. One of them used to hit Annie when Ma weren’t looking and sometimes when she was, but he never hurt me, and even though I were the naughty one. He used to put me on his knee and never mind me being nine or ten by then, and too old for it; bounce me up and down and tickle me, stroke my hair and tell me I was his pet. I hated it, his breath stank. But he left in the end. They all did, couldn’t stand ma’s temper, but it was no better for me and Annie when they did, because then there weren’t no money.” She caught sight of George’s face again.


	“No, it weren’t what you’re thinking, George. I was old enough to know if he’d been up to anything else. And Annie used to follow him around like a shadow if I was there. That’s probably why he hated her so much; she knew his game. But there were nothing funny going on like that. He just wanted there to be, dirty sod.”


	George could feel the beer he’d drunk down so quickly sloshing around in his stomach. The memory of him vomiting outside the print and an image of Charlotte as a child on some man’s knee made him feel queasy. He tried to remember what he’d already admitted to Charlotte about his own mother but the conversation was lost to him. All he could retrieve was a fragmented image of what had happened after he and Charlotte had left the pub; the pair of them in the dark against the black sodden bricks of the canal tunnel. Remembering it now after Charlotte’s words, it seemed to George that their drunken lust and the tawdry ghost of Charlotte’s mother, shouting and bawling in the streets, would be forever melded as one memory. The beer rose up in his mouth again, and only the remnants of a stubborn will to hold onto the girl he’d liked so much kept him from excusing himself and leaving the pub.


	Looking up at her, it struck him how like a stranger she had lately become to him. Those lazy, almond-shaped eyes of hers that had once seemed exotic now seemed almost sly, and belied her natural watchfulness. When someone came into the pub abruptly, or left it clumsily after taking too much drink, she always flinched, even when she’d drunk too much herself. Her changeable moods, so fascinating to him before, had started to grate, making him by turns sag with fatigue and rise quickly to anger.


	He’d known who she was for weeks before she acknowledged him. His first glimpse of her was in early spring of that year, on the afternoon she came back with Annie from their mother’s funeral, the latter in torrents of tears and wringing her hands, while the younger sister stood erect at her side, her face white and her jaw set. She’d moved in her things, an oddment of hastily packed bags and keepsakes, the next day. George had lifted his cap at her as they’d passed in the street, but she was shielding her eyes from the sun and he couldn’t be sure that she’d seen him. He hoped she hadn’t chosen to ignore him. It must have been April by then, and the temperatures were already rising in the midst of the stinking city. Not that Charlotte ever looked hot; her self-containment apparently kept her cool.


	He remembered seeing her early one morning not long after this, on his way to the print. The street was already busy with people intent on going somewhere else. She was the one still point in the milling crowd, leaning nonchalantly against her sister’s door, face lifted so the earliest rays of sunlight warmed it, arms crossed against the chill that lingered after the clear night. As he passed by her, his eyes stayed fixed on her face, which was as pale and smooth as alabaster but with a softness around the mouth left over from sleep.


	Though his staring had grown more brazen during the weeks she’d been living on the street next to his, she had yet to acknowledge him. When, on that morning, she had finally lowered her small chin and looked directly at him with her cat’s eyes, he hadn’t been able to ask the questions that he’d rehearsed. Instead, he’d quickened his pace and looked down at his feet, not daring to glance back. He’d cursed his shyness all day and then fate saw to it that he didn’t happen upon her for a couple of weeks after that.


	Finally it was Annie who hastened things on for them, asking George how his father and sister were keeping as he walked past their house one day, when the two sisters were employed in scrubbing the window. Charlotte’s arch gaze made him feel foolish and clumsy, but he couldn’t ignore Annie so he’d stopped, feeling his cheeks heat.


	“They are both well, thank you, Mrs. Matthews. And—“ he rushed the words, glad he had remembered them in time. “I was sorry to hear about your mother’s passing.”


	“That’s kind, George, thank you,” said Annie approvingly. “It was very sudden, how she went, but it’s been a comfort having Charlotte come here to live. She was set on staying in the house our ma kept, but I wasn’t having that. She could never have kept up the rent on her own anyway. Have you met George, Lottie?” In reply, the younger girl stuck out her small hand.


	“Charmed, I’m sure,” she said in a strong but sweet voice.


	“Hark at her!” exclaimed Annie, with an expression of mock outrage. “Don’t take any notice, George, she’s after a job in a shop and she’s gone all hoity-toity over it.”


	Charlotte went pink and stalked into the house, banging the door shut behind her. Annie tutted and apologised to George.


	“She’s missing her mother, that’s what it’ll be. She’s a good girl when she’s not putting on airs. Listen, I must be getting on. After this window that baby will want feeding again. Nice to see you, love.”


	Before she could resume her scrubbing, George took the plunge, clearing his throat. “Mrs. Matthews, do you think that if I were to . . . Well, I wondered if I could take . . . ask to take your Charlotte out one day. Perhaps I would be some company to her.”


	Annie smiled broadly. “Now there’s a good idea. I’m sure she’d like that, though you might be better asking her another day, mood she’s in now. Nice young man like you might cheer her up. You’ve got my blessings if you like her. She can be quite a handful, mind.” Chortling to herself, she turned back to her task leaving George to sidle off.


	He wondered afterwards if he would have been better off getting Annie to do the asking for him but, as it was, she had done most of the work for him. The following Sunday, George was sitting sketching on his own building’s warm front step when he found himself thrown into shadow. Looking up, a halo of the sunlight behind her, he found Charlotte standing in front of him, appraising him frankly.


	“My sister told me you want to take me courting,” she said bluntly.


	George got up, not keen to be addressed from such an inferior position. His sketchbook dropped unceremoniously into the dust, though they both ignored it. Before he could speak, she continued evenly.


	“If you want to ask me out then you might do it yourself. You’re a man, ain’t you?”


	Humiliated, he cast around for some sharp retort, but then saw that a smile hovered at the corners of her mouth.


	“So where you taking me then?” she said. “I’m free tonight.”


	And that was how they had come to be at the Rosemary Branch a few months on, mild spring turned to Indian summer and George’s feelings altered and soured.
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	To my dear Lottie,


	 


	What good it will do, me writing you a letter, I’m sure I don’t know. All I know is that I will go raving mad if I don’t write, for the words keep turning over in my mind like music from a barrel organ, and have kept me from a wink of sleep these past five nights. Because it is only five nights since I have been here. It is the nights I count, rather than the days. The light never gets very bright here. Even at midday you could be told it was dusk or dawn and you’d believe it readily enough. I think that it must feel like the very beginnings of spring away from here, with the flower girls selling the first snowdrops and daffs, the working men whistling in the streets once more, and the easterly wind that blows up the Thames having lost some of its bite. Here, though, it might be deepest winter still, and never mind what the calendar says. It’s no surprise I’ve come to treat it all as night and keep count that way.


	Lottie, lately I have thought of you a good deal. Truthfully, I have thought of little else. I feel as though I can see you more clearly now than I ever could before, which is strange, I know, given our circumstances. I can remember your eyes as clearly as if they had been stamped on my memory, and perhaps they have, and with indelible ink so they will never fade. Wide-set, slanting eyes, like a cat’s. I remember their colour too, and how that would change with the weather. Where I am, they would look ash-brown, just like everything else round here. But on a Spring morning like you might be enjoying, when the sky is high and clear, then anyone might see that those same eyes were not a single, muddy shade but a thousand tiny flecks of light, picked out in gold and amber. I always said you had funny eyes, teased you that they made you look foreign. What I meant to say was that they were beautiful eyes.


	Lottie, you were always one for asking me questions, questions about everything and anything, and then when I went quiet you’d say I was too much like my father, keeping everything to myself, buttoned up to the collar. So I will try to tell you a little more about how it is here, and what sort of life I am living. I will not be very good at it but I will try for your sake, and where I didn’t before.


	The first thing you notice—and the last thing you grow accustomed to, I’ve been told—is the smell. You scarcely want to breathe at all, in case you take the stench and the rot of the place down into you forever. When I am lying down on my cot but unable to sleep, I imagine one day getting on a train, bound for north or south, it doesn’t matter. I stay on it until it reaches the end of the line, where the iron buffers are overgrown with wild flowers and weeds. In my mind, the platform is empty and I sit down on a bench of new wood with white painted legs. A small suitcase with everything I call my own is on my lap. Then I look back down the tracks towards the city I’ve left behind and start breathing, deep and long, filling my grimy lungs with clean, country air.


	That is enough from me for one letter, Lottie. Perhaps it goes against my nature to tell too much in one sitting so I will stop here. It has been some relief for me to write these few lines to you and I mean to write some more soon. I don’t expect a reply from you, Lottie. I know that my writing to you will have to be enough.


	 


	Your loving,


	George
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	Late in the afternoon on the appointed Thursday in October, George extracted a piece of paper from his trouser pocket. It had got crumpled and somehow stained with food and he smoothed it out between his fingers. He didn’t know Highbury; he’d never had any reason to venture so far north. As he’d once admitted to Charlotte, the entire geography of his existence was probably no more than a square mile, with the printworks in one corner and Wiltshire Row in another. He’d only seen the Thames a handful of times and had been awed by its breadth and tides, so different from the opaque syrup of the canal he could see from the window by his narrow bed.


	He knew from asking his friend Alf that the park he now stood at the edge of was probably Highbury Fields. Around its perimeter was a collection of elegant red brick houses, their windows flung wide to catch a meagre breath of moving air. On the green itself, a group of nursery maids clustered in a sober-coloured gaggle, gossiping while their charges tore about brandishing sticks, hoops and balls.


	While he was deliberating whether he dared approach them to check his whereabouts, he noticed a lone gentleman walking in his direction, his stately bearing making a pronounced limp look distinguished. As he drew close, George lowered his gaze without thinking, and blindly reread the scrap of paper, shifting his awkward parcel, now grown wearily heavy, into a more comfortable position against his shoulder.


	“Are you lost, boy?”


	George looked up to find that the gentleman had stopped and was tapping his cane in a impatient way as he eyed George intensely.


	“I’ve walked these streets for many years. What are you looking for? Speak up, boy!” he cried.


	George cleared his throat. “I need to find Aberdeen Park, sir, but my directions weren’t very good.”


	“Ah! I know the road well,” the gentleman replied. “I live close to it myself. Follow the Fields until the northern perimeter is in clear view, keeping all the while to the right, and you can’t miss the gates at the entrance to Aberdeen Park. Five minutes walk, no more.” He gesticulated wildly with his stick, causing a tiny errand boy who was at that moment passing to duck in fright before scuttling away. George thanked the eccentric stranger and set off again, pleased that he had not disgraced himself during the exchange.


	It seemed to George that the light had dimmed in the last few minutes and, looking up, he saw that a cluster of bruised-coloured clouds had formed above. Anxious that he shouldn’t arrive with a cage wrapped in sodden brown paper, nor dripping himself, he hurried off in the direction that the gentleman’s cane had indicated.


	It was just as he turned into Aberdeen Park that he heard it, far off in the distance—a long, low rumble of thunder. Beneath the thick bank of cloud that seemed to be rolling and spreading out to cover the whole of London, the air had lost all but a vestige of its earlier warmth. Nevertheless, George could feel a runnel of sweat edge down his spine as he swapped the cumbersome cage to his other arm once more, feeling only momentary relief before the metal bars dug into another part of his flesh. If only the rain would hold out until he had delivered the damn thing, he would enjoy strolling empty-handed back to Hoxton in a downpour, plump drops soothing his brow.


	He hastened into a sort of loping stride, eyes searching the garden wall posts that stood like brick sentries for the number Charles Booth had written down. In his hurry, George barely noticed the easy grandeur of the houses. Finally, his eye snagged on the right number. He clanked his way through the gate, the wrapped cage briefly colliding with it, slightly tearing the paper. Swearing quietly through gritted teeth he climbed the steps to the door just as the sound of a nearby church bell began tonelessly ringing in the hour of six.


	Smoothing down his hair, he lifted the brass knocker and rapped once. Only then did he become aware of the noise within, where a piano was being played haltingly in order to keep time with a reed-thin voice. It was warbling its way through a song whose words George couldn’t make out, and didn’t much wish to. From an open window somewhere, the scent of baked sweetness rose up and made him inhale deeply. Just as he had closed his eyes to savour it, the door was pulled back and he was faced with a tiny maid, her left eyebrow raised.


	“Round the side for deliveries,” she said sharply before shutting the door, which closed with the thunk of heavy oak and solid brass. George went to retreat down the steps to find the servant’s entrance but indignation at the maid’s manner held him. Before he could change his mind, he turned and knocked on the door once again, louder this time.


	It opened almost immediately and George, expecting the taciturn maid, opened his mouth to explain his presence before she could slam the door in his face again. But she was nowhere to be seen, and before him was a silver-haired gentleman wearing a scarlet waistcoat under his dark suit.


	“Do you know, I could have sworn I heard distant thunder a few minutes ago,” he said thoughtfully in the direction of the sky while a surprised George shut his mouth again. “They say we’re in for a bitter winter but I for one will relish it after this interminable summer we’ve had. It will be a positive pleasure to wear my overcoat and shiver again. I don’t think I am mistaken about the thunder but it was difficult to tell during the musical recital we’ve been enjoying so much, and for so long.”


	He chuckled, still apparently addressing the leaden sky above them, while George shifted awkwardly from foot to foot and tried to smooth down the ripped part of the paper.


	“You must be the boy with the cage,” the gentleman suddenly cried, as if he’d noticed George’s presence on the doorstep for the first time. “Right on time, jolly good. I was hoping to intercept the delivery so that it would be a surprise for my goddaughter. As a consequence, I have been casting distracted looks out into the hall these past ten minutes and made both goddaughter and the lady of the house quite suspicious. When I heard the knock I darted out and asked the maid who it was at the door and when she replied ‘some boy with a parcel and a cheek for coming round the front,’ I knew it was my man. She’s a formidable girl, for all her diminutive stature, and I apologise if she frightened you. I’ve told Captain Drew that she probably sends all sorts of important people on their way because she doesn’t like the look of ‘em. My goddaughter must be the only person she doesn’t despise in the entire world. What’s your name again, my boy? I was told but it’s gone. I have to write everything down in my notebooks these days, you know.” He patted his breast pocket.


	“It’s George, sir. George Woolfe.”


	“Ah, that’s it—Woolfe. Now, let me see this cage again.” He tore off the paper without hesitation and inspected it closely. “As I said to your father and sister, it’s excellent work. I shall pass on your father’s name to my goddaughter and then, should anyone admire it, and I feel certain that they will, then he might be sent further business. Thank you for delivering it so reliably, Master Woolfe. Now, what did I say, was it two shillings or half a crown for delivery?”


	He put the cage down on the step and rummaged for his wallet while George deliberated furiously over his answer.


	“It was just two shillings, sir,” he finally blurted out. After all, he didn’t think anyone had ever addressed him so politely before.


	Just then, a slender figure dressed in white emerged out of the gloom of the hallway behind Mr.Booth.


	“Who is it, Uncle Charles?” she asked brightly, “and what is this lovely cage?”


	“This is George Woolfe, Clemmie, and he has just delivered your birthday present—something you weren’t supposed to see quite yet. I thought I would have it delivered to your own house to maintain the surprise for as long as possible. Of course I meant to present it to you in the drawing room but I don’t suppose ten or twelve feet makes too much difference.”


	“Oh, you are clever, Uncle Charles,” she cried, clapping her hands together. “It’s such a good one and I’ve always wanted a birdcage. I can put a canary in it and it will sing. How did you know?”


	Mr.Booth winked at George. “I am rather good at birthday presents, I must admit to it. Of course, this is surely the sole purpose of godfathers, to provide excellent birthday presents.”


	Clemmie kissed him on the cheek in reply and then smiled at George shyly. “It’s a beautiful cage, did you make it yourself?”


	“No, it’s my father that makes ‘em,” he replied gruffly. “I work at the print.”


	“Books or newspapers?” she asked, quick as a flash.


	“Books. Botanical books, mostly. You know, plants and flowers and things like that.”


	“My father has lots of books like that in his library. You should come and see them. He’s away at sea so often that he hardly looks at them, and I’m ashamed to admit that mama and I don’t venture in there very often. It’s a terrible waste, really, no one ever enjoying them.”


	George looked at his feet, feeling her eyes on him. “I draw them sometimes,” he mumbled, almost inaudibly. “Well, I copy them. Into a little book I’ve got. I draw them as well as I can remember.”


	Clemmie had leant forward to catch his words. “What, the flowers? Oh, you really must have a look at some of papa’s then,” she said. “He has lots of rare first editions and books bought abroad that you might not have seen.”


	George thought that was more than likely. Booth smiled benevolently at George and handed him a silver coin.


	“There’s your payment,” he said. “Half a crown for being honest about it. Now we must be getting back to Miss Clemmie’s birthday celebrations, mustn’t we, my dear? It doesn’t do for the birthday girl to be loitering about in the hallway keeping her guests waiting. Goodbye then, George, if I may call you George. If you hurry, you might beat the rain home.”


	George performed an awkward half bow to both, cursing himself for forgetting his cap again. “Thank you very much, sir. I’ll be off then.”


	“Goodbye, George,” said Clemmie as he descended the steps. “Don’t forget about the books.”


	George turned to thank her, and ask her how he might see them, but Mr. Booth had softly closed the door. As George passed back through the gate, there was still no sign of the rain, though the air crackled with the promise of it.
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	George’s walk home from Highbury formed no impression on his memory. It passed in a daze, people jostling him as they overtook him, looking back with impatience at his meandering progress. When he reached home, he nodded absently at Cissy and then went and lay on his bed.


	“Are you alright, George?” Cissy asked, having followed him. “Are you coming down with something?” She placed her hand on his forehead but found it cool. George didn’t reply, but instead lay motionless, hands behind his head, his gaze directed at the portion of sky visible from the window. Cissy followed his eyes.


	“Thank goodness it looks as though some rain is on its way,” she said, though it elicited no response from the figure on the bed. “You did deliver the cage alright, didn’t you?” she said. “There weren’t any trouble, were there? You look funny, George.”


	After a pause he looked at her properly and, much to her surprise, smiled. “I got it there fine, Cissy, and got half a crown off the gentleman.” He handed her the money and she closed her hand over it in relief, her face clearing.


	“He’s a character, that Mr.Booth,” said George, resuming his gaze out of the window.


	“Yes, he was that,” said Cissy. “Kind, too—he’s given you extra. Did you see his goddaughter with the funny name?”


	“I saw Miss Clemency. She seemed a very nice young lady,” George replied seriously, causing Cissy to stifle a giggle behind her hand.


	“What did she look like though?” she asked when she had recovered.


	George thought for a moment and realised that while he could picture her pale figure at the door, her face had already blurred in his memory, like a photograph whose subject has moved before they should. There was nothing left of her but a singsong voice, an impression of pink cheeks, and a dress of gauzy white tied with a rose-coloured ribbon.


	“I can’t really remember,” he said truthfully. “She was all pink and white.”


	“Well, that’s a fat lot of good, that is!’ cried Cissy. “What do you mean, pink and white? Was she pretty?”


	George shrugged. “I suppose she might have been, but I couldn’t say now. She seemed young though, younger than you. She was telling me about her father’s books, that I do remember. She said I could come back and look at them sometime, copy some of the plates into my book. She said he never looks at them and it would be alright.”


	“How are you going to manage that, then?” Cissy’s anxious expression, never long from her face, had returned. “You can’t just go calling on a family like that, it wouldn’t be right. What would her father say if he knew she’d been inviting strangers to look at his books. She must be as green as grass.” George shot her a look.


	“It’s not like that,” he said. “She meant nothing by it which wasn’t proper. It’s like another world up there altogether, I can’t tell you how different. She only wanted someone to make use of the books, that was all.” He turned over on the bed to face the damp plaster that rose in tiny hillocks, and pushed a finger into the centre of one, feeling a momentary give before it cracked inwards.


	“Oh, don’t do that, George, it looks bad enough round here,” Cissy exclaimed. “Listen, I’ve got to go out now, so keep an eye on dad, will you? And George, I would forget about them books if I were you.”


	George remained sullenly silent until she left and then fished underneath the mattress to pull out a small book bound in red leather. From the windowsill he retrieved a short nub of pencil and began sketching on a fresh page. As he drew the rough outline of a large house, he couldn’t help remembering how the volume—his most precious possession—had come to be his.


	It was perhaps six months before his mother had died, before Charlotte had moved into Avebury Street, and when the old century was in its last throes. He had got back from the print early one afternoon because too many men had turned up for the shift. He would miss the money, but felt jubilant as he walked home, the unanticipated holiday all the sweeter for it.


	The Woolfes hadn’t long moved from their rooms on Eagle Wharf Road to the more down-at-heel lodgings on Wiltshire Row. None of them had spoken of it aloud, but his mother had decided to give up her regular shifts at Freeman’s cigar factory a couple of months earlier and his father’s trade was too slow to keep them in better accommodation any longer.


	Privately, George had thought his father should have made more of a fuss about it—as far as George could see there was nothing much wrong his mother, other than the pains in her stomach that she always complained of. Since they had been on Wiltshire Row, cooped up together in two meagre rooms that never got any light, she had also given up most of the housework, saying the pains stopped her bending or lifting any weight. Gradually the space, hardly spick-and-span to start with, had grown dingier, each corner harbouring fine-spun nests of dust and hair, the window glass veiled by a miasma of soot.


	When he got back, he took the bare flight of stairs two at a time. At the top, still unused to the stiff catch on the door to the relatively new rooms, George had been about to knock when he heard a muffled cry from within. His mother would be alone inside—she’d been taken bad the day before and had said she would remain in bed while Cissy and their father took work to sell at the market. Now, putting his shoulder against the warped old door, George shoved hard and only just caught himself from falling as it swung open as if it had been newly greased.


	There, looking up at him with a mixture of shock and defiance in her eyes, was his half-naked mother. Her thighs, which she hurriedly covered, looked very pink against the dull white of the soiled sheet. So horribly transfixed by the image was George that he barely registered the man who pushed past him and clattered down the stairs in boots that weren’t laced up.


	“What are you doing back here so early?” she’d eventually said as she rose, her composure only slipping as she stumbled to retrieve her discarded skirts. The air of the room smelt both sweet and acrid; a nauseating blend of brandy and sweat. Turning to look at George, who still hadn’t moved from the open doorway, she pinned her hair where it had come loose from its bun with hands that weren’t quite steady. Unable to meet his eye any longer, she then began ineffectually smoothing the bed sheets.


	It was some time before he trusted himself to speak without fear of his voice breaking. “You know I must tell my father about this,” he said in a low tone. “I won’t keep quiet for you.”


	The idea sickened him, but his mind was already hurrying through the practicalities: where he might break the news, how he could keep it from Cissy, and how he could find the man who had invaded his father’s bed. His mother’s voice punctured his thoughts then; she had turned once again to face him, a pillow leaking feathers clutched to her breast.


	“Oh, lovey. You think he don’t know?” She tried to smile, but her mouth twisted into a grimace. “Your father turns a blind eye to everything I do, good or bad, but don’t think he don’t know exactly what goes on when his back’s turned. I might be a mother and a wife, George, but that don’t mean I don’t have needs. Not everyone can disappear inside themselves like he does. He won’t give me anything of himself, he’d rather be catching his birds or selling those cages for pennies, so I’ve learned I had better find some pleasure in life by myself. I ain’t going to be around forever, you know, and we’re all a long time dead.”


	George hadn’t answered. Instead, he’d turned and slowly descended the stairs and walked unseeing until he arrived at a pub where he wouldn’t know anyone. There he had got into a fight that he could not remember the precise details of the next morning, when he woke fully clothed and miraculously transported back to his own bed. Only his pounding skull, the jawbone bruised and stiff, and a trickle of blood that had browned and crusted around one nostril were proof it had happened at all. He wished the man he had fought was the one he had seen with his mother, but he was certain it was a stranger that he had deliberately cheeked; needing to lash out and be hurt back.


	The next week, his bruises gradually turning a jaundiced yellow, he had been so curt and unresponsive to Cissy’s questions that she had eventually fallen silent. The respite was short-lived, however, and her furtive glances over at him with large, anxious eyes told him that she was beside herself with worry. One night, to escape her scrutiny, as well as his mother’s company, he had taken himself early to bed, drawing the curtain across for privacy.


	As he laid his head down in the relative gloom, his pillow had felt strangely lumpy. He put his hand underneath it and brought out a small red leather-bound book. Holding it up to the pale moonlight at the window, he opened it to the first virgin white leaf. On it, his mother had written a message in her childish hand. ‘For your drawings, my dear George, from your weak but loving mother’. He had rubbed out her pencil marks so hard that the paper had almost worn through, but he’d kept the book, using it as she’d intended.


	Now, his mother dead and the sheet she’d lain on with the stranger boil-washed many times since, he turned back to that first page and held the book up to the candle light, tracing a finger along the still-visible indentations of her message. Then he turned back to the outline of the house he’d seen for the first time that day and took up his pencil once again.
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	During the following weeks, as the mercury plummeted and the wind turned bitter enough to make the roots of his teeth jangle and ache, George struggled to concentrate at the press. Despite his best efforts, his mind kept wandering a mile or two to the north. As the days passed, he found it increasingly hard to believe that the white house really existed, along with its otherworldly occupants and the imagined bounty of its library.


	Instead of avoiding his father’s silences by taking refuge in the pub with Charlotte, he found relief in the peace and quiet of home during the evenings. With more zeal than he’d shown in years, George drew long into the night, copying from memory botanical illustrations more complex than he’d attempted before. Cissy, who found any break in routine a cause for quiet alarm, was also baffled. On the nights when George worked well past the hour that she retired to the truckle bed near his, she took to pointedly sighing and fidgeting in order to register the disapproval that masked her concern.


	Just after his visit to Highbury, he’d tried hard to draw the house from memory but, just as he’d struggled to describe Miss Clemency’s appearance to his sister, his powers of recall proved more vague than he would have liked. In his mind’s eye the house had been reduced to an impression of white stucco, as pristine as the girl’s dress, and the startling green of the lawn, brilliant as an emerald in spite of the arid summer it had endured.


	Two Fridays after he’d been there, George was helping Cissy to stuff rags in the window frames to stop a bitter easterly wind finding its way inside. He had told a sulky-mouthed Charlotte he would see her in the pub that night but, once the draughty windows had stopped rattling, it felt quite snug at home and he felt again the lure of his sketchbook. Abandoning the trail of wisteria he’d been working on for the last few days, he began a new sketch, starting with the outline of a face and then moving onto a pair of wide eyes. Where his mouth had failed him when Cissy had asked, his hand now seemed to remember who and what he had seen.


	By the time he’d finished, the candle on the rickety side table had burned low in its holder, the flimsy tin saucer that held it deformed by the dirty globules of wax that had dripped and hardened on it. Cissy was finally asleep across from him, lost in dreams with her mouth slightly open and her eyes flitting rapidly under their lids. Even in sleep, her face looked afraid, an expression that irritated George when she was awake but now, her thin hands clasped over her chest, her body barely making a hump under the blankets, he felt an ache in his chest for her. He could already see how she would look when she was older; a slighter version of his mother, with the same chapped knuckle joints and congested voice from an endless stream of colds.


	It was late enough for the moon to have risen high, but it didn’t matter now that he wasn’t expected at the print tomorrow. After the tedium of work that day, when even his daydreams hadn’t hastened the hours on, he’d asked to swap his shift the next day and the foreman had nodded his permission, much to George’s astonishment. The surprise gift of time stretched out in front of him now, becoming such a vast tomorrow that he felt reluctant to snuff out the candle and sleep, diminishing it all the sooner. That was when he decided, just like that. Tomorrow he would return to the house that had taken root in his mind. He could pretend he was off to the factory for his usual Saturday morning shift and escape the close atmosphere of Wiltshire Row early enough to stop Cissy asking any questions. The matter decided, he felt calmer and more resolute than he had for weeks. Turning his limp pillow over to its cooler, cleaner side, he smoothed out the rough cotton and lay his head down.


	Reaching out a hand towards Cissy, he gently stroked her fine hair, a gesture of affection he knew there was no risk of her knowing about. Then, pinching the sputtering flame out of its misery, he got into his usual position, face turned up to the bare window. Beyond it, a breeze stirred the towpath weeds just as the wind high above had already swept the sky clean of any cloud cover. George’s mind also clear, he gazed out, glad to know that there was truly nothing between him and the great dome of navy-coloured sky.
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	When George awoke soon after dawn, the new day’s sun had flung a square of light over his knees under the thin blanket. Keen to be up making the most of the crystalline morning, he sat up and stuck his head out the window. Last night’s breeze had sharpened into a cool wind and looking across the canal’s inky sludge towards the north, he could see clouds mustering at the horizon. Undaunted, he wondered if his moth-eaten umbrella was fit to be seen in public.


	“You’re going to be late,” Cissy muttered sleepily as he pulled at the creases in his better shirt. “And why are you worrying about that now, when you always leave your shirts in a heap?”


	He’d hoped to make himself some breakfast before Cissy woke and started up with her nagging but now he would have to leave quickly, before she came to properly and discerned the excitement that lightened his movements. Already her face looked sharp in the cold early light as she sat up in bed.


	“You shouldn’t wear that shirt to the print anyway,” she continued. “It’s your last decent one that hasn’t gone threadbare or got ink all down it.”


	“Just leave it, alright?” He frowned at her to cover the nerves that had abruptly knotted in his stomach. The benefits of his sound, dreamless sleep were already being eroded and it was only just seven. He went to swing out the door but reached back to retrieve his flat cap from its iron hook just as Cissy opened her mouth to remind him of it. He gave her a tight smile and then took the stairs two at a time, desperate to be out in the brisk air.


	With the momentum of his own eagerness and the lack of traffic on the roads, it was no surprise that he had reached the gates of Aberdeen Park before the clock belonging to the church on the enclave’s small green showed half past seven. The weather was hardly mild but George had worn his thickest jacket and a scarf and thought he might sit out comfortably in it for an hour. He had no firm plans other than to better memorise the white house, but he was afraid of being noticed when so few others were abroad. He retraced his steps back to Highbury Fields, which was nearly as deserted, and went over to a wooden bench placed near the centre of the grassed area. Visible through the half naked branches of the trees, the sun was succeeding in burning off the scudding clouds and it felt warm on his face. With something regained of the previous evening’s serenity, and a timely drop in the wind, he was soon fast asleep.


	By the time he awoke, the sun had moved around and the surrounding gardens were now thronged with promenading elderly couples and nurses stoically pushing enormous perambulators, black and shiny as beetles.


	“What’s the time please, miss?” he called to a passing girl laden with parcels. His voice cracked with sudden apprehension as he spoke, fearful that he had wasted his precious day off.


	“There’s a clock over there,” she replied curtly, nodding her head towards a draper’s shop at the far end of the Fields, where above a pair of gaily striped awnings, an ornate clock reached out over the pavement.


	He got up, feeling faint from lack of food, and crossed the road to squint at the clock’s hands. It was gone ten. More than two hours could not now be recaptured but it was still not late. He thought that if he made his way a little further along the Holloway Road there might be a bakery where he could get a bun for one of the coins that had found its way between the stitching of his jacket pocket to drop into the lining. He could feel their outlines between his finger and thumb along the hem. It was just as he was attempting to extract the largest, surely a penny, his fingers casting about and making the pocket’s hole even bigger, when a pair of neat velvet slippers the colour of brandy stopped just in front of him.


	“It’s Mr. Woolfe, isn’t it? George Woolfe?” asked the light, musical voice that he had cursed himself for forgetting so quickly after their meeting. She was wearing an outfit festooned with all manner of complicated ribbons and clasps. Above them, her eyes were bright and merry.


	“Mama, this is the birdcage-maker’s son who delivered Uncle Charles’s present,” she said, turning to the older woman next to her. “Do you remember I told you about him and how he must come and look at father’s books? You must remember.”


	Mrs. Drew was a slightly collapsed version of her daughter, and though she stood only a shade shorter, she was many inches stouter around the middle. Her hair, which looked to George like nothing so much as a clump of wire wool, was frizzed out in a puff quite different to the shiny rope that reached down Miss Clemmie’s back. It was the eyes that made for an uncanny likeness; only the slightly creped skin around the older pair distinguished them.


	“Hello Miss, and Mrs. Drew,” he stammered, hoping he had remembered the name correctly.


	“Pleased to meet you, Mr. Woolfe,” said the lady, inclining her head slightly. “My daughter loves her birdcage and has a pair of canaries to go inside it now. You must tell your father how impressed we were by his skill, I don’t think I’ve seen a finer cage. Do you live close by?”


	Before George could answer, Clemmie spoke up. “No, mama, he lives in Hoxton, don’t you, George? Uncle Charles told me. He made notes on George’s street for his study.”


	“Ah, Hoxton. I know of it,” said Mrs. Drew vaguely. “So, what brings you to the Holloway Road this morning, young man?”


	George was suddenly at a loss for an answer he would admit to and, feeling his cheeks colouring, simply stared at his feet while he tried to extract his hand through the pocket hole as unobtrusively as possible. After a long moment, when it seemed to George that the bustle and tumult of the surrounding street had also quietened in anticipation of his excuse for being there, the girl spoke up for him again.


	“I expect you have been running errands for your father again, haven’t you?” she said. “That must be it.”


	He looked up and saw that she was not teasing him and this emboldened him to nod and even smile thinly in the direction of Mrs. Drew. “Yes, that’s right,” he said slowly, the new notion taking shape in his mind. “I’ve already delivered the cage I brought with me, as you can see, and so I’ll be going now, back home.”


	“Well, you can walk with us part of the way, can’t you?” asked Clemmie, glancing at her mother.


	Mrs. Drew nodded her permission thoughtfully. “George, if you’re not in a dreadful hurry to return home, there’s something you could do for me, just a small job,” she said. “You see, my husband Captain Drew is away on his ship, and we are all women in the house. I wanted something fetched down from the attic but it’s far too heavy for our maid to lift and I am too old for such things.”


	She held out two small, pudgy hands that were studded with half a dozen gold rings. “Would you mind bringing it down for me? It would only take a healthy boy like you a few minutes.”


	George was rendered speechless by the unexpected request and even Mrs. Drew looked embarrassed at this new silence. “Of course, there’ll be something small in it for you,” she said.


	This jolted George into animation. “Oh no, Mrs. Drew. I wouldn’t expect anything for such a . . . for such a trifle.” He gulped that such a word should have issued from his mouth. “I’ll come right away and fetch it down. I’m not too big but I’m strong, so it’ll be no fuss at all.”


	The matter resolved and all parties relieved, they set off purposefully. George found he couldn’t help looking about him, wondering what passers-by thought he was to these two ladies as they walked between the graceful ranks of Highbury Fields’ plane trees.
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	It was late when Charlotte came to that same Saturday morning, long after George had gone out to meet the day. A thick bar of yellow light cleaved the fireplace in two where the curtain was too narrow to cover the window and, from the position of the sun’s rays on the wall, she knew it couldn’t be far off noon. Throwing off the blankets that clung to her, unbearably stifling now that she was fully awake, Charlotte swung her feet down to the cool, dry floorboards. She thought about pulling back the curtain but the ache behind her eyes stopped her. The bed was a mess, her sister’s clean sheets a creased rumple where she had half pulled them off in her fitful sleep to reveal a portion of the mattress and its collection of ancient stains.


	She crossed to the dresser, which rocked as she bumped it clumsily, and splashed her face. The water had lost the early morning chill she usually resented and now missed. Today it felt thick and dusty, as if a gentle pressure with the tip of her finger wouldn’t break the surface.


	On her way down the stairs, she could hear the ominous sounds of Annie clattering the fire irons and pans about in the grate. Deft and neat around the house, she only made a noise when her ire was up. Perhaps it was Ted this time.


	“Nice of you to honour us with your bleedin’ presence,” Annie cried out before Charlotte had managed to speak, and continued to crash metal against metal as Charlotte sank into a chair and rested her elbows on the table, her head in her hands.


	“You should have woke me earlier,” she muttered at Annie’s back, tightly bound into its uniform of rough grey cotton, the clear outline of spare flesh showing above the line of her corset.


	“Oh, should I have indeed?” Annie exclaimed. “I’ve got better things to do than rouse Lady Muck, you know. And seeing as what time you and ‘im rolled in, drunk as lords, I thought you might well be longer. Do you even know what time it was you come in?”


	Charlotte stayed quiet this time, looking meekly down, knowing that Annie had her own answer.


	“Well, I’ll tell you, shall I? Because there was no mistaking it from where I was, what with Ted falling over the table and smashing ma’s teapot, and you shouting the odds about George never coming out any more. It was gone one in the morning.”


	“I’m sorry, Annie, I am. We didn’t mean to stay out so late, but Ted’s mate Johnny turned up and Ted said we couldn’t just go then, it would look rude, so we stayed for another.”


	“Another half dozen, more like. I was ashamed of you, knowing the neighbours would hear you and think I needed my head looked at for putting up with you both.”


	Charlotte forced herself to get up and reach out to her sister, who shook her off.


	“No, it’s all very well coming on all affectionate now you’re in my bad books but I don’t want to see your face this morning. All I want from you is that overdue rent you owe me. At least Ted, for all his sins, keeps us under this roof. You’ve not paid me any keep for three weeks now and after last night I’ve had it. Either you pay me back what you owe or you’re out and I don’t care if it is Christmas soon. You’ve had enough goodwill from me to last six Christmases.”


	Charlotte dropped her hand and stalked back upstairs. Her good dress was in a pile where she’d stepped out of it in the early hours. As she picked it up to shake it out, the smell of stale beer and damp ashes rose up at her and a memory of the previous night tumbled out.


	She hadn’t expected that Johnny to show up, though she’d been relieved not to be alone with Ted after Annie had shooed them out of the house while she got the baby off to sleep. Ted had once said something about Johnny marrying some Scotch girl who had a room in Spitalfields, but Charlotte would always catch him staring at her if she ever happened to look his way. Last night she’d felt miserable when George didn’t turn up again, all he ever seemed to do these days was stay in with his sister. The realisation that he wasn’t coming made Charlotte reckless, allowing the men to buy her drink after drink. Even Ted was being unusually generous, when he knew he’d be better off lending her some money for Annie than getting her intoxicated. She had let them choose what she had and the mixture of gin, sherry and beer had made her drunk enough to feel quite detached from her own body.


	As she had stood at the bar begging Maggie for a glass of water to slake her thirst, the barmaid’s jowly face looking impassively back as she continued her ineffectual polishing, Charlotte had suddenly caught sight of her distorted reflection in the bevelled glass behind the bar. Her eyes were so unnaturally bright, her cheeks so strangely flushed, that she’d wondered if she could be running a fever. Johnny had suddenly appeared in the mirror beside her and laughed at her staring at herself.


	“Get this girl another drink,” he called to Maggie, who, with a rare smile for Johnny, obediently tucked her cloth back into her apron and picked up a green bottle, still brim-full of gin. “Straight up is how she likes it. Isn’t that right, Lottie?”


	He gave her a kiss on her burning cheek as he spoke and, in their reflection in the glass, she could see him looking intently at her. She didn’t like it much but he was buying her another drink and she found it difficult to make herself care. George wasn’t there, after all, though she’d only been persuaded to go along with Ted because George was almost always there on Friday nights.


	Outside, after they’d been tipped out onto the street so Maggie could lock up, Charlotte had let Johnny kiss her again, this time nearer her mouth. She had turned away then, but lost her footing in the gutter and stumbled back into his arms, Johnny’s hands tight around her waist while Ted watched from a doorway, his pipe reduced to a red ember in the gloom. Catching his eye, a sudden shame that she had let Johnny pay her so much attention penetrated even through the fug of the drink.


	Reliving it now, she felt nauseous and hurled the soiled dress into the corner. The tiny leather purse she tied to her skirts came loose and skittered across the floor after it. She reached down to pick it up but before her fingers had grasped hold she knew it was entirely empty, not even a penny left to mollify Annie with.


	Still, even with the worry of money and Annie’s threats to throw her out, her mind kept wandering back to George and his repeated absences. A seed of anxiety had taken root in her stomach during recent weeks and she couldn’t ignore it any longer. With new decisiveness she resolved to go and seek him out immediately, first on Wiltshire Row and then, if he was working, she would go to the print—it was only an hour until midday, when he got his break. Once she found him, she would win him round as she always had before. He might even lend her a bit of money.


	She threw on some clothes and pulled a comb through her snarled hair, pinning it up and then spraying it with scent to cover the smell of old smoke that had curled into its lengths the night before. She rushed downstairs, shouting to Annie that she was off to get some work or money or both, slipped through the front door and hurried up the street before Annie could dry her hands and come to the front door to her berate her further.


	When she got to George’s, it was Cissy who answered. In the instant before she knocked Charlotte had felt sure it would be George whose face appeared from out of the dark stairwell. The nervousness that had surged in her only a moment before was immediately smothered by Cissy’s meek face blinking at her in the bright daylight, like a gas lamp that had been abruptly turned down.


	“If you’re after George, he’s at work,” said Cissy. “He might be doing his half day—I didn’t ask him this morning when he left. Do you want to come in and wait to see if he is out early? I’ve put some tea on.”


	The younger girl spoke the words hopefully and, though Charlotte felt too restless to sit still and sip Cissy’s tea, her mind turning over George’s avoidance of her and whether Annie was already packing up her sister’s sad bundles so she could be gone all the quicker, she nevertheless found herself following the thin figure up the stairs.


	When they reached the Woolfes’ rooms, Charlotte was relieved to see that George’s father was nowhere to be seen. His silence had unnerved Charlotte the only other time she had been there, when George had spontaneously decided to introduce her. It had made for an awkward conversation, with yawning gaps interspersed with overlapping flurries of meaningless chatter between her and Cissy. Throughout, Mr. Woolfe had remained impassive to the collective embarrassment, simply rolling a slim metal file back and forth on the table with downcast eyes, his only contribution the occasional wet clearing of his throat.


	“Dad’s out this morning,” said Cissy, seeing Charlotte’s quick glance about the room. “I said he could take his own cages to the market today, now it’s so chilly. I can’t stand how freezing it gets staying in the same spot. It gets into my bones. He needed the fresh air, I told him.” She smiled to herself as she poured a cup of weak tea out and handed it to Charlotte. “There’s no sugar, I’m afraid,” she remembered, her smile fading.


	To Charlotte, who had grown accustomed to Annie’s regime of bleaching, scrubbing and boiling, the air of the room was not transparent but yellowed, as if discoloured by a layer of old grease. Cissy did her best, but she was still young and cleaned only what had been spilled, the rest of the time just dabbing with her cloth at the middle of things while the edges silted up.


	Distracted, Charlotte sat down on the one easy chair. Cissy, now armed with her own cup of tea, pulled a hard chair over towards the older girl and sat down opposite, smiling down into the steaming liquid.


	“So, you and George have been courting for a fair few months now, haven’t you?” she said shyly, when the quiet between them had grown noticeable. They had barely spent any time alone before.


	“Yes, I suppose we have,” said Charlotte with a sigh. “It’s gone quick. But listen, Cissy, while I’m here I may as well ask you. Was he in with you last night? He’d said he might, well, I thought I might see him down the pub.”


	Cissy looked both embarrassed and eager at the same time. “He was here for his tea and then he went out for a couple of hours, said he fancied a walk—I don’t even ask no more—and then he was back in, well, it must have been about 10. Then he was up late, keeping me awake with the candle burning while he did his drawing again.”


	Charlotte leaned back and let her head rest against the back of the chair. Her headache had descended so it sat immediately above her eye sockets and with her free hand she massaged her brow.


	“Are you alright, Lottie?” asked Cissy. “You look ever so pale. Have you had any breakfast?”


	“No. Thanks, Cissy, but I couldn’t eat a thing. I had one too many last night and my head is pounding. I think I’d throw my guts up if I ate.”


	Cissy looked shocked and tried to cover it by getting up and going over to the table. “Look, I’ll just fetch you a slice of bread to have with your tea,” she said. “You look like you might faint otherwise.”


	Charlotte closed her eyes and clasped the hot cup tighter. She knew George was close to Cissy but how much would she tell him about this? Knowing she should keep quiet she asked the question in her mind anyway.


	“Cissy, has George said anything to you about me? I won’t tell him you told me or nothing.”


	Cissy looked up from the uneven slice of bread she was cutting and smiled shyly. “Oh, he’s always on about you! When you first come and live here and he couldn’t pluck up the courage to talk to you, he was always dropping you into the conversation. Or even just mentioning someone on Avebury Street and I reckoned that was just to get close to talking about you. He said you had fine eyes once, I remember that. I laughed at him for it and he got cross and wouldn’t say nothing else for the rest of the day. I don’t know where he got that from, ‘fine eyes’. Like something out of a romance.”


	Charlotte smiled wanly. “But, I mean, has he said anything recently? Like this week or last night, when he was here.”


	“Oh, I see. Well, now that I think of it, I can’t remember anything in particular. But then he doesn’t talk much to me, he’s a man, and most of them never say much. He’ll end up like our dad by the time he’s his age, never saying a word. Don’t say I never warned you.”


	She giggled, but seeing Charlotte’s face she hurried back over with the bread, the merest scraping of lard smeared on it. Her eyes were round with concern again. “I’m sure he thinks the world of you, Charlotte.” She cast around, not wanting the older girl, who seemed quite fascinating to Cissy, with her strange, slanted eyes and sharp chin, to be disappointed and leave. Then a wonderful idea occurred to her.


	“You know what, I bet he’s done drawings of you. He’s been up late two nights on the trot doing something. I’ll fetch his book.” She hesitated. “But you must promise you’ll never tell him what you’ve seen. He keeps his drawings secret, hides them away. Of course I’ve known he keeps his book under the mattress for months—who does he thinks makes the beds round here?—but he’d kill me if he thought I’d shown them around.”


	Charlotte’s face had softened as Cissy talked, her cheeks turning rosy with the hope that she’d been worrying over nothing, and that George had just been tired the past few weeks. Perhaps things hadn’t changed between them after all, she’d had it all wrong.


	“Oh, I won’t tell, Cissy, cross my heart,” she said eagerly. “I’m good with secrets, honest. Do you really think he’s done a picture of me in his book?’


	Cissy quickly returned with the small volume, giggling as she sat back down. She flicked excitedly through the pages until she reached the last sheet to have been drawn on. Her eyes scanned the page quickly and she stopped for an instant before she hurriedly turned it over to the previous drawing. At this her face darkened and she shut the book abruptly.


	“What? What is it?” cried Charlotte, standing up and knocking over the tea Cissy had left on the bare boards of the floor.


	“I’ll get a cloth for that,” said Cissy, but as she rose, Charlotte reached out and snatched the book from her hands. She opened the book at the front and turned the sheets quickly, the long nail of her forefinger separating the leaves deftly. Most of the sketches were plants, copies, some of them surprisingly intricate and life-like, of the botanical plates George set every day at the print. But a rough sketch left incomplete on one page showed a small face with a pointed chin. Only the eyes had been properly drawn in with shading and detail and they were undoubtedly her own. She looked up and smiled at Cissy broadly, wondering at her stricken face.


	Turning to the last page with markings on, about halfway through the scuffed book, Charlotte became very still, her smile fading. It was another face, less roughly incomplete than the one of herself, and of an entirely different person. These eyes were round and the hair framing the face was plainly looped in an old-fashioned style over the ears, rendering them invisible. The mouth was small and neat beneath a snub nose. Charlotte turned to the image on the previous page and absorbed the likeness of a house she had never seen, and which was certainly not on any street she knew.


	Still standing, with the two spots of pink on her cheeks darkening to crimson, she closed the book with a snap and then, quite deliberately, threw it down hard. Both girls looked down at the splaying pages, which came to rest open at the picture of the strange girl. Charlotte stared at it for a long moment and then walked out of the room, her steps on the stairs leaden, with none of their customary fleetness and grace.
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	George’s walk back from Holloway Road to the large white house on Aberdeen Park was over frustratingly quickly. Mrs. Drew had asked George about his family and expressed sorrow when he told her about his mother’s death. Clemency had kept quiet during this careful conversation between the older lady and the working man, preferring to observe George. He was quite unlike any person she’d ever met, but not because he was poorer, though that was certainly the case. The difference was something less tangible; a certain strain he seemed to be under when he answered her mother’s polite questions and the absolute rigidity with which he held himself, his narrow shoulders pulled right back. She realised now that all the young men she had met—usually the sons of her father’s associates—were entirely comfortable in their own skin, their own expensive clothes. Those men, even the ones who were barely older than herself, always knew what to say, and made fresh enquiries of her before she had fully considered their last question.


	George was thankfully unaware that he was being watched, his concentration taken up by Mrs. Drew’s questions and his replies, which he knew mustn’t be muttered or in slang, or, most dreadful of all, include a swear word. Like the previous occasion, he could only give the lovely house a cursory glance as the trio went up the path, occupied as he was with telling Mrs. Drew about his mother’s work at Freeman’s cigar factory before she fell ill. He resolved to stand and absorb the house after he left from the opposite pavement; committing it to solid memory so he could later improve on his sketch at home.


	The surly maid who had slammed the front door in his face the last time he had visited was already holding it back before they had scaled the steps. Against the heavy slab of painted oak she looked tiny, though no less fierce.


	“Ah, Milly, thank you,” said Mrs. Drew. “We have an unexpected visitor, so will you please prepare some tea and perhaps a few sandwiches. It’s been hours since breakfast and luncheon seems a great way off. Use something light though, some cucumber and a little of the tongue.”


	She plucked off her hat and gloves as she issued her instructions, while Milly stared insolently at George with the same eyebrow raised as before. George cleared his throat and quickly snatched his cap off, holding it sheepishly in front of him. Mrs. Drew turned to smile benevolently at him.


	“George here has come to help me bring down that steamer trunk from the attic. I want it to be ship-shape up there for Captain Drew when he comes home for Christmas.”


	“I could have helped you with that, Mrs. Drew,” said Milly icily, still glaring at George, who was now engaged in smoothing down an awkward lick of hair so he didn’t have to look at her.


	“Don’t be silly, of course you couldn’t have,” replied Mrs. Drew smartly. “That trunk is far too heavy for you or I to carry. It won’t take George more than a few minutes and then he can take some elevenses before he goes. That’s all, Milly, off you go.”


	The maid scuttled away towards the back of the house, and disappeared through a doorway. Moments later, the clash of metal issued from the kitchen, somewhere deep in the house. Clemency aimed a small smile at George.


	“Well then, let us go up and tackle this awkward trunk, shall we?” Mrs. Drew started up the staircase without waiting for a reply.


	George, following her at a respectful distance, took the opportunity of not being watched to observe himself, able at last to drink in his surroundings. High above the curved staircase was a large window that had apparently been cut in the ceiling. Through its panes, which formed an oval dome, he could see the same sky he watched from his window at night. They arrived at a small gallery that was punctuated by half a dozen closed doors. A large oil painting of a dour-countenanced man hung on one wall, his dark clothes seeping like molasses into the shadowy background. Clemmie, seeing George stare as they passed, spoke quietly behind him.


	“That’s my father’s father. He’s an old man there but when he was younger he was in the Royal Navy, just like my father’s older brother. Father is in the Merchant Navy, that’s how he knows Mr. Booth, you see.”


	George nodded, not really seeing at all. He didn’t know what Mr. Booth and his book about London’s poor had to do with the sea. Perhaps he could ask Miss Clemmie later, when he wasn’t so intent on not stumbling up the stairs. Through a door they reached a second staircase, narrower and darker than the previous one, and without any deep crimson carpet covering the treads. Mrs. Drew’s buttoned boots echoed on the unvarnished wood and George made sure his own steps were light. At the top of the flight were two plain wooden doors facing each other, both of them closed. From a ring attached at her waist by a narrow silk ribbon, Mrs. Drew removed a small key and placed it in the lock of one.


	The attic, hidden behind such an unremarkable door, was far larger than George had expected. The narrow stairs had made him imagine that the house grew smaller the higher you climbed. In fact, the attic was formed of one room which extended almost the width and depth of the whole house. The other door on the small landing could only have led to a box room, or perhaps it was where the maid slept.


	The height of it impressed George as much as its length. He could have stood without stooping at the lowest part of the roof’s pitch, his head only just reaching the eaves and their cobweb fronds. The air in the room was old and close and the sunlight streaming in through a pair of round windows revealed swarms of dust, each mote catching the light in turn. It was quite different to the grander hallway downstairs with its elegant balustrade and panelled doors, though no less fascinating to George.


	The walls were unpapered, the lime wash a replica of the cold, hard white of the sky when the cloud cover is high and even. The contents of the attic were covered in pale sheets to protect them and, what with the unvarnished boards, the overall effect was strangely ethereal to him, more accustomed as he was to drab colours and busy patterns which hid the grime.


	While George looked around, Mrs. Drew had hastened over to one corner and whipped the sheet off a large trunk. She stood back to let the dust settle, raising a hand to cover her nose and mouth. When she was satisfied she wasn’t going to choke or sneeze, she bent to undo the latch. Lifting it, she peered inside and then straightened up stiffly.


	“This is the one I want to sort through today. I knew it was here. It’s full of maps and atlases that I’m sure my husband would like to see again but has forgotten all about. Much of it came from his uncle, who left many papers and books to him in his will. This, as well as a number of other trunks, were shipped to us from India when he died last year.”


	She looked up thoughtfully. “Now, George, do you think you’ll be able to lift it?”


	George crossed to the trunk and saw that it wasn’t solid wood and it wasn’t full. He bent down and grabbed hold of the handles at either end. Much to his relief, he could indeed lift it, finding it more awkward than heavy, its width making his outstretched arms strain and ache almost immediately. Mrs. Drew wished for him to take it down to the parlour on the ground floor and, with Clemency’s fussing over where to put his feet, he reached the bottom of the last flight of stairs without mishap.


	“Excellent! Thank you very much,” said Mrs. Drew, flushed with pleasure that the task had been so satisfactorily completed. “Now, you will stay for some elevenses, won’t you? Are you hungry?”


	George was ravenous by now. The penny for the bun he had been planning to buy was still lodged somewhere in the lining of his jacket, and he hadn’t eaten since the evening before.


	“I am a little hungry,” he said quietly. “Thank you, Mrs. Drew.”


	She rang the bell next to the fireplace and almost immediately Milly arrived carrying a tray laden with tiny, crustless sandwiches and a fine china teapot. George saw that there were just two cups on the tray. Meanwhile, Mrs. Drew had lifted the trunk’s latch once more and was kneeling on a cushion to rummage within, Clemency peering over her shoulder.


	“I’ve got yours in the kitchen,” said Milly to George quietly, just as Mrs. Drew rose to her feet and turned to the tray.


	George stood immobile, wondering what he should say before he followed Milly out. He had thought he would sit here, with the mother and daughter, and only now did he realise his mistake. Clemency coloured and looked down, having also counted the cups. Mrs. Drew sneezed loudly and retrieved a lace-edged handkerchief from her sleeve.


	“Goodness, there is a great deal of dust in this trunk. Milly, you will have to see to it before I have a proper look or I will be choking all afternoon. Now, as it’s only elevenses, I don’t see why we should stand on ceremony. Why don’t you bring George’s tea in here and we can all sit together.”


	Looking openly disgusted, the maid withdrew and soon returned with a white enamelled plate and a large mug of stewed tea. On the plate was a thick sandwich with a slice of tongue slapped inside. He knew it was all Milly thought he was good for, but he was starving and knew he would have got no sustenance from the dainty triangles of bread and slivers of cucumber meant for the ladies.


	“Ah, now that’s nice,” said Mrs. Drew, settling down into a deep leather wing chair with a well-piled plate. “Take some sugar in your tea, George, won’t you?”


	Mrs. Drew liked to take a great deal of sugar in hers. When she first met her future husband he had liked to joke that she was attempting to stand her spoon up in it. The truth was that she hadn’t had much of anything sweet as a girl, and the taste of it had remained a treat, though she had been married, and lived in comfort, for nearly twenty years.


	When she was growing up, Mrs. Drew had lived only a dozen streets away from the home she had made with her husband. It had been a very different upbringing to Clemency’s nonetheless, and although her family had not been very poor, there had never been any spare. So while she had never gone hungry, her father bringing home a decent enough wage as a solicitor’s clerk, there had been no room in the household budget to buy anything pretty or tasty just for its own sake. She knew that Milly silently cursed her for accumulating so many fripperies and ornaments that collected dust, but she simply got so much pleasure from a musical box with its miniature brass mechanism and tinkling tune, or a porcelain figurine, its features picked out in hair’s breadth gold brushstrokes, that she could not resist adding to her collection. Clemmie was a credit to both her parents and always remembered to thank everyone for all her many Christmas and birthday presents. Even so, Mrs. Drew wondered if her daughter could ever feel the pure delight in these things that her mother did. One exception, of course, appeared to be the birdcage the Woolfe boy’s father had made. She had recognised something of her own childish wonder in Clemmie’s face when she had carried it through from the hallway for everyone at the party to admire.


	The next half an hour passed pleasantly, Mrs. Drew somehow managing to maintain a ceaseless flow of light conversation, which required neither answers nor pause for her to eat, though the heap of finger sandwiches steadily diminished. At the end of a long anecdote concerning a maiden aunt, she suddenly turned to George.


	“I don’t suppose you would consider helping us with some other small tasks, would you?” she said. “We would give you something for your trouble, naturally.”


	“Mama, I think that George must have his own proper job to go to, don’t you, George?” broke in Clemmie, her face pink.


	Mrs. Drew dismissed her daughter’s concern with a wave of her hand. “Of course he has. I realise that, my dear. But I only meant that George might come on the occasional Saturday. Or do you work then too, George?”


	“I do usually work the mornings on a Saturday, Mrs. Drew, but, like today, sometimes I can swap shifts with a fellow and make up the time the next week instead. I could be free to help most Saturday afternoons, and would be glad to, if you needed me.”


	He looked down at his plate and wondered whether to take another bite that would require chewing and swallowing before he could talk again. He decided to leave it for the time being, the new excitement in his stomach making him feel quite full already. Mrs. Drew looked triumphantly at Clemmie.


	“There you are, my dear, he doesn’t mind at all, and a little extra in the pocket never hurts, does it George?”


	He started to protest, but Mrs. Drew held her hand up, the stones in her rings creating a flurry of light spots on the wall behind her. “No, I shan’t hear of you working for free,” she said. “It’s one thing to bring a trunk down the stairs for a pair of weak women; quite another to see to the rest of that attic. If only we had discovered you in time for the pruning. I said to Clemency’s father when he was home in September that I would no longer employ the man who did our gardening this summer. He had such an insolent smile and an uncanny knack of creeping around silently. You never quite knew what window he’d appear at next.” She fell into silence, shaking her head with the unhappy memory.


	George took the opportunity to speak while she was quiet. “I don’t have no experience . . . well, I mean to say that I haven’t done too much gardening in my time, Mrs. Drew, so it’s probably as well that it’s too late for me to start now,” he said.


	“Yes, of course. I’m sure, however, that you will manage very well in the attic. There are countless boxes of books and all manner of oddments that I am determined to get to the bottom of. It will be such a lift to the spirits when it is all done. Sometimes I can’t sleep for thinking about it all in such a state of disorganisation, and just above my head too. George, you will be able to fetch and lift while I direct you and we will have it as neat as a new pin in time for Christmas. Does that sound reasonable to you?”


	George nodded solemnly. “Yes, Mrs. Drew, it does. I can come next Saturday afternoon if that suits. Or . . . ” He stopped and then, resolved, went quiet. He didn’t want to use up all his opportunities to be here in one day.


	“Or?” asked Mrs. Drew.


	“Well, I would stay on this afternoon to help you, but I said I would get back to help my sister.”


	“Well, it’s settled then. Next week will do just as well. After all, that attic has been in a dreadful state for years, another week won’t make too much difference. I know I shall sleep better simply knowing the task is in hand. I feel quite drowsy at the mere thought of it.”


	George looked down at his feet, not wishing to comment on a matter that involved Mrs. Drew’s nocturnal habits and her bedroom. Clemency, who had got up to riffle through the trunk, smiled to herself.


	“Mama, perhaps when George has seen to the attic he can have a look at papa’s library,” she said slowly. “You remember I told George about papa’s botanical books when he brought my cage. George copies the plates he sets at the print so perhaps he could do the same with the books here.”


	Mrs. Drew looked thoughtful, her eyes on the last sandwich. “Well, I can’t see why not, although you’ll have to make sure your hands are spotlessly clean. Some of the rarer editions are rather valuable. I’m all for the education of the po– . . . of everyone. Our dear friend Mr. Booth has become a great philanthropist and an example to us all, though I make what small contribution I can myself. I do feel sure that he would approve of this scheme, though perhaps I ought to write to Captain Drew and ask his express permission. I think I must do that, my dear, don’t you agree?”


	George had coloured at her first words, looking down with a frown at his hands, which didn’t look grubby to him.


	Mrs. Drew continued, not noticing his discomfort as she helped herself with her plump fingers to the remaining sandwich. “Yes, you’ll get terribly filthy in the attic, George, so perhaps it would also be wise to bring a change of clothes.”


	George’s face cleared and he smiled broadly for the first time at Mrs. Drew, who was now chewing too determinedly to smile back. “Well, I had best be off now,” he said after she had swallowed, wondering if he should wait until the maid cleared the tea things but quite unable to sit still in the hushed room any longer. “Thank you for the tea. I will hardly need any dinner now, and my sister Cissy will be cross.”


	They all tittered politely. “Goodbye then,” he said. “I will be here prompt at two o’clock next week. I shan’t need seeing out now. Goodbye.”


	As George descended the front steps, the prospect of being able to return made him stumble where he hadn’t on the stairs inside. Looking quickly back at the house, he saw that the relative lack of light inside had transformed the windows into dark voids. He hoped that no one had seen him trip, though he could imagine Milly’s scornful face in his mind’s eye clearly enough. Scarlet-faced, he hurried away, suddenly eager to reach the main road and breathe easily again. Now he was alone he realised how clenched his entire body had been, as if every nerve had been straining to behave in the correct way; to not betray him.
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	9 Aberdeen Park,


	London


	 


	15th November 1901


	 


	 


	 


	My dear husband,

	

	 


	We are all so excited here after your last letter brought such happy news about your shore leave at Christmas. Dear Clemmie was so overcome when the letter came that she couldn’t finish her breakfast and went darting around the house as she did when she was a child, like a wild bird batting around in a cage. Even Milly was pleased; at least I am sure I saw her smile when I read out your letter. She was stoking the fire even though it was quite hot enough in this mild weather and it’s my belief that she wanted to hear when you would be coming home, just as Clemmie and I did.


	 


	Now, my dear, I wanted to ask you about a small matter, though you might think it too trifling for me to have bothered you with. Forgive me if this is the case, but I sometimes imagine you like to hear how we women get on in our cosy domestic world, and that it is a comfort when you are far from home in rough seas.


	We have become recently acquainted with a young man called George Woolfe. Do you recall the fine birdcage I told you Mr. Booth so kindly bought for Clemmie’s birthday? She was so pleased with it that I admit I felt slightly hurt, knowing she preferred it to the things I had picked out for her. But that is my own vanity and I’m drifting away from the subject as I always do, like a boat loosened from its moorings, as you once so cleverly put it.


	George is the son of the birdcage maker and it was he who delivered Clemmie’s cage here in time for her birthday party. Clemmie and he were introduced by Mr. Booth, I believe, and by a strange coincidence we met him on the Holloway Road when we were out for a walk to the draper’s yesterday. I asked him to carry down from the attic one of your uncle’s trunks (you know that I am quite determined to clear that dreadful attic before your return, and before another Christmas passes) and he did so quite easily. It was far more than Milly or I might have managed and he would not accept any payment for it, though if it becomes a regular arrangement this winter then I shall of course insist upon it.


	He looks to be 18 or 19 years of age, though he may be older, I suppose. He’s a gentle-seeming boy, rather shy and awkward but well-meaning and, though his clothes are rather old and threadbare, he is not at all a rough sort. Quite the opposite; there is something rather fine about him, if that does not sound like one of my fancies that you and our daughter would laugh at.


	Clemmie (you know she is quite capable of winkling secrets out of anyone) has discovered that the boy has a love of drawing. He works at a print that produces botanical books of the kind of which you are fond, and likes to copy the illustrations at home after his shifts. Clemmie has told him about your library, naughty girl, and she wishes that you would let the boy copy some of the plates from the books there. Naturally I would supervise and make sure his hands are spotlessly clean, and of course I would make sure the rare books in the locked cabinet are left untouched.


	The young man is returning to the house this coming Saturday to continue with the fetching and carrying of some of the other heavy items. I will tell him we are to wait for your answer before he is to open even a single volume but, in case he is needed the following week, a response is eagerly awaited by your ever-loving wife,


	 


	Emily
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	George mounted the badly lit tenement stairs to his family’s rooms after another distracted walk south, his belly full of the good bread and tongue. As he did, he deliberately tried to change his expression to a frown, afraid of the embarrassment that would ensue when Cissy saw the optimism in his face. As it was, she barely looked at him when he walked in, her own countenance strangely difficult to read. In his surprise—Cissy was generally a creature of simple moods—he forgot himself.


	“You alright, Cissy?” he asked. “Something happened?” He checked his father’s corner as he spoke but saw that nothing was altered there, his father as inanimate as usual.


	“Everything’s fine, George,” she said. “Was work alright?” She spoke with a false brightness that was more familiarly Cissy.


	He grunted in reply and took some time returning his old cap to its hook, his back conveniently turned. He wasn’t a good liar.


	“Charlotte was after you,” Cissy continued, her tone more strained. “She come round late morning but I told her you was at work. She weren’t here more than a few minutes. I said I’d tell you she called.”


	She wouldn’t meet his eye as she made herself busy, sweeping breadcrumbs off the table. George saw that she was biting her lower lip. He watched her fiddle and fuss for a while, until irritation got the better of him.


	“Just leave it now, will you?” he said sharply. “It’s clean enough.”


	Cissy jumped and stopped moving altogether. With visible effort, she looked up him for the first time. “So, you off out tonight? Seeing Charlotte?”


	“No, not tonight. Thought I’d stay in again. Perhaps I’ll see her in the week.”


	Cissy smiled weakly and reached out to touch her brother’s sleeve but he was looking over at his father, annoyance still in the set of his jaw. Something in the awkwardness of the exchange with Cissy, who was not herself, coupled with his father’s customary refusal to engage with anyone, took him back to that shameful episode with his mother.


	It had taken him almost three weeks to admit to his father what he had witnessed; convinced that he must tell the truth and that his father couldn’t possibly suspect. His father was behaving just as he always did, leaving George in an agony of anticipation. He had looked desperately for an opportunity to speak to him alone, even crying off sick from the print one Saturday morning because he thought he could follow his dad to the marshes and tell him what he had seen there, where no one could barge in on them and interrupt.


	In any event, he couldn’t do it, not in the place where he spent so many happy times as a boy; he wouldn’t let his mother’s betrayal sully those memories. Instead, the two men passed a quiet, companionable morning there, and George felt quite disorientated, as though his growing up, leaving school and getting a trade, had never been.


	The opportunity to relieve himself of his burden, one that had grown ever heavier, came unexpectedly one evening. George returned from work to find his father alone. It turned out that his mother had been persuaded to buy Cissy a pair of new boots. A neighbour had a pair for sale that were as good as new, but pinched her own broad feet. The two men sat in the rare peace of the room, dark but for one feeble candle flame, while George wondered how to begin, his rehearsed speech all but forgotten.


	When he eventually spoke out, he was surprised at the steadiness of his voice, even while his hands shook around the mug of tea his father had had made for him. Down in the street, a woman’s voice rose up in a raucous laugh.


	“Dad, I’ve been meaning to speak to you,” he began. “I tried this Saturday just past, up the marshes, but it wasn’t right that I do it there.”


	His father raised his head and looked George in the eye. “What is it, lad?” he asked quietly, keeping his eyes on his son’s.


	George rushed towards the heart of the matter. “I came home early one day a few weeks back; I’ve hardly known what to do with myself since for wondering how to tell you. Ma was at home with her pains, I knew, so I didn’t want to knock and get her out of bed. You know the catch is stiff on the door and so I shoved at it to get in. I saw her there, in bed, but . . . well, she wasn’t ill after all. She was with another fellow, dad.”


	George looked at the floor and swallowed hard. “He pushed past me and ran off or I’d have fought him and made sure he would never . . . “ He stopped, aware that his father’s expression hadn’t changed, though his eyes had moved to gaze into the middle distance.


	George rattled on, not wishing there to be any misunderstanding. “Father, do you understand what I’m getting at? He weren’t just a . . . friend, come to visit her. I saw them. She had her skirts off.”


	His father picked up a small chisel, the finest gauge he owned, and rolled it gently back and forth over the sticky texture of the table’s oilcloth. George bit the inside of his cheek to keep from talking on into the silence.


	“Your mother is a very passionate woman,” his father finally said. “I was lucky to catch her when I did. I could hardly believe my own luck. She was too pretty, and too . . . too full of spirit to notice someone like me.” He chuckled quietly. “When we started stepping out, people would say we were like chalk and cheese, but somehow we suited each other. I didn’t mind her talking, and she didn’t mind my being quiet. I didn’t suppose then that I would hold her attention for long, she was like one of them birds up the marshes, all bright and full of life. But she married me and she’s stayed with me, and you and Cissy, for all these years.”


	George’s hands clenched at his sides. “But what about this man?” he half shouted. “Why aren’t you angry, dad? She’s made a fool of you.”


	Mr. Woolfe shook his head and smiled sadly at George. “But I always was a fool for her. I’m sorry that you had to see what you did, but I have always expected it somehow or other. Now, son, let’s not talk of it again. I won’t have you bad-mouth her, so it’s best if we leave it be.”


	George was left at the table fuming, while his father resumed his pottering around the small space in which the four of them were confined in such close proximity. He had hardly dared think how his father might react to the news; still, he had never expected such abject acceptance. Though George hadn’t moved from his seat, and perhaps only a few minutes had passed since he broke his silence, he felt as though things had irrevocably shifted and changed. His father was the same but different, as if viewed through someone else’s spectacles. The gentleness George had always loved, and prized when other boys’ fathers had beaten them, had warped into passivity; the quietness that once seemed like self-assurance now seemed to reveal itself as weakness.


	 


	 


	 






              
          
  


  
    
            

  
  
  	
    		

    		Chapter Eleven

  	

  

  

  


	


	
	 


	After Charlotte had left the Woolfes’ apartment without a word, she had gone straight home.


	“Back again already, are we?” cried Annie, until she caught sight of Charlotte’s face.


	“What’s wrong, Lottie? You don’t look right. What’s happened?”


	Charlotte let out a strangled cry and flew up the stairs, Annie lumbering after her, the child in her arms beginning to fret at the commotion. Jiggling him on her hip until he dozed off again, Annie looked down at her sister. She had flung herself down on her bed, face turned away, her narrow back shaking with silent sobs. Annie put Eddie down in his cot and then sat down on the edge of Charlotte’s bed.


	“Come on, lovey, you can tell your old sister what’s wrong. It’s not because I told you off this morning, is it? I gave Ted what for as well, you know. I’m just a bad tempered old so-and-so when I haven’t had a good night’s sleep, that’s all.”


	Charlotte shook her head without turning around.


	“Good,” said Annie. “Because the rent can wait another week, I know you’re good for it really. So what is it, then? Can’t you get any work? Or is it George? I haven’t seen much of him lately. Have you had a falling out?”


	Charlotte remained silent, her weeping reduced to shudders as she relaxed under Annie’s hand, which was now stroking her tangled hair. After a time, Charlotte’s breathing grew deep and regular and Annie knew she had fallen asleep. Pulling a blanket over her sister’s sleeping form, Annie went back downstairs to her chores, wondering what on earth that boy could have done. She couldn’t remember the last time she’d seen Charlotte cry; she hadn’t shed a single tear at their mother’s funeral.


	 


	* * *


	 


	When Charlotte woke it was late in the afternoon, the light of the day already leached away. For a moment, she was confused until she remembered the small red leather book and the drawings within that she wished she’d never laid eyes on. Turning on her side and hugging her knees to her chest, she felt the unfamiliar sensation of tears rising up in her throat again. She couldn’t believe that she’d cried in front of Annie. Downstairs, she could now hear the low rumble of Ted’s voice. She wouldn’t go downstairs now, in case Annie tried to prise an answer out of her again, and Ted sat and gawped at her swollen eyes. Not for the first time she wished it was just her and Annie, and the baby of course. She couldn’t stand the way Ted looked at her at times; sometimes leering, when he’d had a few, but more often with a sneering sort of contempt.


	Though she tried to ignore them, those brazen looks of his always took her back to the weeks when she had first lodged with Annie, just after their mother had died. She’d wanted to stay on in her mother’s two rooms alone, not for the sentimental reasons Annie had thought, but because she’d thought it would be grand to have the place to herself, to come and go as she pleased, and have no one shouting or lashing out at her. Annie was set against it though, and when Charlotte couldn’t get any shifts at Lipton’s the matter was resolved by her not being able to keep up the rent. There was nowhere to go but Annie’s—and with Annie came Ted.


	Ted had never been one to say much; after his and Annie’s wedding he’d insisted they go to the pub, only to let everyone else fool about while he watched from the corner, pint after pint disappearing down his thick neck as the overcast afternoon had deepened into a dark, moonless night. Annie knew everyone, and everyone loved Annie, but Ted was something of an intrigue, with his way of holding back and watching, keeping himself apart.


	Charlotte had always felt a prickle of unease when she was alone with him, something she had felt ashamed of—perhaps he was only awkward with people—and so had tried to make up for it by joining him at the pub occasionally, when Annie wouldn’t or, later, when the baby came, couldn’t go. Annie even encouraged it, believing Ted would be better off with her younger sister for company than some of his more unsavoury acquaintances. It wasn’t too bad: Ted happy to sit on his stool, surveying the scene, while Charlotte chattered on to whoever was in that night.


	One afternoon might have changed everything if she had dared speak up about it afterwards. Annie had gone out, to visit an old lady a few roads away who had just lost her husband, and both Charlotte and Ted had idle afternoons ahead – he having been on a night shift and she having been curtly dismissed from her latest job at the cigar factory after arriving late. The house was unnaturally quiet, Annie having taken the baby with her to cheer up the neighbour.


	Ted was sitting slumped in his customary armchair, apparently dozing, while Charlotte crept around in search of her umbrella. She had decided she would far rather head out into a light spring shower than endure an awkward hour or two with Ted when there wasn’t any drink to grease the wheels of conversation. She had just spied the missing article, rolled under Ted’s armchair, and had got down on her hands and knees to retrieve it, when she heard him stir.


	“What’s my little sister up to, then?” he asked as she stayed rooted to the spot, and something in the way he spoke the harmless words made her shudder. She sat back quickly on her heels and met his eye. He was smiling, but it seemed more like a grimace to Charlotte.


	No longer able to hold his gaze, she got up and batted the dust off her skirt, a hot blush spreading across her cheeks.


	“You going out in the wet?” he asked, still looking at her intently. “Why don’t you keep me company while your dear sister’s out do-gooding round the place?”


	Reaching out a meaty arm, his shirtsleeve rolled up to reveal a shock of thick, dark hair, he pulled her towards him so that she almost toppled into his lap.


	“Come on, Lottie, you’re always out drinking with me, sitting up at the bar in your best jacket and them little shiny boots. We’re on our own now, without no one to bother us. I’ve seen you being all coy, teasing the men in the pub. And don’t think I haven’t noticed the looks you give your brother-in-law too, when Annie’s busy fussing with that baby.”


	Pushing back against the arm of his chair with one hand, Charlotte regained her balance and dug her fingernails of the other hand into the fleshy arm that gripped her. He pulled away cursing as her nails broke his skin, his face darkening. Before he could get up she wrenched open the front door and ran out into the rain, the umbrella forgotten. “Stupid bitch,” she’d heard him call after her, as she half tripped over the front step in her haste to get away.


	She’d thought about going straight round to the neighbour’s and telling Annie what had happened, but she found her feet taking her south instead, towards the surging Thames. She wasn’t sure she could explain it without sounding like she was causing trouble, and even began to wonder if her own discomfort around him had looked to Ted like coyness. When she came in late that evening, hungry and cold in her damp clothes, she’d lied and said she had forgotten her umbrella. Ted, who didn’t seem to have moved from his armchair, chose not to look up at her, and Charlotte let herself be scolded by Annie into dry clothes and bed.


	Ted had never mentioned it, though she sensed he always knew where she was in the room, and heard what she said. Their trips to the pub only now occurred when he asked her to join him in front of Annie, when she was afraid to refuse and rouse her sister’s suspicions. Now, upstairs in bed, her small nephew breathing deeply in his cot close by, Charlotte realised that thinking about Ted, uncomfortable as the memory made her, had at least taken her mind off George. A few moments later, lulled by little Eddie’s occasional soft snores, she sank gratefully back into a deep sleep, glad to slip out of the world for a little longer.


	 


	 


	 






              
          
  


  
    
            

  
  
  	
    		

    		Chapter Twelve

  	

  

  

  


	


	
	 


	Early on Monday morning, while the baby slept on and the light from outside was still too insipid to penetrate the thin curtain, Charlotte rose quietly. She realised she had slept fitfully since Saturday afternoon, barely venturing out of the room and allowing Annie to believe she had caught a chill. Annie relished the role of nurse, especially to her sharp-tongued sister, and so Charlotte had been carefully ministered to, with cool flannels on her brow and bowls of hot broth to sip off a tray in her bed. Her sleep during the last two nights had been studded with vivid dreams of the large house in George’s drawing. In one dream that became a nightmare, she was trying to climb the steps up to the broad front door. Though there were only half a dozen to scale and it was urgent that she get to the top, her legs felt as though they were stuck fast in the ground. She hadn’t been able to get higher than the first of them before she’d woken herself up.


	Dressing quickly without washing, she felt more awake than she had for weeks and, keen not to be cooped up in the house a moment longer, resolved to spend the day out. Annie had been kind to her, but she was reluctant to see her sister this morning, her temper liable to reignite when she realised that Charlotte had no intention of finding any work today. As for Ted’s knowing, conspiratorial glances over breakfast—Annie was bound to have worried about her to him—Charlotte thought they might be even worse than a fresh dose of Annie’s wrath. She wanted only to be alone, and the best way to be alone that she knew was to immerse herself in the press of the crowds close to the river.


	She had barely got outside the door, chewing on a dry crust as she went, when she stopped dead. An almost impenetrable fog had descended and she could see the outline of the stick factory opposite only dimly. The gas lamps on the New North Road were still lit at this hour, and they glowed eerily through the opaque air when she reached them. The fog was freezing and it curled around her thin shoulders like a dank, greasy cloak. Determined to get to the river nevertheless, she kept her eyes down on the cobbles just ahead of her feet, her ears alert for the sound of carriages that might knock her down.


	As she walked, the image of George’s drawing of the mysterious girl inevitably came to the forefront of her mind; Charlotte could only be grateful that she hadn’t also appeared in the dreams about the house. She retraced the lines of the face George had so carefully committed to paper, far more painstakingly than he had her own image. She had thought the face plain when she first turned to it but, with consideration and a heavy pessimism that had gradually set in, she now found herself preferring the stranger’s round eyes to her own slanted pair. Likewise the simply arranged hair Charlotte knew would shine like a looking glass in sunlight, quite unlike her own unruly waves and tangles.


	Continuing southwards, she sped up to warm her blood. Though she had been heartily sick of the past summer’s relentless heat, she now felt a pang for its languorous warmth. Breathing in, the yellowed fog tasted bitter, as though everyone in London had lit their dirty fires in unison. She walked by instinct rather than design, feeling the land fall gently away under her feet as she neared the great river.


	There wasn’t often the opportunity, not with Annie or her mother before her asking where Charlotte was going, wanting to account for her every waking minute, but if she ever had craved some sense of escape, then she had always been drawn to the Thames. No matter how many times she saw it, it was always broader than she remembered, its murky water surging along in an alarming show of power. On days when the wind was up, the pale, foaming crests of small waves could be seen. She thought it must be what the sea looked like.


	She wound swiftly through the tangle of roads close to Poultry and Threadneedle Streets. The hem of her skirts had been dragging in the dirt and when she noticed, and hoisted the cloth up an inch or two, she received a whistle for it from a nearby hawker who’d glimpsed her through the veiled air.


	When she arrived at the river she found she was slightly further west than she had intended, the fog disorientating even her sound sense of direction. She realised she had wandered almost to Billingsgate Market, the chilly reek of fish forcing her to breathe shallowly.


	Without pausing, the smell turning her stomach at this early hour, she took off towards London Bridge. Walking briskly, it wasn’t before she had reached the section of iron fretwork that overlooked the very centre of the river that the freezing air lost the fish market’s stench. Looking about her was a strange sensation, knowing the familiar sights that were surely there but rendered invisible by the fog. The loss of those landmarks made her more aware of the noises emanating from the river. As well as the churning of the water, she could also hear the lightermen and stevedores that worked on it, the morning shift having just begun. Through the dense, jaundiced air she caught the odd warning shout from one to another, and the clank and shudder of metal on wood as the ships were unloaded. The sounds seemed to shimmer closer and then retreat as the swirling air blew them this way and that.


	Leaning far out over the surging water, Charlotte gulped down the air that had come from the east. As she did, it freed her hair from its fastenings and whipped it around her face. Peering down into the roiling, murky depths far below, the fast-running water just visible through the haze, her eyes lost their focus and the small pencil drawing swam into view once more. George didn’t know any girls, not apart from his sister and her. She didn’t think he knew any girls at the print. She’d met him there a few times after his shift, and the outpouring of exhausted workers after the bell had been exclusively male. He’d lived in Hoxton all his life and though she’d only been in Avebury Street for six months or so, she already knew more people to nod to in the street than he did. If there was another girl who had taken his fancy—and her stomach lurched again at the notion—then it must be someone to do with the house in his sketchbook. A servant girl or a ladies’ maid. Otherwise it could only be someone he’d met by chance in the street, which seemed unlikely. Of course, that was how he’d met her, and it seemed that most of their private business these days—that which didn’t involve drinking in the pub—was done in the street. There were enough disused passageways, dripping with mould and damp but secluded, if you knew them.


	Charlotte’s hands gripped the metal rail hard. She had never felt such jealousy before; there hadn’t been any need. The men she’d stepped out with in the past had simply been there until she didn’t want them anymore, or they’d had to go away—like Joe, when he was posted to South Africa with his regiment. She didn’t even tell one fellow she’d thrown him over—her ma had moved them around often enough that Charlotte could simply vanish on him. She had quite liked that; imagining him calling on her and finding new tenants there instead. She’d pictured him walking slowly home, a bit humiliated, not quite the man he’d thought he was.


	Not that that he hadn’t done anything to deserve it. He’d been a married man and, some months into their courting, had been stricken with a belated sense of remorse for his cheating. She’d grown sick to the back teeth of watching him, head in hands after they’d got up to anything, suddenly wracked with guilt that hadn’t seemed to impinge on his enjoyment five minutes earlier. A couple of times he’d threatened to tell his wife; come clean with her because she deserved the truth, she was such an honest, godly woman and the all the rest of it. Charlotte had been livid with him then, not just because her name would have been dragged through the mud if it got out—Annie’s horror would have been bad enough—but because it seemed so laughably obvious that he was just trying to salve his own guilty conscience, imagining himself as some sort of martyr to his own irrepressible sense of justice and truth.


	“Bit late to feel sorry for it now, isn’t it?” she’d said contemptuously and he’d shaken his head sadly and gone off with his face all mournful, like a good dog who’d been kicked. In the end, it was a blessed relief when her ma had announced they were off the very next week—she owed money to the landlord, a pious type who was too fond of the sermon and the shilling to be paid in any other way.


	But it didn’t seem so simple with George. She found she was all at sixes and sevens over him, by turns fearful and furious, as though her old knack of carelessness had been stolen when her back was turned. She looked over in the direction of the shrouded south bank, the bank she’d never set foot on, and felt tears swell behind her eyes like they had so often during the last couple of days. They made her nose block and a headache spread through her skull like a wet sponge and she stamped her feet hard to ward them off, half wishing the bridge beneath her would give way. She would fall then, her skirts billowing and slowing her, until she gently broke the surface of the water and sank willingly to the bottom. But the bridge remained stubbornly solid and she was soon lost in her miserable thoughts again.


	There was little denying that he had been avoiding her lately, not spending half as much time with her in the evenings as he used to. Their last proper outing together hadn’t felt right to her but she’d chosen not to think about it too much. Once again they had ended up at the pub, and he’d gone from sober to weary drunk after only a few glasses of spirits. Where the drink had enlivened Charlotte, the neat gin had caused George to slump a little on his stool, and made him unsteady on his feet when he went to relieve himself. He had told her afterwards that he’d been sick outside work the next morning, he was that far gone.


	It made such a disappointing contrast to the chat they’d had in the same pub some weeks earlier, the chat that had so cheered her up at random moments since, the memory of it a hidden glow deep inside her where no one could snuff it out. It was a while ago now, but she’d thought of that night so often that it had become one of those memories that loses none of its detail and lustre with the recalling, and instead becomes ever more polished and bright, like a good pearl.


	The pub had filled up later but Charlotte and George had arrived early enough not to have wait at the bar. The late afternoon sun had still filtered in through the etched windows when they sat down, cut glass flowers and vines reflected as bright shards on the varnished tables. As she and George had taken their first sips, she fell into talking about Annie, making fun as she always did of her sister, though without malice.


	“You’d never know it to look at her now but Annie used to be skinny like me,” she’d said. “It’s since she’s had the baby she’s had to be poured into that corset of hers.”


	George smiled but looked down at his glass. Charlotte thought, not for the first time, that he was soft, but found it didn’t rile her as it might have done with others.


	“You think I’m being spiteful but I’m not. It’s just that she’s gone so matronly I don’t even recognise her from the back now. You won’t catch me letting that happen if I have any of my own.”


	George looked up at this. “So, when you going to have ‘em, then? You’re getting on a bit now aren’t you?”


	She smacked him on the arm and laughed, glad he wasn’t always so serious. “Cheeky sod. Course I want all that, just like anyone—husband and family and a little house to keep. What did you think?”


	“I didn’t think anything, Lottie, and it’s nice to hear you say so, that’s all. I didn’t know you were like that. Sometimes I think that marriage would be like putting you in one of dad’s cages and closing the door.” He blushed, and took a large swig of the gin he’d bought to match hers to cover it.


	Charlotte had felt her heart hammering in her chest: he had imagined her married. Surely that meant he’d thought about her being married to him. She smiled at him shyly.


	“Well, you got me all wrong then, mister. I know I might seem like that compared to old Annie, with her baby clamped to her hip and her big backside and never coming down the pub unless it’s Christmas, but I’d like it for myself one day, I would.”


	George nodded slowly, his eyes on his glass. He went to stand up then, the excuse of fetching more drinks on his lips, but Charlotte hadn’t finished.


	“I’m 23 soon, you know, I can hardly believe it,” she said. “Someone’s going to have to make an honest woman of me soon or there’s no hope.” She laughed but her eyes, she knew, had been eager. “So what about it then, eh?” she said softly. “You going to do the honourable thing?” She drank up and handed her empty glass to George with a wink, to lighten her words.


	“Play your cards right,” he’d said as he took it from her, their fingers briefly touching, before striding to the bar to order the next round.


	If she’d told Annie about it she would probably have laughed, but Charlotte felt as though she and George were promised after that, like it was a private pact that would for the time being remain unspoken of. She’d somehow liked that better than if he’d bought her a cheap band of metal to wear, so soft that it would have moulded and warped to the flesh of her third finger. No, she liked that it was a tight, warm secret surrounding them like a blanket. Even when he’d later said he couldn’t remember, she’d told herself not to feel hurt, that he remembered somewhere, and that if she could just recreate an evening like that one, then she would reinstate the memory, as well as his shy pride in the idea.


	But it was too late now, of course. George had found someone else, someone who he thought looked like a wife who’d bear his children, not some flighty thing who would turn out to be someone he’d regret. She cringed at the thought of telling Annie what she had seen in the sketch book, Annie who was always telling Charlotte that George was as keen on her as mustard. It would shame her to tell her sister the truth of it, and how she hadn’t charmed him so cleverly after all. Annie would tell her that she must keep her chin up and find someone else, and quick. She would think Charlotte would forget soon enough, that her sharp little sister would always have her pick of admirers.


	So she would keep it to herself. She turned now, back towards the familiar north bank and the side of London that she had never ventured beyond. Even more briskly than she had come, she set off in the general direction of Hoxton, and without another glance through the mist at the water that sloshed irritably around the stone arches beneath her feet.


	It was as she hurried on that an idea came to her, simple as it was. She would make it her business to find out where George was going when he wasn’t with her. For all his reticence, no doubt inherited from his father, George was truthful, sometimes too much so. He’d once told her she looked ugly when she sulked, and couldn’t understand why she had gone home with her nose in the air when he’d only said what he thought. ‘Because you look so nice when you’re not scowling, when your eyes look like they’re lit up,’ he’d said, as explanation. Perhaps if she asked him straight out, when his guard was down, he would just tell her about the house, if not about the girl. Once he did, Charlotte could go and see for herself where he was spending his time, have it out with this other girl. Perhaps George and her would be alright then.


	Resolved, at least for the time being, Charlotte spent the rest of the day in the vicinity of the river. She met an old friend who bought her a drink that she nursed for a couple of hours and, when she got hungry around midday, she didn’t find it too difficult to persuade a vendor to give her half a penny’s worth of free whelks dripping with vinegar-sauce. Eventually, though, it was time to head back to Annie’s. Though the fog wasn’t quite as thick as it had been, the temperature was beginning to drop.


	The obscured sky was already darkening as she crossed London Wall to head up Moorgate. The stall holders of a small street market were packing up their goods, hitching their horses and preparing to leave for the day; the evening trade was always poor in a London Particular. One cart remained more intact than the rest, a young lad clumsily stacking the boxes of vegetables and fruit that hadn’t sold on his own, his father probably having repaired to the nearest snug. Around the boy was the detritus of the day’s trade, the curling, brown-frilled coats of cabbages and a dozen discarded swedes and turnips, either half-rotten or stunted. He caught Charlotte’s eye as he reached for a rolling apple.


	“Give us a hand, will you, miss?” he said, grinning at her. She bent and picked up the stray fruit before throwing it towards the box from where she stood. He beamed again as it went in, knocking against the other leftover apples. As she turned on her heel, he winked amateurishly at her, as if he’d only seen it done by older men before, and despite his youth she felt a tiny spurt of pleasure in her stomach.


	With the momentum of walking, her frustration with George grew and eventually overpowered the sadness that had covered her like a damp shroud all day. She felt better for it and much more herself by the time she let herself into the house. It was only when the door reluctantly swung open with its habitual creak and she glimpsed the familiar wallpaper, its roses and heather sprigs faded from pink and violet to dust and ashes, that she remembered her sister’s earlier fury about the rent money. As it was, Annie looked in unusually good spirits when Charlotte stepped inside. Ted, sitting up at the table for once, wore the slyly satisfied expression of a man forgiven undeservedly.


	“Ah, there you are, Lottie,” cried Annie. “You’re back in time. Ted’s gone and got us a nice bit of mutton today so I’m boiling it up and it’ll be grand. You’ll have a plate, won’t you? You need some feeding up.” She straightened up and looked closely at her younger sister, who still hovered near the front door in her hat.


	“Shut the door and come in if you’re going to, you daft thing! It’s cold out there with that fog, it’s chilled even me today and I’m always hot and bothered.”


	She peered harder at Charlotte through the smoke from the range. “Lottie, you still look quite wore out,” she exclaimed. “I told you to stay in bed another day and not worry about getting work until you’re feeling more yourself. Is that where’ve you been all day, at Freeman’s?”


	“They didn’t have any shifts today,” muttered Charlotte. “I’ll go again tomorrow, though. I’m alright, Annie. Just a bit cold, that’s all. The stew will do me good.”


	Before she could be questioned any further, Charlotte ran upstairs to remove her high-heeled boots. She sat heavily down on the bed to loosen the laces and then lay back, wishing that she could just close her eyes and sleep, not face Annie’s concern and Ted’s surly looks. Abruptly, fresh tears of frustration rose in her eyes and spilled over, coursing down her temples and soaking into her hair. She’d never cried so much before; she really wasn’t herself. She lay where she was for as long as she dared, the smell of the cooking meat drifting up the stairs. Eventually she forced herself to get up, crossing to the washstand and splashing her face with cold water until her skin felt clean and tight. By the time she came down, her eyes were clear and her nose only slightly red.


	“We’ll have a family night tonight, won’t we?” asked Annie, rubbing her sister’s arm as she took her place at the table. “Perhaps we’ll have a hand of gin rummy once I’ve got Eddie to bed, eh?” She picked up the plates and handed them to Charlotte, who smiled tremulously.


	“Sounds good, Annie, thanks. And I’ll get that money to you next week, I promise.”


	As she began to eat, the food filling and warming her, she felt calmer about George. She’d see him later in the week, catch him one night when he was coming back from work and make it look like an accident, as she’d done before. She wouldn’t go begging for a scrap of his affection, she thought defiantly, and she wouldn’t be knocking on his door again any time soon either. She imagined him at the pub, scanning the faces for hers and perhaps sidling up to Ted and asking after her with a red face. And if he then came calling, she’d make sure Annie sent him packing, saying she was busy with other things. At the thought of this, she felt more like her old self than she had all day, a realisation that warmed her inside quite as well as Annie’s stew.
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	8th February 1902


	 


	 


	 


	Dearest Lottie,


	

	

	 


	After writing you my first letter, I felt as though a weight had been taken off my shoulders. I hope you will forgive me for writing again, in the hope that a little more of my burden is lifted from me. It seems rich, perhaps, given how I made you suffer, but things are quite hard to bear here and so I can’t seem to help myself. I find I can’t always pass the time by drawing like I once did: I feel I have lost any gift I may have had, as well as the desire to use it. It is words alone that I will now commit to paper. I wonder if you would be glad to hear that, Lottie.


	Continuing on from my first letter, I will tell you a little more about the room I must now call my own. I am alone in it, though I have made the acquaintance of the fellow in the room next to mine, a sallow-faced fellow called Samuel Jelsey who looks even worse than I feel when we are sent out into the exercise yard. My room measures about six feet by eight. The plaster on the walls has in many places come loose or fallen off altogether. On the wetter, chillier days, the bare bricks beneath shine with damp and are wet to the touch. I have learned to move my cot away from those dank walls.


	A little more. In one corner, the corner my head is nearest to when I am in my bed, there is a hole that the rats crawl up through once it’s dark. I never used to mind them so much at home. Besides, I could hardly show that I was afraid in front of Cissy, could I? Now I don’t mind admitting that hearing them scratch when I can’t see them, and when there is no candle to light so I might, has every hair of my body standing on end, my heart thumping away like it might give out at any minute. Judging by his snoring, old Sam just sleeps through it, and all the other noises here, but I don’t get any rest to speak of. I can hardly remember what it’s like to put down my head and just drift off as I used to.


	I never told you this, but the last time I had so much trouble getting some sleep was when I first knew you. Do you remember when you first come to your sister’s, and to Hoxton? You didn’t know it, or I hoped you didn’t, but I was forever coming up with excuses to walk past your door. Cissy knew something was up but I would rather have died than let on that I had gone so soft on a girl. I even took dad’s cages to market a few times, though I’d already had a long day at the print, just to have a chance to walk down Avebury Street. Of course, you were usually nowhere to be seen, however slow I took it, and I would be cursing my bad luck all the way to the market.


	The first time we ever stepped out together, we didn’t go to the pub at all, do you remember that? It wasn’t until later on that we took to going drinking, without wondering how else we might spend our time together. It’s a shame, that, and now I’m sorry for it. But that first time we went to the Thames, didn’t we? I had hardly been there myself, odd as that seemed to you. But you knew it well, from your time living with your mother close to Wapping.


	I picked you up at your house, and Annie’s face was all lit up with the excitement of her little sister going courting. You weren’t happy with her embarrassing you though, Lottie, and I remember you were scowling up at her while you fixed your hat on. You wouldn’t look me in the eye until we reached the New North Road and then it was like the sun had burnt off the dawn’s hazy clouds. All smiles you were, laughing and teasing me like we’d known each other for years. I don’t mind telling you I was relieved, I was quite frightened of you and your dark looks till then.


	We weaved our way through the streets, you knowing all the quick ways, the men at their stalls on Cheapside looking at you, and we were at the river in no time. In all honesty, Lottie, I don’t recall too much about it, not beyond the sharp smell of the water, that great heaving water that seemed so strange to me, pushing through the middle of the city as if it owned the place. Later, when we remembered we’d had no food since breakfast, you nipped into a shop and bought me an eel pie for a penny before I could say it should be my treat. I never said at the time nor since, Lottie, but I can’t abide the taste and texture of eels, and never could, even in a hot pie. That day it went down easily enough, though. I was that hungry and that distracted.


	I couldn’t tell you where else we went that first day or what else we saw. But I see you as if it were yesterday, threading through the streets ahead of me, leading the way like you could do it blind, the feather on your hat bobbing, and that heavy hair of yours coming loose from its pins. So while I might think of that day often, I remember only you in it. Everything else—the whole of London and its mighty river—might as well not have been there. It was like we were riding the carousel, sitting astride a pair of horses with flowing manes, the two of us held fast in time by their golden poles, the rest of the world a giddy blur.


	 


	Your ever loving, 


	George


	 


	 


	 


	 


	 






              
          
  


  
    
            

  
  
  	
    		

    		Chapter Thirteen

  	

  

  

  


	


	
	 


	A few days after her visit to the Thames, a letter came for Charlotte. It couldn’t have been more timely in bolstering her fragile ego. The weather had got even worse, a dismal rain soaking everyone in the streets below while the tobacco-stained air of the fog still clung to the tops of the gas lamps and obscured London’s smoking chimneys.


	Despite her repeated promises to Annie that she would search for work, Charlotte could barely stir herself to move. Annie had given up her appointed washing day, saying nothing would dry in the damp, and for once lacked the energy to do anything much besides keep the baby fed and fussed over. Charlotte let her sister think she was still a little poorly and got an extra hour in bed as a reward.


	Annie had just set about making some beef tea for Charlotte—she couldn’t be idle for long—when the post arrived. A flimsy paper advertisement for Keating’s Cough Lozenges that Annie put straight on the fire and a small, battered handwritten envelope.


	“I think this is for you, Lottie.” She held it aloft and Charlotte squinted at it from across the room. Annie didn’t read but she knew the curving initial and elongated appearance of her sister’s name compared to her own. Charlotte took it and turned it over.


	“It must be Joe,” she said, surprised.


	After a pause, recognition flooded Annie’s face. “Oh, Joe Bruce! Do you know, for a second there I’d clean forgotten all about him. What’s he doing writing to you after all this time, then? He’s knows you’re courting George, doesn’t he?”


	Charlotte remained silent. She’d almost put Joe out of her mind too. He was a soldier fighting in the Boer War and she’d told herself that putting him out of her mind was the best way, as someone dear to her who might be in danger. In truth, she knew that she’d been too wrapped up in George to think much about poor Joe Bruce.


	The paper he’d written on in his spiky hand was as fragile as tissue, like a letter written many years ago, the ink faded and any moisture in the paper drawn out. Charlotte had a fleeting vision of the African sun beating down on Joe’s fair hair and the letter as he wrote it, bleaching them both. It was hard to read, the nib of the pen having pierced the gossamer paper in places, allowing the ink to spread through.


	 


	*  *  *


	 


	Joe had gone in early April, when an inkling of the summer to come could be felt in the breeze that remained soft late into the evenings. Charlotte had only begun courting Joe in January, but those first months after Christmas, when the warmer seasons still seemed so far off, were always those Charlotte most resented. That winter had been particularly hard, with her mother so ill and yet drinking more than ever. There was no money and the rooms they shared were bitterly cold. After so many consecutive weeks of cold, Charlotte felt her whole body clenched and brittle with it. March was milder, but so wet that her clothes never felt dry, just like the sheets she had to wash every time her mother drank so much that she soiled them. By the end of the month, she was dead, and all Charlotte felt was a kind of numb relief. If anything, soft-hearted Joe seemed more distressed about it than she did.


	It seemed poor timing, then, that as soon as Charlotte had got settled at Annie’s after the funeral and the bad weather had finally relented, Joe’s call-up papers also arrived. Charlotte’s daydreams about how spring might be—the pair of them released from work before it got dark, strolling somewhere arm in arm, not braced against the elements for once—had been for nothing. Even Joe, who had been so impatient to do his bit for the new King and country against the Boers, and see some of the world into the bargain, regretted how little time he suddenly had.


	On the last night before he travelled to Southampton with his regiment to catch the boat that would take him on the epic voyage south, he picked Charlotte up at six sharp. His face was scrubbed and ruddy against his freshly starched white collar. Under his arm was a parcel wrapped in brown paper and tied with a narrow ribbon. He reddened further when Annie asked what it was, gleefully elbowing Charlotte in the ribs.


	“Leaving present for Lottie, is it?” asked Ted. “That one don’t need spoiling any more than she already is by her sister.”


	As Annie turned to frown at Ted, Charlotte grabbed her things and pulled Joe out the door after her, refusing to speak until they had rounded the corner out of sight. Joe stopped then, and handed the parcel to Charlotte.


	“There’s not much point me saving this now that Ted’s given the game away,” he said ruefully. “Though I was planning on giving it to you over a drink, not on the street.”


	Charlotte picked at the ribbon’s knot, not wanting to tear the packaging. “It’s ever so kind of you, Joe. I should’ve have got you something, you’re the one leaving.”


	Joe shook his head, smiling down at her. “I won’t have much room for anything in my kit bag. Just a letter now and again would be nice. And that you won’t forget me in a couple of weeks. That’s all I ask.”


	It was Charlotte’s turn to shake her head. “Don’t be daft, I’m not likely to forget you, am I?”


	The paper had come loose to reveal a fur boa the colour of burnished chestnuts, the precise shade of Charlotte’s hair when it caught the light. She wrapped it round her neck, feeling its warmth immediately. If only she’d had it during the past few months when it was so bitter.


	“I’ve never had anything so nice, Joe. Thank you so much, I’ll treasure this. Annie’ll be green over it—neither of us has ever had anything made of real fur. It must have cost you.”


	Joe laughed. “It’s not polite to ask how much I paid, Lottie. Anyway, I thought you deserved it and that you’d look fine in it, so there you are. Just don’t go leaving it anywhere or letting Annie’s little one play with it, will you? I thought it’d look nice with your umbrella. You’ll look a real lady in all that get-up.”


	Charlotte hoped he wouldn’t ask to see the umbrella, which she hadn’t used since the episode with Ted. It had been Joe’s Valentine’s present to her and, as on this occasion, she had been embarrassed by how much he’d evidently spent. You could hardly see the stitches on that brolly, they were so fine. Before he could mention it, she reached out to take his arm, but he resisted, his fist closed around something he’d taken out of his inside jacket pocket.


	“What else you got there, then?” Charlotte asked warily as she noticed the muscle in his jaw working.


	He opened his hand and there in the centre of his palm was a box covered in navy blue velvet. Charlotte clamped her hand to her mouth, partly out of surprise and partly because she was afraid she might laugh. Joe looked so solemn but so flustered at the same time. She felt ashamed of it but she had to fight the urge to check behind her to see if anyone was around, watching them there, now both red in the face. What a pair they must look, playing at love next to the gutter. All they needed now was for the barrel organ man to come along and serenade them.


	“You needn’t worry, Lottie,” Joe said after a strangled laugh. “It doesn’t have to be an engagement ring if you don’t want it to be. It could be more of a promise to each other, like our bond while I’m away.”


	Beneath her embarrassment, Charlotte was deeply touched by his sentiment. After all, he might be killed. It was quite possible. The war hadn’t been going well, she’d seen it in the paper Ted always left lying about for Annie to pick up. The Army had been resorting to all sorts of tricks to beat the Boers, poisoning their wells so they couldn’t drink and salting their fields so that the crops withered, the soil made useless. Despite this, Charlotte imagined Africa to be all colour and steaming heat; where the air hung heavier and reeked of spices and fire. She didn’t like to think of the soldiers so far away, especially since Joe had said he was enlisting, so she imagined the horses instead—all those omnibus horses that had been shipped out to pull the guns. How strange for them to have swapped London’s slippery, muck-encrusted cobbles for the dry packed earth of Africa.


	The ring in the box was slim and light, hardly like metal at all. In the centre was a small cluster of white paste stones surrounding a tiny chip of red. Charlotte tried it on her third finger but it felt loose and she knew the metal would dent and scratch there. She moved it onto her middle finger and held her hand out to admire it, the stones winking softly under the light from a nearby gas lamp.


	“There, it fits perfect on that one,” she said, standing on her tiptoes to kiss Joe’s hot cheek.


	“I knew I’d get the size wrong,” he said. “It’s a garnet. I couldn’t afford a ruby, but I’ll bring something better home for you. I can easily save what I don’t send home while I’m there. Perhaps I’ll be able to get you an African diamond.”


	“But I don’t want another, Joe, this will do fine for me.” She grabbed at his hand and squeezed it briefly before dropping it again.


	They’d gone to the Britannia then, Joe insisting on paying the 4d for their seats and even though she’d wanted to split it after he’d already spent so much on her. Charlotte could scarcely remember the show now, her mind having wandered back to Africa and the huge, churning sea between here and there.


	Afterwards, he’d walked her straight home, neither of them feeling up to the noise and jostle of the pub. At Annie’s door, Charlotte had suddenly wept, allowing Joe to bring her head to his chest and stroke her hair. He wouldn’t have admitted it to anyone for fear of sounding cruel but it thrilled him to see her so upset over his leaving; the proof of her love in the tears soaking through his shirt. He thought he would leave the salt stain unwashed and cut it out, never mind it was quite a new shirt. He could find a space in his bag for such a small piece of fabric.


	The first letters Charlotte had received from Joe, which came in a flurry not long after he’d reached African shores, she had pored over carefully, deliberately drawing out the reading of them so that each one would last. When she had thoroughly read one each a few times, she would tuck it safely inside a small tin box with a lid. Using the white ribbon that had tied the package her boa had come in, she kept them bound together in a small pile, feeling like a heroine in a romance.


	Her own letters to Joe were far less frequent than his, though not initially through lack of effort. She simply hated her own thoughts on paper, so stilted did they sound, and so unlike herself. The couple she did manage to send were written in a great rush with no reading back afterwards, the envelope sealed and the post-box visited before she could start deliberating—something that would result in the letter being shoved irritably into the range.


	When the letters ceased, she had only been at Annie’s for a couple of months. Annie, witnessing Charlotte’s sullen expression and anxious to get her sister out from under her feet occasionally, had begun to wonder if she should encourage Lottie to step out with someone else. Knowing Charlotte’s propensity to grow silent and offended if she was too nosy, Annie trod as carefully as her nature would allow. She took the opportunity one afternoon when the two of them were talking easily in the tiny scullery at the back of the house. Charlotte was sitting on small stool, the baby asleep in her arms, while Annie peeled muddy potatoes over a bowl of water, their sharp, earthen smell filling the air.


	“Heard anything from Joe lately, Lottie?” she began softly.


	Charlotte’s eyes were on her sister’s hands, red and bloated like boiled hams. Gripped in one of them was a wooden-handled knife, its blade reduced to a thin sliver of metal after years of sharpening.


	“You know I haven’t, Annie. You see all the post that comes here.”


	“I know you must miss him, love, but I think . . . “


	Charlotte interrupted her, glad to unburden her guilt on the subject. “But I don’t really miss him, Annie, that’s the thing. I thought I would and I was sorry when he went, but now it’s like he’s not real. I only knew him a few months before ma died and he was good to me about that, though he would go on, asking why I wasn’t crying.”


	She fell silent for so long that Annie struggled not to fuss over her, some true instinct keeping her quiet.


	“I worry that there’s something wrong with me, Ann, like I’m heartless,” Charlotte eventually said. “I wasn’t as sad as I should’ve been about ma, not like you were. And now, Joe’s only been gone five minutes and I can’t even remember what his face looks like, not really. Sometimes I can see his eyes as sharp as anything but then I try to see his whole face and I can’t. It’s like a dream, and the more I try to grab hold of the memory, the more it slips away. It’s like a cake of soap in the bath.”


	Annie laughed and leaned over to pat Charlotte’s hand, soaking it in the process.


	“You are a funny one, Lottie. You’re not heartless, you just show it different. Not everyone has the waterworks flowing like me. You’re a deep one, and I’ve always said it. You and Ted have got that in common.”


	Charlotte shuddered at the notion that she was similar to Ted. She turned the conversation back to Joe. “It’s like he don’t exist anymore, like I did dream him. He’s so far away that he may as well not be anywhere at all. That sounds daft, I know, and he’d be so upset to hear me say it, but since his letters stopped I can’t seem to keep my mind on him. It’s like he’s faded away.”


	Annie laughed again, her dark eyes shining with new excitement. “You’ve got your eye on someone new, haven’t you? I know you, Lottie Cheeseman! Out of sight, out of mind with you, ain’t it? I remember when you was only twelve and that Hadley boy was sweet on you and you were full of him, parroting what he thought about this and that. A week after his family had moved out east you could hardly remember the poor boy’s name. Come on, who is it?”


	Charlotte shook her head. “Oh don’t, Annie. There isn’t anyone else and I feel too bad about Joe to even think of it. He always did make me feel guilty. When he left, when he’d bought me those things and I cried on the step, he thought I was heartbroken over his going. But I wasn’t, I was really crying because he was being so kind and I still didn’t care that much.”


	Annie was barely listening now, the potato peel scything neatly off under her large hands as she worked through in her head the possible candidates for Charlotte’s affections among the local young men. Charlotte had always turned boys’ heads. She wasn’t a beauty, her chin was too sharp and men liked a bit more flesh on them, or so Annie hoped. But Lottie had a jaunty way of holding herself and walking about that always got her whistled at in the street. There was something about her eyes too, the way they turned amber on a bright day. They could make her look like she was plotting something – she was never one to look innocent, even as a child—but men seemed to like that too. Though she needed a bit of taming, no doubt. Suddenly a figure flashed across her memory.


	“Here, it’s not that George Woolfe, is it? You know the one I mean. He likes you, I know he does. I meant to say but it went clean out of my head.”


	Charlotte kept her eyes cast down and shrugged.


	“Quiet sort he is, but ever so polite,” continued Annie thoughtfully. “Lives on Wiltshire Row with his dad and sister, the mother dead last year. Funny woman, always had a face on her, and people talked about her going behind her old man’s back, you know. Can’t imagine why anyone would’ve with her, she always looked like she could smell something bad. I shouldn’t speak ill of the dead, though.


	“We saw him when we were cleaning those windows the other day after that terrible fog had got them so filthy. After you’d gone in, he asked if he might take you out some time, ever so shyly, and I said he should ask you. I tried to tell you about it at the time but you’d got the hump and gone upstairs, do you remember? Shall I have a word with him for you? Leave it to you two and we’ll be waiting forever.”


	Charlotte adopted a pained expression that turned into a laugh as she caught sight of Annie’s evident pleasure in the scheme. “Oh god, Annie, don’t start interfering, will you? I’d die if you said something, I’ve only spoken two words to him in my life. I never said I liked him anyway, you’re getting carried away because you don’t want me to fret about Joe.”


	Annie dunked the last of her peeled potatoes in the water and dried off her hands, her face wreathed in smiles. “You can rely on me, Lotts. I’ll be delicate about it. Look, I liked Joe, but who knows how long he’s going to be out there and, let’s face it, the feelings were more on his side than yours. Much more on his side. I’m fed up with seeing you moping about, tripping over your bottom lip. Why not have a bit of fun before you get married? I don’t think I did much and it seems a shame now. Not that I’d swap my Ted and the little one for nothing but I don’t like to see you mooning over someone you can’t see, and who you weren’t that struck on when you could.”


	Unable to argue against Annie’s logic, Charlotte extracted a promise from her sister that she would say nothing to George Woolfe or anyone else and then changed the subject. As Annie chattered on about something else, Charlotte went back to turning over her own thoughts.


	It was true that Joe was growing ever more indistinct in her mind. What there was left of him seemed increasingly like a person she’d heard about second-hand; on a continent she would never visit, dressed up in a uniform she’d never seen. George Woolfe, however, she could picture with clarity. She couldn’t recall the exchange outside, when she was soaping down the drab window frames, without acute embarrassment. Annie had been making fun of her, it was true, but there hadn’t been call to run off like she had. He would think she was given to putting on terrible airs. She was reluctant to admit it, especially to Annie and have her crowing about it, but the thought of someone new excited her. Of course she felt bad for Joe, but Joe wasn’t here. And she had never asked him to buy her that ring.


	 


	*  *  *


	 


	That was back in spring, and now she and George had been stepping out for more than six months. Leaving Annie to her careful preparation of the beef tea, Charlotte went upstairs to retrieve the tin box from where she’s pushed it right under the bed. It was cold in the bedroom, no fire had been lit in there all day, and she could see her breath as a ghostly plume in front of her face. An old blanket hung over the window to keep out the cold blocked the paltry light from outside. She’d forgotten to bring a candle up with her, but the gloom excused her from re-reading Joe’s letter. She added it to the top of the small pile and retied the slender ribbon.


	Then, before she could think too much about it, she slid the small garnet ring off her finger, easy in the chill of the room, wrapped it in a clean handkerchief and placed it in the box with the letters. She’d kept wearing the ring out of habit and George had never thought to ask where, or who, it came from. Shutting the lid with a dull clang, she pushed it back under the bed out of sight, the thin metal scraping over the rough floorboards.


	As it came to rest against the skirting board, Charlotte heard the front door slam and the answering rattle of the windows in their warped sashes. A cold draught raced up the stairs to meet Charlotte as she heard the low rumble of Ted’s voice. She’d forgotten he would be back for his lunch today, having gone out for an early shift before even Annie had risen. Charlotte stopped at the top of the stairs and strained to hear their words, knowing it was too late to ask Annie not to say anything about the letter. Some strong instinct within her didn’t want Joe mentioned to Ted, not at the moment. It was as she began to descend the stairs, realising her only chance was to try and signal to Annie, that she heard the unwelcome words.


	“Still getting letters from him, is she?” Ted said, his voice too slow and deliberate for someone who should have been disinterested in this nugget of information. “I thought the Bruce boy was long gone, forgotten as soon as Woolfe turned her head.”


	“Now, Ted, it wasn’t like that,” Charlotte heard Annie say. “Lottie was moping about something rotten after Joe went, you remember. But she needs some happiness in her life and George seems like a good man. He’s twenty-one, you know, hardly a boy.”


	Charlotte heard Ted lower himself heavily into his customary chair at the table.


	“So what did our brave little soldier have to say for himself, then?” he said. “Coming home, is he? Making sure she’s still here for him to come back to?” He laughed, his hand slapping the table in appreciation of his own wit.


	Not wishing to overhear any more, Charlotte descended the rest of the stairs and forced herself to sit down opposite Ted, though she refused to catch his eye. Instead she looked over in Annie’s direction pointedly. Annie, reddening as she realised her mistake, busied herself with the beef tea, and the potatoes meant for Ted’s lunch, the simmering water they sat in topped with a thin grey scum.


	After a long silence, Charlotte picking at a knot of wood in the table, Ted spoke out, apparently unable to keep quiet any longer. “I hear Joe Bruce has written you a letter,” he said. “I bet you weren’t expecting that, eh? Still in one piece, is he?”


	Charlotte wanted to ignore him but knew it would be more trouble in the end. “Yes, he’s alright and I was glad to hear but, no, I wasn’t expecting him to write again.”


	“Coming home in time for Christmas, I hear.” Before she spoke, Charlotte glanced up at Annie again, who looked sheepish.


	“So he says. He’s hoping to be back in time, and he’s due it, but they can’t promise anything. His ma will be pleased if he is home, I’m sure.” On the periphery of her vision, she could see Ted smile.


	“There’s a piece of luck for you, eh?” he said. “Two men in time for Christmas. You’ll enjoy that, won’t you?”


	Charlotte scraped her chair back and walked out, keeping her chin high so Ted wouldn’t think he’d rattled her. “I’ll see to the baby,” she said over her shoulder at Annie.


	The baby was asleep and Annie wanted him left but she let her sister go without another word, feeling she’d probably said enough.


	As Charlotte headed up the stairs, she was relieved to hear Ted complaining about the hours he’d been given on the railways next week. She wondered exactly where Joe was now. Who knew how long letters took to reach her from Africa? Perhaps he was already aboard a ship, bound for English shores? Though she was glad that he had so far escaped any injuries, the thought of him drawing ever closer to Hoxton from across the seas gave her a strange feeling of unease deep in the pit of her stomach.
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	George had just brought down the last tea chest from the attic. Mrs. Drew had set aside a dozen of them to be carried down in turn and then stood at the foot of the stairs directing proceedings while George toiled up and down. That day he had made sure he was wearing one of his better shirts, and the trousers he’d worn to his mother’s funeral. Grappling with the old chests in the attic, his eyes watering and his nose prickling in the clouds of disturbed dust, he tried not to imagine Cissy’s face when she saw the state of him.


	“We have made excellent progress,” cried Mrs. Drew as George straightened up wearily. They were standing in the wide hallway with the chests around them in untidy ranks upon the polished tiles. Clemmie was in her room working on a French translation, though she had found numerous excuses to come out and dance about her mother and George, peering into each chest as it was set down. Missing George’s tread on the stairs she appeared again now, twirling the end of her long plait around her fingers.


	“My dear, you can’t possibly have finished yet,” said Mrs. Drew, doing her best to look cross. “You’ve been out on the stairs more than at your desk.”


	“But I thought you might need some help going through the boxes now, mama,” said Clemmie in a pleading voice.


	“Well, I suppose so,” Mrs. Drew relented. “Some of these things will need to go back up to the attic—labelled this time, of course—most of the books can be put on the shelves in the library, and the rest can go to the parish. George, you will be a great help when it comes to the books that need shelving. Some of them will need to go very high up and, though we have steps, I wouldn’t like Clemmie or I to be clambering around up there.”


	“I can help too,” said Clemmie. “I’ve used the steps before. Papa lets me.”


	“That he may, but your father is not here now. George will do the job for us very well while your feet remain on God’s earth, my dear. Isn’t that right, George?”


	George nodded eagerly and, behind her mother’s back, Clemmie rolled her eyes at him. He struggled to keep a straight face and cleared his throat to cover it.


	The afternoon was slipping past faster than George would have liked, the light in the hallway diminishing a little more each time he glanced up at the fanlight above the front door. Mrs. Drew had once more fetched a cushion to kneel on, but soon complained that the tiles were too hard and cold. George was instructed to bring out a small nursing chair for her to sit on and she sank into it gratefully. Before long, Milly appeared to light the gas lamps in the hall, turning them up as high as they would go.


	In truth, Mrs. Drew did not need much help for this part of the task, though she declared she needed the company to stop her from giving it up altogether. A pattern soon emerged; Clemmie holding up each item in turn for her mother, who signalled whether it should be put in the pile for the parish, the library or the attic. George perched awkwardly on his haunches, trying not to fidget despite the icy sting of pins and needles in his feet. He was afraid that if he drew too much attention to himself then he would be sent home, no longer needed that day. However, as the pile of books bound for the library’s uppermost shelves grew, he tentatively reached out to one. Clemmie smiled at him in encouragement.


	“Oh yes, you must have a look, George. If you see anything you’d like to copy then put it to one side. Perhaps there’ll be some time later, don’t you think, mama?”


	Mrs. Drew was leafing through a photograph album, holding it close to her face so she could make out the faded figures.


	“Goodness, I think these must be of your father as a boy, Clemmie. I’ve never seen them before. He was a handsome one, even then.” She smiled to herself. “Now what were you saying, my dear?” She looked up expectantly.


	“About the books, mama. Didn’t papa say George might look at them?”


	Her thoughts still on the album, its spine brittle and flaking with age, Mrs. Drew looked for a moment at George as though he was a stranger who had just materialised in her hall. Then her face cleared and she smiled again.


	“Oh yes, the captain thought that as long as you were very careful, then you might have a closer look at one or two. Of course there are some that are very fragile so it’s best to leave those be. But yes, perhaps when the shelves are in order, and you’ve brushed yourself off in the kitchen, you might stay awhile and do some drawing, if you’d like.”


	“I would like that, Mrs. Drew,” said George, nodding. “Thank you. I don’t think I’ve ever seen so many books in one place. I won’t know where to start.”


	Another couple of hours passed before Mrs. Drew was satisfied that each chest had been thoroughly sorted. Despite the warm glow of the lamps, George had grown a little cold from the draught seeping under the front door and was eager to stretch his stiff limbs. Three tall stacks of books had by this time been set aside for the study, volumes that were deemed too precious or important to the family to go elsewhere. George began carrying them through in piles, Clemmie a well-meaning hindrance as she skipped back and forth with one at a time.


	After the hall, the air in the study felt like a bath to George in his thin shirt, almost liquid in its warmth. Milly had lit a fire hours before and kept it well stoked in the meantime. The red wallpaper had deepened to claret as evening had fallen outside. George could just see the outline of trees at the bottom of the garden, their nearly bare limbs black and angular against the louring sky. Milly bustled in and turned up the lamps, their heat shadows shimmering high up the walls. Going over to the window, she closed the heavy curtains and shut out what was left of the day. Giving George a sceptical look, she left the room.


	Clemmie had darted upstairs to fetch her French book, having sought permission from her mother to work on it in the study, while Mrs. Drew was still in the hall, and could now be heard discussing dinner with Milly. Suddenly alone, George looked about him and tried to absorb every detail of the room. Now that the chill night had been banished by the heavy drapes, the room seemed to glow like the fire at the centre of it. The only sounds were the occasional shifting of hot coals and the soft rasp of burning gas. One entire wall was given over to shelves of books that reached up to the ceiling, the red and gold of their bindings in perfect harmony with the rest of the room. In one corner, close to the desk, a console table held a tray upon which stood a crystal decanter and similarly etched tumblers. Inside the decanter was a deep golden liquid George thought must be whisky. He thought that if he had a room such as this he would never again feel dissatisfied or angry. It would be impossible to sit at the great oak desk on an evening close to Christmas, a glass of Scotch in hand, the other resting on the thick, creamy blotter, and not be utterly contented.


	Just as he was wondering whether he dared go and sit at the desk itself, Clemmie burst in.


	“It’s lovely in here with the fire lit, isn’t it?” she said, looking about her. “I always sit in here with papa when he’s home. He doesn’t mind if I stay quiet.”


	She put her books down on a low round table and went to the bookcases.


	“Did you see the steps?” she asked, pulling at a portable half flight of stairs with a brass rail. In response, the steps swung easily across the width of the bookshelves, castors apparently well oiled. “You’d never get all the way up there without these.”


	George put his boot on the bottom step of varnished wood and felt it shift slightly under his weight. He didn’t much like heights, though he had no intention of letting on to the two ladies. As he went gingerly up, Mrs. Drew came in and, between her and Clemmie, they began handing up the lighter books to George at the top of the ladder. He soon got used to the sensation of being nearer the ceiling than the floor, and it wasn’t long before all the books had been neatly arranged.


	“Did you remember to keep any out?” asked Clemmie from below. He had kept a couple back, both of them with large plate sections, but another now caught his eye. It was a larger book that wouldn’t have fitted on the shallower shelves high up. Its dark green cover contrasted elegantly with the curlicued lettering picked out in what George suspected was real gold leaf.


	“Do you think I might look at this one?” he said shyly, pulling it out for Mrs. Drew below.


	She peered at it and then nodded. ‘I don’t see why not. After all, how long has it sat gathering dust with no one to admire it? Come on down now. Give it to me while you go and dust yourself off.’


	When he returned, hands red from being scrubbed with the coarse brush Milly had pointedly given him in the kitchen, someone—he suspected Miss Clemmie—had placed the green book on a round table close to the fire, alongside her own French work. Two chairs had been pulled up and a lamp moved so it illuminated the space. Next to the green book was a newly sharpened pencil. For an instant, George thought the afternoon would be made perfect if he could only work at the captain’s desk, but he dismissed the thought immediately, feeling guilty for being greedy.


	“Do you need anything else?” asked Clemmie at his elbow, looking thrilled that she had orchestrated what she had promised weeks before. “Mama says I can do my French here.” She sat down and drew in her chair excitedly, her cheeks pinker than usual in the firelight.


	George calculated that he had only an hour or so before the Drew’s dinner time which, fortunately for him, was later than in his own household. Cissy would just have to save his portion of the meal. Besides, he thought he would be too full of the afternoon’s experiences to eat much anyway.


	Mrs. Drew came in then, Milly struggling behind her with the nursing chair. George sprang up to take it from her and placed it next to the fire, earning him a tight smile from the maid.


	“All this upheaval today, gracious me!” cried Mrs. Drew. “I think I will sleep quite soundly enough tonight without my draught. Milly, fetch my sewing basket. I won’t be the only one without honest employment here.”


	Though he had long anticipated the scene, in the event George found he couldn’t get much drawing done. The plates section in the green book was finer than he could have imagined and he savoured each page in turn, turning them over with a careful hand. After nearly half an hour, George completely absorbed in the delicate illustrations and even Clemmie apparently lost in her French, Mrs. Drew suddenly put down her embroidery hoop.


	“George, my dear, if you want some paper to draw on you need only ask. My husband is bound to have some plain writing paper that will do.” She looked at him quizzically over her half-moon spectacles.


	Reddening, George shook his head. “Oh no, I’ve got my sketchbook with me, Mrs. Drew. I was just enjoying looking at the pictures, if I’m honest. This book is far better than the ones I’ve worked with at the print.”


	Nevertheless he went and got the little sketchbook from his jacket pocket and dutifully started to copy one of the plates, a great tropical flower the colour of marmalade. Mrs. Drew nodded approvingly at him and leaned forward to look at the lines he’d so far drawn in. He had to fight the urge to cover them with his hand out of sheer embarrassment but after a tense moment she sat back and smiled.


	“You’re really very good, George,” she said. “And you’ve only been at it for a few minutes. Ah! What it must be to have a great talent. I have tried to paint and draw on many occasions but I have been forced to conclude that, at least artistically, I am a lost cause. Whether I’ve attempted flowers like yours or people, they all come out much the same: a smudged, indecipherable scribble. I found the experience so dispiriting that I’ve given it up for good. You, however, must never stop. What a waste it would be otherwise.”


	Mrs. Drew picked up her embroidery hoop again as George nodded his thanks, well aware that his cheeks had deepened to scarlet. Clemmie, apparently understanding his embarrassed pleasure, kept her own eyes on her page.


	All too soon, a brittle tinging sound from the direction of the mantelpiece told George that his hour was up. Reluctantly, he shut the large green book and closed his own sketchbook. What he had done was rough, but he could work on it further at home; the image was burned into his mind after staring at it so intently. Perhaps he would invest in a small box of paints to capture the rich colours of the original. Though he wouldn’t have swapped the last hour for the world, he had been too self-conscious to enjoy it as much as he thought. However, the afternoon was his as a memory and he knew he would relive it many times over in the days to come.
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	Much to his irritation, Ted didn’t catch sight of George for a week or so. He’d been asked to do a few extra shifts at work and though he’d complained to Annie about it, and wanted her sympathy, she had made it very clear that he would agree to do them. The extra money could go towards a better Christmas than the year before, Annie had said, clasping her podgy hands together in anticipation. Ted had consoled himself with the thought of a few good whiskies down the pub before she could squander all his money on presents for a baby who wouldn’t know the difference.


	It was on the first day he’d been let out in time to have dinner in his own house that he finally saw George. He was trudging ahead of Ted, going in the same direction, his shoulders hunched and still narrow like a boy’s from the back. Ted, who rarely did anything at speed in case it betrayed interest or enthusiasm, quickened his pace to catch him. The paper had forecast rain but the atmosphere was still bone-dry that evening, making the cold air feel brittle, as though you might reach out and snap it like scored glass. Ted waited till he was close before he spoke out. George, deep in thought, started at the deep voice suddenly so near.


	“Penny for your thoughts?” asked Ted.


	George shook his head and managed a weak smile. He calculated that he had another quarter of an hour to endure alone with Charlotte’s brother-in-law, with no convincing excuse to hand that would allow him to dart off down a side street. Ted Matthews lived less than a hundred yards from him and for the first time since he’d caught sight of Charlotte he regretted it. He felt like a different breed to Ted, and wondered if that meant he was in some way deficient; not a proper man. Ted seemed to have plenty of friends, as well as an impressive capacity for the drinks he shared with them. That, and a large repertoire of dirty jokes that George had to smile at appreciatively, when inside he had often felt shocked at the words and images they evoked. As the two men walked along, Ted allowing the silence between them stretch out into a yawning gap, George struggled for a topic of conversation that wouldn’t invite the older man’s contempt.


	“Annie alright then?” he asked finally. “I mean, Mrs. Matthews. I hope she’s well.” George was glad the sharp air had already made his cheeks ruddy.


	“Last time I looked she was alright,” said Ted, chuckling, and once again George felt as though he was missing the point of something. He’d never felt as green as he did when he was with Ted, and didn’t welcome it. Frustration swelled in his chest but he continued to turn his face towards him in an impression of confidence.


	“Seen much of our Lottie recently?” Ted suddenly asked, turning to look George in the face for the first time.


	George lowered his gaze to the street again. “Not too much in the last couple of weeks, no. I’ve had things on, extra shifts at the print I couldn’t say no to without my sister getting on at me.”


	That earned him a clap on the back, and he had to concentrate not to lose his footing and stumble off the curb.


	“Do I know all about that,” said Ted ruefully. “I’ve been worked to the bone this last week, doing every shift going so Annie can buy the biggest joint down the butcher’s for Christmas dinner. Meanwhile she’s at home in the warm with her feet up. Don’t seem fair, do it?”


	George despised himself for being pleased he’d said something that Ted approved of.


	“Has Charlotte got herself some work?” he asked. “I know she was trying to get some hours at Freeman’s again.”


	Ted smiled. “You’re her feller, you should know. Besides, I hardly see Charlotte from one week to the next.”


	“She been going out then?” George battled to keep his voice light.


	“Well, I’ve been getting in late myself. Passing ships, you know. She’s a sociable one, Charlotte, not like her sister. Annie wouldn’t mind if our house, with me, Eddie and her sister in it, were the whole world. That’s probably why I married her.”


	“I didn’t think Charlotte had many friends round here yet,” said George. “She didn’t like the girls she worked with at Lipton’s, said they were all stuck up. She’s spent most of her time with me since she moved here.” He knew he was speaking too fast, and giving too much away. “It’s good that she’s got other friends, girls to chat to, though,” he said, his voice tailing off.


	“Well, you can’t blame the girl for going out if you’re ignoring her,” said Ted. “You know what women are like if you don’t make enough fuss of them. They don’t hang around forever, do they?”


	George felt the beginnings of nausea creep around his empty stomach. He’d only been gone a week or two, and that had just been to clear his head, work out how he might make something of the connection he’d had the luck to forge in Highbury. He hadn’t missed Charlotte much, it was true, but he’d been distracted, instantly besotted with the image of a better existence. He hadn’t counted on losing her though, however riled with her he’d felt recently.


	“Well, I’ll make sure I call on her soon,” he said finally. “I wouldn’t like her to think badly of me, or that I’ve forgotten her. I can get her a nicer present for Christmas if I do a few more shifts.”


	Ted laughed again. “You’ll have to work more than a few extra shifts to get her a ring she likes better than her garnet.”


	When George looked up, confused at the reference, Ted was looking back at him intently. “Garnet? In a ring? Is it one of her ma’s that she left her?”


	Ted shook his head. “You must have seen it. Little silver band with a red stone, too big for her ring finger so she wears it on her middle one. Never used to take it off, though I’ve not seen it for a few days, now that I think of it.” He did his best to look perplexed.


	George cast his mind back and a blurred memory slid obediently to the forefront of his mind. Their first outing: when they’d wound their way through the streets to the river, just walking and chatting, their initial awkwardness forgotten and the wick of passion already catching light inside George. He’d reached for her hand at one point, squeezing it too tight in his eagerness and she’d cried out, half laughing and shaking her injured hand, saying he’d bruised the flesh around the metal of the ring on her middle finger. A slender ring with a slash of deep red, held fast by tiny claws of silver. He hadn’t noticed it again, it must have become as much a part of her as her eyes or her mouth.


	He looked up at Ted, whose face was unreadable. “I’ve seen it, but she didn’t tell . . . I’ve never asked her about it.”


	“No, well you wouldn’t. I thought she’d put it away when you come along, to be honest, but she never did.”


	“What you getting at, Ted? I wouldn’t mind her wearing a ring if she wanted to. Why would I?”


	“Even if it were from another feller? You’re a better man than me, George. Not that Joe is in the picture anymore or nothing but still, it would bother me. Of course, what’s past is past.”


	Without realising it, George had stopped dead in the street. Ted came to a standstill himself and looked back at the younger man, whose brow was now plainly furrowed with doubt and pride.


	“Who’s Joe then? I’ve never heard of any Joe.” George’s voice shook, which made him feel furious.


	“She must have told you about Joe,” said Ted easily. “He’s a soldier, out in South Africa fighting them Boers. Charlotte used to step out with him, till he enlisted. Got his orders quicker than he thought and he bought her that ring as a leaving present.”


	“She never said.”


	George forced his feet to move but kept his head down, knowing his face would betray the shock he felt. He was a fool for it but he’d hardly thought about whom Charlotte had known before him. When she’d appeared in the Hoxton streets he’d known all his life, it was like she’d been conjured out of the air, come to brighten his days. She’d told him about times with her mother, when she was a child, and the succession of stepfathers she’d endured or, occasionally, loved and then missed when they left. But Charlotte as a grown woman had entered, fully formed, on the morning he’d seen her amongst the rushing crowd, as still as a statue with her face tilted up to the sun.


	“She wouldn’t say though, would she?” continued Ted. “She’s a woman, ain’t she? Even Annie has her secrets, things she stops talking about when I walk into the room, things that have the tears flowing on some days and the dirty looks flying on others.”


	“Charlotte isn’t like that, though,” said George, but even as he spoke he saw her closed face, a secretive face. Though he had never experienced the sensation, he felt as he imagined it would feel to have a wave break over his head, to be knocked clean off his feet, and have the world turn and heave and become unrecognisable.


	“If you say so,” Ted replied.


	He could see the effect his words had already had on George. He scarcely needed to say more but thought he might anyway, for good measure. See what happened; see if George could turn any more ashen-faced.


	“Anyway, Lottie’s your girl now,” he said, feigning reassurance. “She never mentions Joe, hasn’t for months. That ring gets worn out of habit, that’s all. In fact, I’d clean forgotten about Joe Bruce until that letter come the other day.”


	They had reached Avebury Street by now, and George wanted to break away and cover the rest of the distance to his door, where the thought of his dad’s silence and Cissy’s mild presence was, for once, a balm. The anxious feeling in his chest made his heart flutter and he shifted from foot to foot, betraying his desire to flee. When Ted spoke on, he had to force his hands into his pockets so he didn’t stop up his ears.


	“Joe’s still got all his arms and legs, apparently, which is more than you can say for a lot of them boys out there. Coming home for Christmas too, so that’ll be nice for his ma, as Lottie said. Let’s hope for your sake he hasn’t brought her something exotic from Africa. There’s not much down Cheapside market that’ll compete with that.” He laughed, George’s silence no hindrance to his own amusement. When he stopped, Ted gestured over his shoulder at his own front door, a new idea dawning on his face.


	“While you’re here, why don’t you come in for a cuppa? Say hello to Charlotte. She’ll be glad to see you, I’m sure she will.”


	“No, no. I can’t,” said George, shaking his head, his voice low. “I’m expected back for my tea now and Cissy’ll be missing me. I’d best be off. Tell Charlotte I’ll see her soon.”


	He raised his hand in an awkward farewell and then hurried off towards Wiltshire Row. Instead of going straight in, Ted lit a cigarette and leaned against the frigid bricks of the small house he rented, savouring each drag.


	Through the upstairs window above him, the glass frosted by condensation from Annie’s damp washing, Charlotte watched George disappear round the corner. Letting the blanket drop back into place against the glass, she felt a cold dread sluice through her.
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	The first real downpour of the winter had commenced as the last of the light had dwindled from the day. It was not until the first heavy drops had fallen that George realised how long it had been since he had felt rainwater permeate the rough fibres of his winter jacket, weighing it down and releasing a suddenly familiar smell of damp wool, sour and musty. The unseen clouds above made the temperature less perishing than it had been during the last weeks but the deluge had emptied the streets just as effectively. Turning up Avebury Street, he started at a thin figure sheltering under the entrance to the stick factory. In the gloom, he could at first only see her eyes, elongated in her small, pinched face, glimmering from out of the dark.


	“You’re late tonight, George,” she said softly, reaching out a hand to his wet lapel. “I’ve been waiting ages. You doing overtime at the print this week as well?”


	“Why are you waiting for me at all?” he replied, drawing back from her grasp. “We didn’t say we’d meet.” His tone was sharper than he intended and she dropped her hand quickly, withdrawing further into the shadows. Shielding his hands around it, he lit a cigarette as the silence between them widened and yawned.


	“Do you want one?” he asked, finally, his gaze blindly searching the black space where she had retreated to.


	“Why are you so sharp with me?” she asked shakily, coming back into view and taking a cigarette from his proffered packet. He lit it for her, their heads close together to keep the lit match from being extinguished by the rain. “I just thought I’d get away from that screaming kid for a minute and wait out here for you. There’s no call to be angry with me, George.”


	He muttered a short apology and turned to go. Charlotte put her hand out once more and, more forcefully this time, took hold of his lapel and pulled him back towards her. Kissing him on the mouth, she tasted muskily of cloves and the cigarette she’d just pulled deeply on. He kissed her back for a long moment, pressing her hard into the sodden bricks and then stopped abruptly, turning to go once more.


	“Aren’t we going to the pub then, George?” she cried after him, feigning triumph with a short laugh. “In case you forgot, you said you’d come to the pub last Friday. But you never did, I looked out for you all night. And you were nowhere to be seen on Saturday, did Cissy tell you I called round? So I thought you might make it up to me tonight instead. I’ve hardly seen you for a fortnight.”


	She stood dead centre in the street, her silhouette sharp in the dim light.


	“Well, George, do you want to or not? It’s not like you not to want to, if you know what I mean.” She laughed, and the sound was brittle as it echoed off the bricks.


	Two men had rounded the corner into Avebury Street as she called out, and George cringed to think that they’d heard her crude words. Once they were past, one of them looking at him curiously, he turned back to Charlotte and spoke reluctantly.


	“Right, fine, we’ll go if it stops you shouting our business in the street, but I can’t come for long.”


	“Whatever you like,” she replied and, grinding out the last feeble sparks of her cigarette with the heel of her boot and blowing smoke and warm breath up into the cool air, she emerged from the dark.


	As they drew nearer to the Rosemary Branch, they could hear the dull hum of men’s voices, pierced occasionally by a high-pitched female scream of laughter. Charlotte’s victory in getting George here seemed hollow among the happy throng in the pub, but she prattled on about her day, sounding desperate even to herself. George remained strangely silent as they pushed through the door into the crowded room, a gentle steam rising from so many damp, warmed clothes.


	“What are you having?” he asked, looking towards the cramped bar.


	“I’ll have a gin with a drop of water, please,” she replied. He found that he hated how she drank spirits like that, barely diluted, and without even the sweetness of sugar. She was hard like that, Charlotte, and could put away more drink than him. He looked around for her when he had paid for her drink and his pint and saw that she’d squeezed into a corner booth that was slightly obscured, the lights above not quite reaching the far corner where Charlotte now sat.


	“Sit next to me,” she said when he reached her, patting the stained plush seat. “It’s no good you being opposite, I can’t get to you.”


	She laughed as she spoke though her eyes were watchful. George swallowed a feeling of repulsion mixed with guilt that threatened to make him set down the drinks and walk out wordlessly, back into the damp air. Seeing the unidentifiable emotions flit across his face, she tried again.


	“Come on, George,” she coaxed, “I won’t bite or nothing.” He finally sat down, resolutely facing forward, and concentrated on drinking down half a pint in one go. “Cor, thirsty, aren’t we?” she said, as she gently moved the hand that had stayed on the seat to his thigh instead. He jumped and tried to cover it quickly but she had sensed it and said a softer, wheedling tone.


	“Come a bit closer, will you? It’s too cold tonight to be so unfriendly.”


	In fact, the air of the pub seemed close and fusty after their walk. Condensation forming on the tall, etched windows bulged into drops that ran down to soak into the men’s coarse jacket sleeves that were propped against the glass. In the fug of smoke and damp heat, Charlotte moved her hand carefully upwards and George forced himself not to move. Involuntarily he placed his elbows on the table, shutting out his view of Charlotte’s face, and drank off the rest of his pint, wiping his mouth free of the last of it. He looked down at her small hand, now almost in his lap, but he could feel the heat of her eyes almost as much, those strange hazel eyes, with flecks of yellow scything through the deep brown background of the iris. He found he couldn’t remember the rest of her face even though she sat right beside him, touching him. He set down his glass and stood, asking her if she wanted the same again, still without looking directly at her.


	“Yes, please, another of the same, George, if you’re sure.” He went to the bar and bought himself a double gin this time, along with hers. Then he drank it off and bought another before going back to the table. At last he could feel the alcohol flood his bones and heat his cheeks, and the noise around them grew more uniform, more like the hum he’d heard from the rain-sodden street. When Charlotte replaced her hand on his leg after a couple of minutes of silence he didn’t move it. With the second double gin in his stomach he closed the door on the image of Charlotte with a man in uniform that he’d scarcely been able to banish from his mind’s eye for days and moved, almost imperceptibly, towards Charlotte and the wall. She didn’t look at him, he saw out the corner of his eye, but moved her hand slowly upwards until it lay on his crotch. Then she unwound her shawl with her other hand and placed it over their laps. She could hear that his breathing had changed, and was coming short and fast, instead of the silent control of before. She wished he would lean over and kiss her or even look at her, but he’d put his elbows back up on the table, the hands balled into fists at his temples the only visible signs that she had aroused him.


	Abruptly he got to his feet, colliding with the table and making their drinks slosh over the brim. Without a word or a backwards glance, he strode towards the door and threw it open, banging his way through it so that people turned to look. Retracing his steps with their eyes, they came to rest at the now solitary girl, alone at the table, and vainly trying the mop up the spilled gin with her sleeve. Her cheeks hot with shame, she withstood the stares for another minute before downing the remains of both glasses and rushing out of the pub herself.


	George could not face the prospect of going straight home and meeting Cissy’s questions, which he would rebuff so that, for the rest of the night, the three of them would sit, hunched together in a stultifying silence. He turned towards the north and into the fine, soaking drizzle and thought about the peace of Highbury Fields, where he could sit on a bench undisturbed, and close to the white house. The expanse of green would be empty at this time, and in this weather, and he could sit and think, or not think, whatever he wished. He set off, turning right into the New North road, enjoying the feel of the pin-sharp rain in his face as the wind picked up in strength. He hadn’t gone far when the tinny sound of light, fast footsteps echoed in the street behind him. He stopped without turning.


	“George, wait for me. Please, wait,” he heard, as he knew he would. She caught up with him and leaned over, catching her breath. When she had recovered she spoke softly.


	“What did I do wrong? What made you go off like that, I thought you liked it?”


	He had expected her to scold, work herself up into a fit of hysterics, screeching like a fishwife and embarrassing him, though they were quite alone in the wet street, where the glow of the gas lamps now shimmered in the pools of water filling the ground’s deep ruts. Her quiet voice doused his temper.


	“You didn’t do nothing. I felt ill all of a sudden, like I couldn’t breathe. That’s all. I’m sorry I left you.” He wouldn’t tell her anything about either the Highbury house or this Joe Bruce character, he’d said to himself that he wouldn’t.


	Charlotte exhaled, her face visibly relaxing.


	“It’s fine, George, it’s fine. I just thought . . . I don’t know. I don’t know what’s going on in that head of yours these days, that’s all.”


	She wished he would look at her in that soft way he had sometimes. All she could see clearly was his profile, jaw set.


	“Has someone said something to you, George? This is hard for me.”


	“For you? What’s so hard for you?”


	“It’s hard knowing how to get you back, how to, I don’t know, make you look at me again.”


	“I’m looking at you right now,” George barked a short laugh and folded his arms across his body.


	“No, that’s not what I mean. I can’t explain it, I just feel like you may as well be a hundred miles away these days. I can’t get to you anymore.”


	“You’re talking daft now, I’m right here with you, ain’t I?”


	She kicked at the crumbling pointing of a brick wall.


	“No. Yes, you’re here. Where’re you going though? What’s up this way?”


	She suddenly looked up at him with a new intensity burning in her eyes. Her small hands curled into fists at her sides.


	“You going to see someone, George?”


	He felt his temper rise as he watched hers increase. What was it to her where he went?


	“It’s none of your damn business where I’m going,” he said, struggling to keep his voice low.


	“Well, I want to know,” she said, her voice cracking on the last syllable, her body visibly beginning to shake. She attempted a laugh, which came out wild and strangulated. “You got another woman or something? Is that it? You off to see some tart now you’re bored of me?”


	Watching her small frame shudder with emotion, George felt the familiar fingers of guilt creep over him, and like a breath of wind to a fire it made him furious. He slammed the palm of his hand into the brick wall to the side of Charlotte’s head, making her gasp.


	“Yeah, that’s exactly where I’m going,” he spat the words, leaning in close and tipping her face up to his with a hard finger under her chin. “I’ve met someone else.” It wasn’t true, but he wanted to be cruel and felt exhilarated by it.


	She seemed to crumple at that, her whole body sagging against the dripping bricks, a runnel of rainwater from a leaking drain soaking through the material of her dress and spreading from her shoulder like the dark stain of a wound.


	“I knew it,” she whispered. “Who is she?”


	George was surprised, despite his own hurt and anger. He was the injured one, finding out about her previous sweetheart from Ted in that way, and yet here was Charlotte acting like she’d been wronged, not him. But if that was what she’d got in her head, perhaps he wouldn’t disabuse her of the notion.


	“Why should I tell you?”


	As he spoke he found he wanted, quite desperately, to speak aloud the address of the white house, and the names of the people who lived there. Of course Charlotte would think it was just about him taking a fancy to a new girl, she would. But it was something quite different, and a great deal more important than that. If Charlotte knew who he knew there, she would think he’d taken a fancy to Miss Drew. Clemency. But she was above those sort of mucky thoughts, and he had never even considered her in that way. He changed tack, not wishing to let her believe she’d been wronged, when it was he who had been.


	“If you really want to know, there isn’t any other woman I’m carrying on with, Charlotte. Someone like you would think that, would think everything has to be about that. Well, you’ve got it wrong and you wouldn’t even understand what it’s about. I’ll tell you though, see what you make of it.”


	She raised her head in surprise, every nerve straining to catch the words.


	“There is a girl there but you can forget your grubby little ideas about her and me. She’s a different sort to you. I would never . . . “ He broke off, shaking his head before resuming.


	“There’s a house I’ve been to, a big white house up Highbury. If you must know, I go and help out, do odd jobs. I don’t get much money for it but the lady there, she lets me look at the books in the study.”


	“What, and you were going up there now? At this hour? You must be wrong in the head if you think I’m going to believe that. You, looking at a pile of books? It don’t sound right to me. I don’t believe a word of it. I know there’s someone else.” Her anger returned briefly at that, like a leaping flame in a sudden draught.


	He moved away from the wall at her spat words, and then turned back to look at her.


	“But I don’t care what you think no more, Charlotte Cheeseman, so you can save your breath,” he said, as though he’d often spoken the line in his imagination.


	He turned and set off in the direction of north. She called after him but her voice, grown weak, was drowned out by a passing cab, its lanterns flickering and the horses’ reins clinking as it sped south, the wheels sending up an arc of dirty water which sprayed over Charlotte’s skirts.
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	Once George had disappeared from view, Charlotte hurried back the way she had come, fearful that if she stayed a moment longer she would allow herself to sink back against the bricks and slide down them, coming to rest on the filthy wet ground. She couldn’t go home yet, Annie’s well-meaning questions an unbearable prospect.


	Reaching the Rosemary Branch, the seep of the pub’s warm light made her suddenly desperate for another drink. She wanted to feel the burn of spirits down her throat, searing through the pain that bloomed like a creeping frost in her chest. Going back inside the Rosemary Branch was unthinkable, though. She had only just run out of there, everyone turning to stare, glad for a bit of gossip on a slow night. Even worse, Ted might have taken up his usual spot by now. She continued on to the Southgate instead, darker and more private than its neighbour, and ordered herself a large brandy at the dimly lit bar.


	The figure behind the heavy wood and its brass rail was an unfamiliar one and Charlotte doubted he would let her have the drink on tick. She checked the little purse tied to her skirts already knowing that it was empty again. Having poured the brandy, a deep amber in the bulbous glass, the barman stood impassively in front of her as she pretended to dig around for the right coins, her cheeks burning anew. Suddenly, just as she had tensed, ready to turn on her heel and flee back to Annie after all, a large hand pushed the money across the polished surface of the bar towards her. The taciturn barman swept them up and went to serve a group of men. Charlotte’s head snapped up to see who had been so kind. Her stomach lurched as she recognised the bulky figure that now retreated back into the shadows.


	“This isn’t your usual spot, Ted,” said Charlotte, inwardly cursing the quaver in her voice. “Who’s keeping your stool warm in the Rosemary Branch tonight, then?”


	“Fancied a change, didn’t I?” His voice was steady, but Charlotte could see his eyes shining through the gloom. “I could ask you the same thing. Why are you here on your own without that sweetheart of yours?”


	He picked between his teeth with a fingernail and then drank down the rest of his pint, nodding at the barman to pour him another.


	“We don’t live in each other’s pockets, me and George. I don’t know where he is tonight and that’s fine by me.”


	Ted laughed quietly into his glass.


	“Yeah, it sounds like it.”


	They sat in an apparently companionable silence as Charlotte sipped her brandy, misery diminishing her customary awkwardness around her brother-in-law. She could feel his eyes on her, though, looking away only to receive his fresh glass of beer. After a time, he broke the quiet.


	“So come on then, tell Ted all about it. You wouldn’t be in here drinking brandy on your own if you hadn’t had a filthy row with someone. It could be Annie, she was moaning the other day about you not helping her much in the house, but I know her and she can’t stay cross with either of us for long. Something I often have cause to be thankful for. So if it’s not Annie, then I’ll bet a crown it’s Georgie boy. What’s he done to upset you?”


	“You’ve got it wrong, Ted. I just fancied a drink, something to warm me through. The weather’s bitter this week and I can’t get warm.”


	Ted covered her small hand with his and squeezed it until she flinched and tried to pull it away.


	“You are cold, aren’t you, poor little mite. Not enough meat on them bones of yours, not like my Annie. She never feels the chill. Here, our Lottie’s not thinking George has grown tired of her, is she? That he’s got his mind on another? That’s not what’s got you all flighty, is it girly?”


	He patted her hand gently and then moved it back to his glass, her face turning pale even as he watched.


	“What’s he said to you?” she said. “If he’s said something, you should tell me. I’m family to you, not him.”


	“Hold your horses, he’s said nothing to speak of. George is courting you, isn’t he? I’m sure you’re getting yourself in a state over nothing. Just because he’s been spending a bit of time up Highbury way, don’t mean there’s any funny business going on.”


	Charlotte gripped his jacket sleeve so tightly that her knucklebones gleamed white through the skin.


	“Highbury? What do you know about him and Highbury?”


	“Well, you sound like you know something of it already. I don’t know much more than I’ve just told you. I seen him heading home the other day and we got talking. He mentioned something about Highbury in passing. Wouldn’t say nothing else and went striding off before I could ask any more. Didn’t even say goodbye, now that I think of it.”


	“How did he look when you saw him? When was it?” asked Charlotte, her fingers still clutching at Ted’s sleeve.


	“Oh, I can’t remember when it were. You know what I’m like with dates. Annie’s there to remind me when to go to work and when to stop at home. As for how he looked, well, he looked like George.”


	Charlotte banged down her glass in frustration. Ted was enjoying this, she knew he was. Apparently after some thought, he continued.


	“Let me put it this way. You know how he can seem like his mind’s elsewhere? He was like that but . . . sort of agitated, is the only way I say it. Perhaps that would be putting it too strongly, though. I can hardly remember, love. Shall I buy you another brandy? You’ve gone ever so green around the gills, Lottie.”


	“Did you say something to him? Tell me the truth now, will you?”


	“What you talking about? What would I have said to him that would upset him?”


	“You know what I mean, Ted.”


	In response, he raised his hands and shrugged ostentatiously.


	“You’ll have to give me a bit more of a clue than that, Lottie. I’m no mind reader.”


	“Joe. Did you say anything about Joe and that letter he sent? George was angry with me tonight and wouldn’t tell me straight why. Something’s happened and he’s been avoiding me for near enough two weeks now.”


	Ted didn’t speak at first, and Charlotte forced herself to wait and encourage him to fill the silence. Not easily made uncomfortable, he took his time.


	“I told you, love, I’ve got a memory like a sieve. I couldn’t rightly say whether I mentioned that letter or not. If I did, it weren’t to do any harm. It would just have been making conversation. Don’t matter either way, does it? Not if you’d told him about Joe.”


	He took a long drink and then wiped his mouth with the back of his hand.


	“You had told him about Joe, hadn’t you?”


	Charlotte had heard enough. She would bet her life that Ted had deliberately told everything he knew, and more besides, and not for the sake of any conversation. A crystalline image of George fleeing round the corner a few nights before came back to her in a rush. It was then, it must have been. He’d just found out and got the wrong idea about her and Joe. Knowing Ted, he’d probably managed to get in that Joe would be back in time for Christmas. She hadn’t noticed Ted out of the window but he must have been there too, close to the front door out of sight. She thought back carefully. Yes, he’d just come in when she went downstairs a few minutes later, too distracted to notice the coincidence of his return.


	For an instant she was tempted to remain at the bar and keep drinking away Ted’s money, get drunk enough to not remember getting into bed or going off to sleep. She was afraid that George’s face would float in front of her in the dark of the tiny room she shared with Annie’s eldest but she couldn’t stand to be watched for another moment. Ted called after her, saying another brandy would calm her nerves, but she was already on her feet and crossing the pub, the door slamming back on its hinges as she fled.


	“That’s gratitude for you, after buying her that drink,” said the barman, as he scooped up Charlotte’s empty glass.


	“Ah, it was worth it for the entertainment,” replied Ted.
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	As Charlotte sped away from Ted and the pub, a sudden impulse drove her down Wiltshire Row, passing the turn for Avebury Street without a second glance. She stopped at George’s door, breathing hard, the vapour in the cold air as thick as cigarette smoke. Her knock echoed through the tenement house more loudly than she had intended and, though the hour was late, the door was almost immediately pulled back by a tiny urchin, his feet bare and black with soot and grime. He stared at her quizzically as she debated whether to run but just as she turned to go she saw Cissy descending the stairs.


	“Come on, Billy, back to your ma you go now.” She pushed the child gently towards a door before looking up at Charlotte anxiously.


	“You alright, Lottie? I thought you were with George. You know, you’re quite as washed out as you were on Saturday. Come upstairs, then. We can pull the curtain across and have a seat on the bed so my dad won’t hear us.”


	Charlotte climbed the stairs after Cissy soundlessly, holding herself carefully so she didn’t shatter into pieces. In her mind’s eye she followed George northwards to wherever it was he was really going. She had never been to Highbury but she knew there was plenty of wealth that way, wide roads, and with each house sitting proud on its own tidy plot of land, marked off from the next by iron railings and brick posts. It was close enough to still smell of the countryside up there when the wind blew right, she’d heard.


	Cissy made some weak tea, apologising for the lack of milk, and the two girls sat together on Cissy’s narrow bed, the creaking of old springs the only sound in the heavy silence between them. After a time, Cissy rose to shut the window above George’s bed. He didn’t feel the cold much and had left it wide as usual, the air stealing through it making the breath of the two girls as visible as Charlotte’s had been outside. The sash came down with a bang which made Charlotte, still in her reverie, jump. Cissy perched on George’s bed, opposite the silent girl.


	“It’s about them drawings, isn’t it? That’s why you’ve come.”


	“I don’t really know why I’ve come, Cissy. I couldn’t go home to Annie yet.” She felt tears build—she had never cried so much in her life as lately—and stopped speaking to keep them dammed. Cissy sipped her tea and waited. After a time, she spoke so quietly that Cissy had to lean towards her to catch the words.


	“I had a row with George earlier. In the street. We were down the pub but then he just upped and went off, leaving me on my own in there. People were looking at me, god knows what they thought. Anyway, I followed him and he were heading up New North Road, going north. He told me some rubbish about looking at books but I know he’s going to see that girl from the drawings. He’s angry with me too. He’s heard something that isn’t true and I don’t know what I feel worse about. Him thinking what he’s thinking about me, or him lying about why he’s gone up there.”


	She paused, and looked pleadingly at Cissy.


	“Cissy, you’ve got to tell me if he’s seeing someone else. I can’t bear not knowing, especially when other people know things about him that I don’t, even Ted. It makes me feel like a fool and I can’t stand that.”


	Cissy stood up in her anxiety, picking at the raw skin around her fingernails as she did so, her eyes wide as saucers.


	“Honest, Charlotte, I don’t know nothing about it. I’ve never seen that girl in the picture until we found it in the book.”


	“So he hasn’t told you nothing about her, then? Or these books he goes and reads in this big house.”


	“No, he hasn’t said anything.” She suddenly brightened, “But there was a drawing of a house in the book too, don’t you remember? It was on the page before the . . . that other picture. Perhaps he’s telling you the truth after all. He’s never been a good liar, George.”


	Charlotte eyes shone. The book she knew lay hidden under the mattress became a kernel of hope that George was still her own. She’d convince him she was true to him, explain that Joe and her was a different thing altogether.


	“No, Charlotte, we shouldn’t look through George’s things again. He’d kill me if he knew I’d been nosing around and shown you too. You never said nothing, did you?”


	“Of course I didn’t, but you’ve got to let me look properly now, haven’t you? I can’t rest for thinking about it. I don’t know what to do with myself, Cissy. I haven’t slept a wink for worrying about it. Look at the state of me.” She grasped hold of Cissy’s hands.


	“Alright, then. We’ll have one more look. But that’s it after that, right?” She lifted the thin mattress and reached underneath. Charlotte felt a jolt of surprise when Cissy immediately brought the little book out. A part of her had expected it to have gone, as if it had never been there and she might have preferred that. Cissy went to open it and then catching sight of Charlotte’s face simply handed the volume over instead. She fell upon it and started flicking through the sketches, biting her bottom lip as she glimpsed her own image again, the sketch as rough and unfinished as before. As she pushed through the pages, trying not smudge the lead marks as she did, a scrap of paper, much folded and rather stained, fell to the floor. Charlotte snatched it up and unfolded it.


	“It’s an address, Aberdeen Park. I’ve never heard of it. Does it mean something to you?”


	Cissy’s face cleared.


	“Now hang on a minute. That rings a bell, give it here.” She took the paper and spoke immediately.


	“Yes, that’s it, I’d recognise that writing anywhere. It’s the address Mr. Booth left for George to deliver the birdcage. I wonder why he’s kept it.”


	“What birdcage? George never said.”


	“Didn’t he? Oh, well, this gentleman Charles Booth come round with PC Ryeland and bought a birdcage. George were out at work, but it was arranged that he’d deliver the cage after, up to Highbury. That must have been where he saw this house and took a fancy to it, thought he’d draw it afterwards.”


	Charlotte started and gripped the book tighter.


	“I think I saw Ryeland with an old gent, ages ago when it was still warm. And Highbury is where George said he was going tonight,” she said.


	“What, at this time of night?”


	“That’s what I said to him. He said he does odd jobs for them and in return he’s allowed to look at their books.”


	“Not at this hour he ain’t looking at no books,” said Cissy. “I remember he told me when he come back from taking the cage that there was some rare book or other he’d like to copy but I told him to forget it, someone like him in a nice house like that. I told him forget it or he’d be disappointed. He’s never mentioned it since. That was weeks back now. Something don’t make sense in all this.”


	Charlotte sat heavily back on the bed and leaned against the wall, her booted feet dangling in the air. She felt torn, relieved that these precious books existed in Highbury but newly unconvinced that George had gone there tonight unless . . . She heard his words again, saying he’d found someone better. It must be. When he delivered the birdcage, a maid would have answered the door in a big elegant house like the one George had drawn. He wasn’t looking at any books—he was meeting the housemaid, getting her to sneak out and meet him whenever he managed to shake off his used goods back in Hoxton.


	“Have you got a bit of paper, Cissy?”


	Cissy stood, her eyes narrow with suspicion.


	“Why, what do you want paper for?”


	“What do you think? That I’m going to write a poem? No, I’m going to copy this address down and see for myself if he goes there at all, and if he does go there, what he’s up to. See if these books aren’t a cover for something else. Someone else.”


	“You can’t, Charlotte,’ Cissy gripped her hand, ‘they’ll be very proper people, you can’t just go marching up there. What would you do, knock on the door and ask them straight out if George is there?”


	“No, I can bide my time. I’ll go up there when I know he’s gone out for the night, and see if he’s telling the truth, wait for him to come out. Then I’ll see what he’s really up to. None of them will ever know I’m there, unless I want them to.”


	“I don’t know, Lottie, it sounds like a bad idea to me. You don’t know how George can get if he loses his temper. He’s different to my dad like that, you know dad’ll never say boo to a goose. But George, well, I’m afraid of him when he’s really angry. It don’t happen much but when it does . . . “


	Charlotte thought of the hand that had slammed into the sodden bricks by her shoulder but stood up defiantly, her head a few inches taller than Cissy’s.


	“Well, I’m not afraid of him and he’ll answer for it if he’s seeing someone else behind my back. I won’t have it, I won’t be made a fool of. Whatever he might think of me, I wouldn’t ever do that to him. Never mind the paper, I’ll take this. If he misses it, you tell him to come to me. It might get him talking to me again.”


	She tucked the dog-eared scrap into her bodice and strode out before Cissy could protest, nodding a terse goodbye to Mr. Woolfe as she headed for the stairs.
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	When George abandoned Charlotte in the street, he strode north as fast as he could. He had never had any intention of letting anyone from the house see him, whatever she thought. The drizzle had given way to large, fat drops of rain and he was now soaked to the skin. Apart from his feet, which squelched inside boots that hadn’t stood up to the deepening puddles, he didn’t mind the downpour. He felt invigorated by it, like a greased engine running smoothly, his skin pleasantly cool but his insides warm.


	He completed the journey faster than he had previously managed, the remnants of temper hastening his pace. He’d pictured the bench he would sit on all the way, but it didn’t feel quite right in reality. He felt foolish as the surface of the wooden seat saturated his trousers and looked around him, checking no one had seen. He wandered over to the entrance of Aberdeen Park, still wary of approaching steps in case a policeman was doing his rounds and wanted to know what he was up to. It was pin-drop quiet in the street but the lamps were too widely spaced to cast much light. If anything, each bright pool made the surrounding darkness blacker.


	As his eyes failed to adjust, a footfall caused him to wheel round and frighten half out of his wits a man who hadn’t noticed George. Giving him a look that was as suspicious as it was contemptuous, the man hurried on, straightening his back in case the poorer working man was watching him.


	George began to wish he hadn’t come at all. He’d wanted to escape Charlotte and the fusty atmosphere of the pub, but it was a daft notion to have come up here in the pouring rain. He should have gone straight home and put himself to bed. After all, he was due here in a couple of days anyway. After a last, fruitless glance down Aberdeen Park, he deliberately struck off down an unfamiliar road. Though heading in the approximate direction of south, he took the narrowest, darkest streets. He took a strange pleasure in choosing to go left or right as he pleased, and with no heed to his inner compass.


	In keeping with the fortunes of the night so far, he was soon hopelessly lost. As if it knew, the rain began to fall faster, coming down in great, soaking gouts. He was too tired to walk so quickly now, the skin on his toes rubbing from his wet socks, and he was growing cold. He allowed himself a minute’s rest under a shallow ledge, unaware that a pair of eyes were on him. He jumped as the man before had done when she made herself known, gliding out of the shadows like an apparition.


	“Lost, are you?” she asked, her voice high and light like Charlotte’s. She smiled and it looked ghoulish in the dim light. Her slightness and the roundness of her eyes told George she was young, but the skin of her face looked withered even in the low light, the shadows under her eyes like smudges of soot. George suddenly wondered if she was real and felt his scalp prickle and tighten at the notion. But then she caught hold of his sleeve and he wondered whether he’d taken leave of his senses that night.


	“You’re a quiet one, aren’t you?” She moved her child’s hand down to his waistband and tugged at it gently.


	George felt the heat rise in his cheeks as he realised what she was. Not a ghost but a prostitute. His embarrassment made him slow to react as she stood on tiptoes to kiss his mouth. Her breath was bad and he turned his face away. Up so close her eyes looked black, the pupils and irises as one. As he uncurled her fingers from his trousers her eyes remained dull, betraying neither humiliation nor anger at the rejection.


	“Please yourself, then,” she said. “Plenty of others’ll be along.”


	As he left her standing there, alone in the sodden lane, he wondered about the kind of men who would venture down a street like this, and felt bad for not giving her a coin.


	He was glad to turn a corner and know that she couldn’t follow him with her eyes any longer. A warm light ahead gave him some hope, and indeed it was a pub. It wasn’t one he knew, despite the fact that he was by now probably less than half a mile from familiar streets. What with the rain, and a lingering queasiness after the episode with the girl, it looked welcoming enough to George, its peeling paint and cracked panes going unnoticed in his relief.


	The instant he stepped through the door, he knew it was not the sort of establishment he needed for a solitary drink. It was oddly quiet inside, with none of the jovial drunkenness George might have got lost in. Here, it would be impossible to find a corner without two dozen eyes on him, wondering who he thought he was to take up this or that chair. The only woman in the establishment stood behind the bar, her bosom swelling above a thick waist, the pale skin of her bare arms and face doughy. When he approached the bar with trepidation he could see the sheen of sweat on her upper lip. He asked for a pint and inwardly cursed the tremor in his voice. While she took her time finding and filling a glass, sniffing disapprovingly, George glanced upwards to avoid looking at the other patrons. The hour was almost ten according to the clock hanging above the bar, the time having rushed on faster than George would have guessed.


	When the pint was poured, almost a third of it foam, the landlady banged it down on the bar and held out her hand. As George fumbled for a few coins he asked, more to break the silence than anything else, if the clock was correct.


	“Course it’s right. What’s the point of having a clock up there if it don’t work?”


	She looked at him disgustedly and took his money without fetching the change that was due. George had thought he would stand at the bar, drink up quickly and get on home, but the idea of standing in such close proximity to the landlady put him off. He hardly dared look up but felt her stare nevertheless. He would find a seat near the door and face the window, leaving the old harridan with nothing to look at but the back of his head.


	One large table, reassuringly close to the door, was occupied by an old man. He looked to be on his own and was fast asleep. Not wishing to wake him, George carefully pulled out the chair furthest from him and made to sit down. Immediately the old man’s head snapped up and he glared at the interloper with rheumy eyes.


	“Do you mind if I sit here?” George asked politely, hovering awkwardly between sitting and standing.


	The man gestured angrily, which seemed to give permission albeit unwillingly. George thanked him and sat down, mindful not to scrape the chair legs on the chipped floorboards. He’d already gulped down a good third of his drink, eager to get on, when a voice spoke out over the general hum and grumble in the room.


	“That’s Pete’s table you’re sat at.”


	It took George a moment to realise the voice was directed at him. He looked up to find most of the pub’s patrons looking at him, including the old man who was evidently Pete. The man who had called out was not a tall man, but that didn’t worry George any less. He was strongly built, with a chest that seemed too broad for the length of his legs. He had the look of a pit pony, with none of its gentleness. He was also drunk and swayed as he got to his feet.


	“I’ll move then,” said George. “I didn’t think the seat was taken, or I wouldn’t have sat there.” He looked at Pete, hoping he would acknowledge their brief conversation, but the old man looked impassively back, more intent on picking between his teeth with a dirty fingernail.


	“What’s your name, then? Ain’t seen you round here before.” The man came closer and George could smell the alcohol rising off his body in the close atmosphere of the room.


	“Woolfe’s my name.” George wished instantly that he had lied. “I live a mile or so south.”


	“Woolfe, is it? You don’t look like much of a wolf, I must say. Do you fight like one?”


	The men he’d been sitting with laughed appreciatively. George was surprised at how quickly it had got to this point, the scenario he had feared as soon as he’d observed the crowd. He glanced up at the door, wondering if he had time to stand and run. His stocky adversary saw the look and stepped nearer still. George held out his hands in a gesture of peace.


	“Listen, I don’t want any trouble. I just took a wrong turn on my way home. I’ll go now, alright?”


	With some vestige of pride he stood and drained his glass, aware that his arm was shaking. Setting the empty glass down, he pushed his chair neatly under the table.


	“Why don’t you take your empty to the bar?” the man said. “Would save Martha’s legs a trip to fetch it.”


	As George picked up the glass and turned to walk to the bar he couldn’t help but roll his eyes. Even as he did it, his stomach lurched, knowing he wouldn’t escape now.


	The first punch came from the side and caught him not on the jaw, as intended, but squarely on his ear. The pain paralysed him for a few seconds. His ear felt as though it was aflame, and the high-pitched ringing that started up inside it nearly unbalanced him. As he reeled, the stranger got in another hit, this time glancing George’s cheekbone. Barely thinking about it, George brought his right arm up in a hook, forgetting that he was still holding the glass. For such a cheap establishment, it was a heavy glass, and the force of its blow knocked the man down. The glass shattered in the man’s face and he screamed, as much from fright as pain. Before he ran, George looked down at the man’s face, his nose smashed and half a dozen cuts already bleeding. He couldn’t help it, he was glad.


	The rain had almost stopped when he reached the street. He broke into a sprint and didn’t stop or slow, even when he was sure no one was taking up the chase. Heading slightly downhill in the direction of the river, he felt a thrill at his own speed and wished he could keep running over the black roads all night. Quite suddenly, though, he found himself coming out onto the New North Road, his bearings abruptly aligned again.


	Without the running to distract him, the pain in his ear came back, the ringing having dropped to a dull, rhythmic thud. He put his good hand up to feel around the cheekbone that had also been hit and knew a proper shiner was already forming and spreading in the flesh there. As for the other hand, the one that had come swinging round with the glass, it was limp, still feeling the tremors of the impact. Miraculously he had sustained only a couple of cuts from the broken glass. They were brimming with bright red blood but they were clean and shallow enough. Fatigue hit him as he reached the bottom of the stairs to the tenement house and it was so sudden and overpowering that he had to pull himself up the stairs.


	It was only as he got to the landing and saw the thin bar of light under the door that he remembered what had happened with Charlotte earlier, and the reason he had been so reckless in the first place. In the same moment, it also came to him that he was due at the Highbury house in only a few days’ time. Thanks to Charlotte sending him off in a temper, thanks to her carelessness with him, getting letters from that soldier who’d given her presents he couldn’t afford, he’d have a black eye for his next visit to Highbury and Mrs. Drew would think less of him. Perhaps he would write Charlotte a letter for a change, see how she liked that.
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	Saturday wasn’t long in arriving. His injuries had hardly been remarked on at the print—a relief after the inevitable fuss Cissy had made. Only Alf Jones, always after a laugh, had made a single weak joke about George brawling. That first morning after the fight, he’d woken up to a terrible headache and a tenderness in his cheek that made chewing on that side impossible. Thankfully the thudding in his ear had stopped by Friday, though it was still a vivid red and hot to the touch. He was surprised he hadn’t gone deaf, so hard had the blow been. All that was left, by the time the print’s huge clock stood at one on Saturday, was the bruise under his eye. It had turned from pink to violet and green and would fade into a jaundiced yellow by next week. Whatever shade of the rainbow, what mattered to George was that before it had completely healed he would have to face Mrs. Drew and Clemmie—and the disapproving maid.


	He had dismissed out of hand the idea of simply not turning up. Not only did he not want to go back on his word, but this was likely to be the last occasion he would visit the house before Captain Drew returned in time for Christmas. He was going to help put up the tree this time, set it sturdily on its stand and decorate the higher branches. Mrs. Drew would not lower herself to clambering up ladders and she was too fearful for Clemmie’s safety to let her daughter.


	“I couldn’t possibly allow Clemmie up so high,” she had said to George the last time he’d been there. “Whenever I even think of it, I see a dreadful vision of her lying prone on the carpet, her little neck broken like a bird’s.” At this, she had pressed a lace handkerchief to her eyes and George had stood awkwardly in the lull, accustomed to having Mrs. Drew fill every moment with her chatter.


	Now, as he made the walk north, he couldn’t keep from feeling the customary blend of excitement and trepidation he always did. He wondered if he’d always feel this way on these streets, so associated were they with the Drews. When he reached Highbury Fields, he saw the usual band of well-fed children and their nurses. As he strode past them, deliberately keeping his chin high, he couldn’t help adjusting his cap so that its shadow was cast over the bad eye.


	He knew Milly wouldn’t be able to resist commenting on his appearance and, sure enough, she snorted loudly as she pulled back the door.


	“Now his true colours are coming out,” she sneered and George had to admire her quickness. “Wait here while I go and find out if she wants you still.”


	George peered at himself in the mirror over the umbrella stand. At least the swelling had almost disappeared. His eyes were almost symmetrical again. Just as he was removing his hat and grimacing at how much more visible the bruise was without the peak’s shadow, Mrs. Drew came rushing forward. She stopped dead at the sight of him and George realised Milly had decided her mistress should discover the scandal for herself.


	“Gracious, George. Whatever has happened to your face?” Mrs. Drew had raised her hands to her own face.


	Just at that moment, Clemmie ran down the stairs, eager to see what the commotion was about. Instead of stopping like her mother, she came right up to George and looked at him in wonder.


	“I hope you’re alright, George. Did you have an accident?”


	Though Clemmie had made it easy for him, it didn’t occur to him not to tell the truth.


	“There was a fight. I got hit,” he said. “It’s not too bad though, and it don’t hurt much now. I hadn’t done nothing to deserve it, Mrs. Drew, I’d just been minding my own business over a drink. But I couldn’t have that, it being unprovoked, so I got him back right enough.”


	Clemmie was clearly thrilled by the idea but Mrs. Drew looked stern.


	“Well, George, I’m very sorry to hear you’ve been in trouble. Perhaps you would be wise not to drink if this is what happens when you do. Now, let’s hear no more about it. We’ve got plenty to keep us busy this afternoon.”


	The afternoon went on easily enough after that initial embarrassment. Milly was disgruntled to see that George’s black eye had not got him banished from the house as a bad influence and reluctantly left to go about her errands at the shops. George saw her go and felt liberated at the sight of her little hat bobbing away into the distance.


	The tree had already been bought. It reached up to brush the high ceiling, some twelve feet up. It took George almost an hour to manhandle it into a corner away from the huge bay windows. Even once it was perfectly vertical Mrs. Drew fussed and deliberated for some time, getting George to turn it this way and that until she nodded, sat herself down and poured out a small glass of sherry. Clemmie began to decorate the lower branches from a large box overflowing with all manner of baubles and trinkets.


	“Very good, George,” said Mrs. Drew. “It will look just wonderful once it’s decorated. The captain will adore it; he is a great advocate of the Christmas holiday.”


	A great many boughs of holly, some of which had been pruned from the garden, had been brought in. Using a ladder, George was instructed to garland each and every picture with a sprig, the leaves dark against the gilt of the frames.


	“There’ll be snow this Christmas,” he said to Clemmie, as she stood back to survey her work on the tree.


	“How do you know that? I was hoping there would be.”


	“There’s berries on the branches. You only get them in the years it’s going to snow.”


	“Is that so?” asked Mrs. Drew, overhearing their conversation. “You’re full of interesting facts, aren’t you?”


	At the top of the ladder George blushed at her words.


	“Now George,” she continued as he positioned the final spray of holly at the top of the mantle mirror. “I must tell you again how helpful you have been these past weeks. No, not helpful,” she paused dramatically. “Indispensable! I don’t know how we should have coped without you to lift, fetch and carry for us. Our maid Milly is admirably strong for so small a girl, but she could never have shifted those trunks in the attic an inch, nor helped sort through them without neglecting her daily tasks. It was a stroke of pure luck that our dear Mr. Booth discovered the Woolfes of Hoxton on his tours of the city.


	“Now the house, the attic especially, is in perfect array for the arrival of Captain Drew. Once Milly has polished the door furniture in the morning, and lit a fire in the library, we will be able to meet his train at Paddington with perfect ease of conscience, knowing that we have done our duty for the returning hero.”


	Mrs. Drew finished her second tot of sherry and placed the narrow glass down rather too firmly on a side table. Clemmie turned back to the tree so George wouldn’t see her smile. George felt slightly dizzy trying to meet Mrs. Drew’s eye from his elevated position, but she hadn’t finished yet.


	“George, I will be quite frank with you. The privileged surroundings you see here are not what I came to expect for myself when I was Clemmie’s age. My father was a humble clerk and I never dreamed that I would come to live out my days in such comfort. This is why I see it as my duty to remember the times when I was not so fortunate, though I am obliged to say that there was a great abundance of affection in the home of my childhood. Therefore George, I hope that you will continue to act as our ‘man-of-occasional-work,’ as I think I might term you. We would be most sorry to lose not only your skills, but your acquaintance now, when it has been so very pleasant. I have mentioned the assistance you have been providing in my letters to my husband and he has expressed a desire to meet you, once he has got his ‘land legs’ back, as he always says. Would you like that, George?”


	Still clutching a couple of loose holly leaves, though not feeling their thorns, George nodded eagerly, glad that his distance at the top of the ladder, the warm light of the fire, and Mrs. Drew’s fondness for sherry would allow the redness of his face to go unnoticed.


	“Yes, Mrs. Drew,” he said quietly. “I would be very glad to meet Captain Drew. It would be, well, it would be an honour.”


	“That’s settled then,” Mrs. Drew clapped her hands together, pleased. “I’m sure plenty of small tasks will arise in the new year. After all, this lovely tree will eventually have to be taken down.”


	“Oh, please mama,” cried Clemmie. “Don’t say that even as we’re still decorating it. ‘Each year, Christmas seems to be over and done with even quicker than the previous year, so please don’t wish it away already.”


	Mrs. Drew blew her daughter a kiss. “I’m sorry, my dear, I know it’s your favourite time, especially when your father can join us. We have slightly over a week yet and, before that, we have our Christmas Eve celebrations to look forward to. Our mutual friend Mr. Booth will be attending, George. We must think of a way you can assist us with the preparations, it will be a wonderful evening.”


	For the next half an hour, George moved his ladder so it could reach the higher branches of the tree. Clemmie handed up each decoration in turn and instructed George exactly where she wanted it. Finally it was done.


	“There,” said Clemmie, standing back and almost bouncing on the spot with excitement. “It’s the best we’ve ever had. Well done, George.”


	It did look beautiful. The glass baubles were the colour of wine and they hung heavily from the branches on golden twine. Right at the pinnacle of the tree, George had affixed a star, which now winked in the gas light. The tall white candles would remain unlit until Christmas Eve. As the three of them admired it, the carriage clock on the mantle began to strike six. As the tinging sound of the last stroke rang out, Mrs. Drew bustled out into the hall to find Milly—whose return had gone unnoticed—and ask her to bring the tray. George followed her, remembering he ought to wash his hands.


	“It’s a late tea for you, George,” said Mrs. Drew when it had been laid out. “I hope you don’t feel too starved. We only eat a proper dinner when my husband is home. Clemmie and I make do with some cold meat and cake most evenings. I find it’s better for my figure.”


	“It’s not too late for me, thank you,” said George, though his stomach had been rumbling; he had forgotten in his anticipation to buy a pie on the way to Highbury as he had intended.


	It was so warm in the room, the fire spitting and blazing, that George had quite forgotten to think about his own body. The cold that usually forced him into stiffness, braced against the temperature, had gone and his limbs felt loose and soft. He perched on a sofa, comfortable but careful not to lean back and stretch out as he might have done if he’d been alone. Next to him sat Clemmie, who ate her cold beef sandwiches with delicate bites after first stripping off the crusts, until her mother scolded her for it. Mrs. Drew sat opposite, almost lost in an enormous wing chair.


	The half hour had just struck when a sharp noise from outside made George’s head snap up.


	“Did you hear something?” Mrs. Drew asked. “Go and check, George, will you? My nerves are not so good when the captain’s away.”


	As George got to his feet he thought he saw a flash of white at the window. Walking quickly over, he stared out into the dark but the luxuriant light from the room reflected back at him and left him blind. Nothing outside was visible except the gas lamps, which were reduced to hazy pools of light suspended in the air, yielding nothing.


	“There’s nobody out there,” he said as reassuringly as he could. “It was probably a cat knocking something over.”


	The conversation didn’t quite recover after the disturbance and George reluctantly made his excuses after a few minutes. The tree was erected, the room decorated; he had fulfilled his task and it was time he was getting back.


	Both ladies saw him to the door, Milly somewhere at the back of the house, no doubt feigning deafness so she didn’t have to show George out like a guest.


	“Remember what I said about introducing you to my husband when he returns,” Mrs. Drew said. “He must meet our indispensable helper. You won’t forget now, will you, George?”


	George had to check himself so he didn’t laugh at such an absurd suggestion. “I certainly won’t forget, Mrs. Drew, and thank you again for thinking of it, of me.”


	“Good, that’s settled. We will see you again on Christmas Eve, then. Mr. Booth will be coming, of course, and I’m sure he would be pleased to see you again.”


	George made his way home quickly, his feet feeling lighter after their spell next to the fire in Highbury. Miniscule abrasions from the holly, a few of them producing a bead of blood as bright as the berries themselves, made his hands sting in the brittle air. Berries on the holly might forecast snow, but it felt too cold for it tonight. Christmas was but a week away, perhaps the snow would make its entrance then.


	As he passed by a deserted Highbury Fields, its grass already stiffening with frost, a slight figure up ahead reminded him of Charlotte. He was still angry with her, but he was glad he hadn’t given her the note he wrote the night of the fight. It had done him good to commit some of his fury to paper but he had been shocked at his own callousness when he read it back the next morning. Perhaps he would call on her this week, they would talk things through and everything would be made right again. He looked again for the figure so like hers but it had disappeared into the gloom. Perhaps it had only been his conscience playing tricks on him. He walked on, his warm feet swift and his mind filling once again with images of the tree and its jewel-coloured fruit.
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	Earlier that evening, as the cheap clock on the Matthews’ mantel struck five, its insides clunking mournfully, Charlotte scraped back her chair and pulled her cloak off one of the pegs by the front door.


	“Where you off to then, madam?” asked Annie, looking up from the pot she was scouring, her face taut with ready irritation. “It’s dark out.”


	Charlotte faced the spotted mirror over the fire and pinned her hat on.


	“I’m just off to meet George,” she said, after a moment’s pause. “We might go for a walk,” she added, knowing that Ted would be at the pub later and that Annie would ask him about her presence when he finally stumbled back to their sagging brass bed.


	He looked up at her now, a wry smile curling his lips.


	“You two kissed and made up, then?”


	“A walk?” interrupted Annie. “What do you want go walking on an evening like this for? It’s bloody freezing tonight. Winter’s well and truly here. You two must be soft in the head.” But Charlotte had already stolen out of the door in her usual quiet way, the door handle clicking silently into place behind her.


	Outside, it was as cold as Annie had warned. Beneath her lace-up boots the ground perceptibly crunched and as she stepped out in the direction of north, she felt the slippery give of the ice layer under her weight and made her steps more careful.


	Though the new frost made the going perilous, especially in the undisturbed lanes she threaded through to save time, the night was steeped in the cold light of the moon. Pausing at the bridge over the Regent Canal, she steadied herself by grasping its dank bricks and looked up. Not a solitary wisp of cloud hung in the sky, leaving the overarching view of the scattered stars unhindered. Even the weak, sulphurous glow of nearby gas lamps couldn’t much diminish the pinpoints of clear light. Charlotte tipped back her head and looked until she thought her neck might snap from the chill and strain. Tentatively putting her foot out, she set off once more, the low-slung Northern Star marking her path.


	By night, and in the surprise cold of an evening in early winter, the journey she had traced carefully in her mind for the last two weeks seemed longer, further hampered by the gripless soles of her heeled boots on the treacherous ground. After a time, she looked up from her feet and realised that the character of the surroundings had subtly altered. Though the houses weren’t yet grand, they were better cared for, by the wives of postmen and clerks. Brass door knockers and letterboxes gleamed in the moonlight and there were clean lace curtains at the windows, white froth in the eerie glow.


	Down Avebury Street there was always someone larking around or having a row, but here the decorous silence made Charlotte’s footfalls rudely audible where she hadn’t noticed them before. As she reached the end of one road and turned into another, higher wages and neighbourly propriety was yet more evident, demonstrated by the neat, narrow gardens that protected each house from the road. Instead of the terraces she had always known, these houses were paired off like love birds, a slim corridor of gaping black between each set. Despite the ice Charlotte quickened her pace—not even the sharp moonlight could penetrate this street’s darkest corners and she could sense the prickle of her hairs rising in the beginnings of fear.


	Nevertheless, it wasn’t long before she had passed unscathed through Canonbury’s deserted streets to find herself at the southern edge of Highbury Fields. According to her directions, she was only a street or two away from her goal now. At the thought, her stomach churned over her meagre dinner of dripping and toast. George’s sketch had shown the house to be large, but as she finally turned off Highbury Grove into Aberdeen Park, she was shocked at how grand they were—and all but a mere walk from her own.


	Each property was slightly different from the last, the very opposite of the sort of houses she had always lived in; identical terraces thrown up together in a great hurry, with nothing to mark them apart until their tenants bestowed on them varying degrees of filth and disrepair. The houses here did not deign to lie in a row; the road swept around, its curve punctuated by a string of curlicued lamps, jet shards on a silver chain in the cold light. A small circlet of grass topped with a chapel nestled at the street’s heart.


	As she continued, the houses growing ever larger, even her breathing became audible in this new degree of silence. At last she came to a stop outside the gate of a looming, porcelain white villa. This was the one, she could make out the name painted on the front door’s fanlight in a swirling script of gold.


	Most of the upper windows were dark, but as she tiptoed closer the enormous downstairs drawing room window, which had been obscured by a dense thicket of yew trees, came suddenly into view. From it into the bitter evening poured a thick, golden light that, surveyed from the gloom, made the air feel colder still. Starting to shiver, she realised then that she had not thought beyond the journey to the house. Now that she had found the place that might or might not contain George she felt paralysed. She could not conceive of lifting the knocker and letting it fall noisily against the door painted so shinily black that it looked like sticky molasses. If they had never heard of him she would look like a madwoman. If he was inside, he would be angry that she had turned up like a bad penny in the middle of this better situation he had forged for himself. She could not give herself away, but it seemed just as impossible to leave so soon after arriving, after such a difficult walk, and still with no proof whether George had lied or not.


	The house wasn’t very old; it was only half a century since the fields that had, for millennia, rolled inexorably down to the Thames had been levelled here, and these stucco villas, built for the prosperous merchant classes, been raised in their place. Forcing herself to stop mooning and changing her mind, Charlotte put her hand out to the ornate coils and flourishes of the gate and carefully felt for the freezing catch. With a dull clank of iron it lifted and the gate swung open.


	Stepping through, mindful that the worn soles of her boots didn’t sound on the flags, she suddenly sensed, with a cat’s instinct, that someone’s eyes were on her in the dark. Preoccupied with her mission, she first looked up at the house’s darkly blank windows, where she knew someone could be spying in safety, the streetlamps and the glare of the moon leaving her blind and exposed. Nothing stirred. Remembering the street behind her, she whirled round, but her cloak caught on the gate and sent it swinging again, its metal hinges grating loudly. As the noise echoed around the silent street she darted further into the garden, edging into the deep shadows cast by the yew trees.


	Though she may have imagined the unseen pair of eyes, her instinct to hide was true: from her shadowed part of the lawn, she could now discern an approaching footfall. She tensed, so alert that the creak of frost-bitten twigs and leaves under her feet seemed horribly audible. Then, so fearfully loudly to her sharpened senses that her heart stumbled in its rhythm, a jauntily whistled tune rang out. Judging by the ponderous steps that accompanied it, she realised it must be a policeman on his rounds.


	He, evidently not expecting to be overheard by anyone on this particular corner of his beat, absentmindedly switched from whistling to humming, a music hall ditty Charlotte recognised, though he ran through it tunelessly. Eventually his song became faint and Charlotte indulged herself with a shaky exhalation of breath that rose up in a ghostly plume.


	She waited until the vibrations of his footsteps had retreated to the very edge of her hearing and then counted to a hundred before reverting to her plan of approaching the lit window. She had been badly frightened, but her determination to solve this mystery of George’s whereabouts steadied her. Besides, she felt safer in the seclusion of the garden than she had on the road, where her shadow had been thrown long by the streetlamps. Crossing the grass quickly, she found that the top of her head was level with the sill, the high panes of glass rising above her, and permitting a glimpse of nothing more revealing than the ceiling of the room inside, with its central plaster rose and the large lamp fashioned out of crystal droplets that hung from it. Needing to see more, she bent down and looked for something to stand on. She tried to lift an iron boot-scraper that stood by the front door, but it was so heavy it seemed soldered to the ground. Pulling at it instead, it abruptly tipped and then scraped noisily across the stone flag. Charlotte stopped dead, ears pricked, hands on the cold iron trembling. The worst realised, she heard the footsteps on the street beyond the hedge approach again. They were faster than before, and without the accompaniment of music. There wasn’t the time to return to the dark embrace of the yew trees so she simply crouched where she was, hiding the pallor of her face and hands in the fabric of her cloak.


	The policeman peered at the open gate and cast his eye over the lawn. Nothing seemed disturbed and no one had come to the window, but the garden was swaddled in shadow. He wondered if he ought to have a proper look around. But then, glancing at the clock on the green and seeing that it was almost time for him to return to the well-laid fire and piping hot tea of the station, he reached in to pull the gate closed, took a last, cursory look, and was gone.


	Charlotte remained still long after he had gone, her shaky breath dampening the material of her cloak where she held it tight to her face. She could no longer fully retrieve the urge she had felt to see into the room but neither could she bear the thought of following the policeman out onto the main road. With the extra strength that so often accompanies fear, she carried the scraper over to the window and then stepped up onto its sharp edge, feeling the cold ridge of it through the thin soles of her boots. Slowly, she raised her head until she could finally see the interior of the golden room—only to find it empty, at least of people.


	Quite close to where she stood, but separated by the glass, squatted a large oil lamp. Its glass casing was etched with the patterns of flowers, blooms reflected softly onto the wall behind, and Charlotte’s chapped red hands outside, which were grasping the sill so that she didn’t slip. A huge fire was ablaze in the grate and, beyond it, at the far end of the room, stood a Christmas tree that skimmed the high ceiling with its uppermost needles. A crimson ribbon had been run through and around the branches, while dozens of glinting ornaments reflected the firelight. Beneath the lowest dark green fronds a small pile of presents had already been placed, dressed in shiny paper to match the baubles suspended above.


	Just then the door opened and Charlotte dropped down quickly, watching the opaque cloud of her breath fade agonisingly slowly on the pane that she had pressed herself against. She waited, her head safely under the wide sill, but when no one shouted out or even came to see and she could hear only muffled voices in unhurried conversation, she straightened up to peer inside once more. Where there had been no one, a portly figure now sat with her back to the window in a capacious winged chair, the only indication of her sex in the two small hands that rested on the arms, their pudgy fingers crowded with rings. Another figure sat on the chaise in front of this lady, while the third, a man, perched stiffly next to her. It took Charlotte a moment to realise that this last person was George. He was quite transformed in the rich light of the room, and from the seeping warmth of the fire. His face seemed smoother and his mouth had relaxed out of its habitual grimace, even from this distance.


	The figure next to him was a girl, and Charlotte suddenly realised with a jolt that it was the girl from the sketch, or someone very like her. If she’d seen her on the street, Charlotte would have said the girl was more plain than pretty, her forehead too high and her hair an indistinct, muddy shade between dark and fair, and poker-straight with it. Yet in the firelight that same hair gleamed like polished oak and, as she talked on to the others at length, the words softened and blurred by the glass, the colour heightened in her cheeks until she was almost beautiful. Charlotte could see that she had a small plate in her lap, but it seemed that her eyes dropped to its solitary sandwich more out of occasional shyness than any interest in eating it.


	Charlotte found it easier to look upon the strangers than George, who was so painfully familiar and yet so altered in his new surroundings. When she did, he was looking at the smaller figure next to him and smiling. At this, Charlotte felt a sudden surge of fury, directed at this fool from the same streets as her who was all spruced up in some rich man’s parlour. Losing her concentration, she half slipped off the scraper, which almost overbalanced and knocked against the white stucco of the wall. Her eyes still locked on George, she saw him suddenly glance over at the window and stare hard at the corner where she perched. Frozen, she couldn’t move but stood perfectly still, holding her breath as he said something to the two ladies, who both started, and then placed his plate carefully down on the table.


	Late to action, Charlotte dropped down and resumed her crouching position under the sill. She sensed rather than heard George cross the room and look out. There was a slight chance he hadn’t seen her properly: surely the brightly-lit room would have made her invisible, as the shadows had obscured her from the policeman before. She turned slowly so she was facing the door, ready to clatter down the path and through the gate if anyone appeared there. Still no one came. After a long pause, the conversation resumed as it had done before, the lower cadence of George’s voice chiming with the girl’s softer, higher tones.


	By now, Charlotte’s feet felt unwieldy, almost frozen in their shoddy leather boots. She had done and seen enough tonight and certainly didn’t dare look in the window once more. As noiselessly as she could, she crept back down the path and slipped through the gate. Turning out of Aberdeen Park, she allowed her heels to clip on the brittle covering of ice, some of her defiance returning now she was back on public land. As she continued down Highbury Grove from the road where George somehow remained undisturbed, the small church atop its circlet of green marked the hour, its bell feebly ringing in six o’clock. It was a mere hour since she had left Annie and Avebury Street, and yet it seemed like part of some long ago day. She realised that the prospect of the unknown journey north and the vague notion of resolution that lay at the end of it had kept her buoyant. Now that sense of anticipation was replaced with the sort of blunt sorrow that made her want to weep right there in the unfamiliar street, a leaden finality in her stomach, making her clutch it as she walked slowly south.
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	When Charlotte finally reached Avebury Street, she peered in through the window before going in. She wanted to make sure Ted was safely at the pub and unable to interrogate her about her supposed walk with George. Annie was sitting down for once, taking advantage of Ted’s empty armchair while he was out. She was alone with a pile of darning, little Edward must have been put to bed already. A picture of slumped exhaustion, her hair was damp and greasy from bending over steaming pans and a few limp strands clung to her cheeks. In repose, her face looked worn and much older than her 26 years, and seeing it made Charlotte feel teary, as sorry for her sister as herself. With her hand on the doorknob, she set her face, hiding her misery with a mask blank of expression so it wouldn’t betray the fact that she hadn’t been with George at all, or that if she had they’d clearly had some sort of blazing row.


	“Ah, here she is,” said Annie, in a half-hearted attempt at outrage. “The Arctic explorer returns. You look froze to the bone, Lottie, just as I said you would. I can’t for the life of me think why you’d want to be outside on a night like this.”


	Charlotte crouched in front of the range, glad Annie was distracted by her sewing. Some quiet minutes passed, but eventually Annie spoke again, never one for keeping quiet long.


	“Do you know who you missed by five minutes when you went rushing out earlier?”


	Charlotte’s stomach lurched with hope for a second, until she remembered that George had already been in Highbury when she left the house. She couldn’t be bothered to answer Annie and continued studying the drips of fat that had solidified on the black iron of the range.


	“I might as well talk to myself here. It was that little sister of George’s, Cissy. She had something for you, it’s over there on the table.”


	Charlotte glanced up and saw a white envelope propped up against the salt cellar. Even from her position on the floor she could recognise George’s handwriting. It wasn’t so different from Joe’s, the kind of writing that looked as though it didn’t presume to take up too much paper.


	Deliberately carefully, she got to her feet and crossed to the table. Holding the letter to her chest she turned and walked up the stairs.


	“Don’t go hiding up there to read it, Lottie,” called Annie after her. “If you’re getting love letters from George, I want to hear them. Lord knows I don’t get any of my own to read. Lottie! Don’t you wake Eddie up now, or I’ll swing for you.”


	The child was on his back, arms flung back over his head and his mouth open, his cold having blocked up his nose. He’d kicked off his blanket and Charlotte replaced it carefully, tucking the extra underneath the hot little body and smoothing down his fluffy shock of hair. As she did it, making her movements as slow as possible, her heart betrayed her real feelings, thudding so hard she wondered how it didn’t just give out.


	Eventually she allowed herself to sit down on the edge of her bed and lit the stubby candle down by its side. Her mind worked furiously as she at first picked at and then ripped open the envelope. If Cissy had delivered the letter tonight, then George must have asked her to deliver it while he was out at the Highbury house. He might have delivered it himself except he obviously didn’t want to see her and that could only mean that it was bad news. Her stomach began to hurt once more.


	It was a curious note, with a postscript longer than the body of the letter itself. Even the way he’d addressed her made her nauseous with shock, despite all her misgivings during the last few weeks.


	 


	Miss Cheeseman,


	 


	Just a line. Recently I made the acquaintance of a young lady I admire much better than you. Therefore you had better do the same and think no more of me, if you haven’t done so already. I hope you will take this as goodbye for good.


	 


	G. Woolfe


	 


	PS: I hope I shall never hear of you or see you again, and I am thankful I got rid of you so easily. I have got the date I went with you, so if you find yourself in trouble, or I mean in a certain condition, it will do no good to put the blame on me. I pity the man who ever gets tied to you, but I am glad that I am free at last and now have a chance of being my old self again.


	 


	 


	Charlotte could see that the postscript was written far more hastily than the rest of the letter, its script sloping down the page at a precarious angle and the ink pooling where the nib had stayed too long on the paper. In the dark hours that followed, Charlotte came to think of these observations as small crumbs of comfort. She thought he must have been either drunk or furious to write such a bitter afterthought. She read it again, this time without the postscript and shuddered at its calm rejection of her. Only his intimation that she might have found someone else already made her hopeful that his motive was injured pride and needless jealousy, rather than his simply having grown sick and tired of her.


	She sat for an hour or more on the edge of the bed, scanning the lines until the candle sputtered out and left her in the darkness, the only sound the child’s stertorous breathing, the street outside unusually quiet. She had half crumpled the letter in anger but now found herself smoothing it out on her lap, being careful not to let the drips of salt-water obscure the ink. The journey to Highbury and now the letter seemed to crystallize and concentrate her thoughts. Nothing would change for her; nothing would get better. There would be no glittering Christmas tree; no getting warm, properly warm to the bones. There wouldn’t even be any George now that he had been lured away. By rights, she couldn’t blame him for taking that glimpse of a different life because who wouldn’t? But that night, sitting in the dark, she found that she did blame him, and that she would have to spoil it for him as it had always been spoilt for her. She would write her own letter tomorrow.


	When Annie came up a short while later, unable to stay downstairs wondering what the flimsy envelope had contained for a moment longer, she found Charlotte slumped sideways on her bed asleep, her feet still in their boots and touching the floor. The letter had fluttered to the floor and Annie was glad she couldn’t read, as all her moral strength couldn’t have stopped her reading George’s words.


	 


	*  *  *


	 


	 


	 


	8th March 1902


	 


	 


	 


	 


	Dearest Lottie,


	

	

	 


	Even here I can feel the weather softening slightly at last. Usually the thought of spring returning makes me feel brighter, but this time I’ve found it more melancholy than anything else. Lottie, I know now that I was a fool not to see what I had in you, when I did, before all this. Don’t think I don’t dwell on that here, long into the night when everyone else has either sunk unconscious into sleep or taken up wailing until the dawn breaks through. There is such a lot of time to think in this place.


	There is no glass in the window high above my bed and, what with me having nothing but an old rag of blanket to keep me warm at night, it’s been a hard February. I told you about the damp bricks. It’s not just them, the dankness seems to soak into everything, so that the skin on my hands looks white and bloated and my clothes—and that mean blanket too—never seem to completely dry out. Sam says the summers are worse; the smell even more putrid from all the sickness that goes around like wildfire in the heat, but I hope to be out of here, one way or another, by that time. I think I’d go mad if I wasn’t.


	I was telling you about the window having no glass in it. There are only bars, you see, Lottie, two of them down but three across so that the gaps are not square. They make twelve portrait pictures of the outside, not that anybody would bother painting the view. All you can see from up here is a glimpse of the inner courtyard where it never gets properly light, and the rows of windows like mine opposite.


	This side faces east so I’m woken early, at the cold crack of dawn. We get the worst of the wind too. It blows straight in from the steppes of Siberia, or so I’m told, whistling a clear path over the lowlands of Holland and the flat fields of East Anglia. On the colder mornings, it doesn’t feel like that long journey west has warmed or softened it at all. My hands and feet have been almost purple with the cold on those mornings. I hope March has brought an end to them now.


	I have gone on about my own woes enough now, Lottie. I wish you knew what a help it had been for me to write you these notes. Do you remember that note I wrote to you just before Christmas? It was a cruel thing, though you were never meant to read it. It was written in temper and I never did apologise for it properly. Poor old Cissy meant well, taking it round to you to save me the trouble, but sometimes I can’t help wondering how different things might have turned out if she hadn’t.


	 


	With love from your,


	George
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	Charlotte arrived at the large white house early, the church clock indicating ten minutes to the hour she had stated in her letter, written two nights earlier. The air seemed colder and fresher in these parts, as though even the atmosphere was rarified, and brought in especially from the country so its inhabitants weren’t forced to breathe the close air that she was accustomed to.


	She pulled her old black shawl closer around her shoulders and rehearsed what she would say to the gentleman, and in what manner. She felt more conscious of her own body here, and even though she was only a mile, perhaps less, from her familiar haunts, her hands seemed more rough and mottled than they did in the dirt-diffused light of Hoxton. Grubbier too; in the clear light she noticed the sickle of dirt curving under each nail. As she picked at them, wiping the grime on her skirts, a nurse approached with a large, well-sprung perambulator, her collar a stark white above a wool cloak. She stared at Charlotte, whose embarrassment at the attention suddenly revived her temper.


	“Had a good enough look, have you?” she spat, startling the nurse, whose cheeks coloured as she lowered her eyes. Though she hurried on, Charlotte couldn’t stop herself calling after.


	“I’ve got an appointment with the gentleman in the house over there, thanks very much, and I’ve as much right as you to be here. Bloody cheek, you’ve got, staring like that, as if I were muck under your feet.”


	The nurse had by now rounded the corner ahead without risking a backwards glance but Charlotte could hear the rising wail of the perambulator’s small occupant, roused by her cries from his slumber. She knew her anger was meant for George, and not some stuck-up nurse, but she didn’t care.


	She had written her own letter in much the same rushed, unthinking way as she hoped George had written his. She had woken early the next morning after her visit to Highbury, finding her clothes on but her boots off, removed by Annie and placed tidily under the bed. She sat bolt upright and searched the bedclothes for the creased note George had sent Cissy round with, eventually finding it under her pillow. If she hadn’t felt so humiliated she might have smiled at the thought of Annie finding the note but not being able to decipher its letters.


	She begged a few pence off her sister and went straight to the post office to buy some paper and a stamp. It was only as she stepped into the street, the previous night’s fog miraculously lifted, that she remembered it was the day before Christmas Eve. The streets were busy, thronged with people looking sickeningly happy and festive. She approached a band of carol singers surrounded by a crowd of people who’d stopped to listen. The smell of wood-smoke, orange peel and roasting chestnuts mingled in the air and everywhere she looked there seemed to be sweethearts clasped arm in arm, noticing no one but each other despite the crush.


	She pushed her way through, not minding whom she knocked with her sharp elbows, mindful that the post office would close before long. She’d dug out some writing paper back at Annie’s, stuffed in her carpet bag with the rest of the things she’d brought from her mother’s, but it was yellowed and mottled with damp and she wanted the letter’s intended reader to treat it with due gravity.


	She didn’t know the family name in order to address it properly, only the house and street name, but she supposed it would get there alright. She calculated that by the time she composed, wrote and posted it, the letter would still get there for Christmas Eve. That’s when she also intended to pay her visit, so she had to hope that the post was opened first thing in the morning. She would just have to take the risk of going there unannounced and being turned away. There was nothing else for it and she couldn’t wait until after Christmas.


	It didn’t occur to her to wonder if there was a man of the house to read it. She hoped that the arrival of a handwritten note would be unlikely to stay unread for long, but added the word ‘Confidential’ to the top left hand corner just in case, checking the spelling of the unfamiliar word against a solicitors’ advertisement in the Hackney Gazette. It was but a brief note.


	 


	 


	 


	Dear Sir,


	

	

	 


	I am writing to you about Mr. George Woolfe, who I believe has become a regular visitor to your house. I wish to speak to you in person at your earliest convenience as the things I must say to you cannot be put down easily in a letter. I will call at your house at noon tomorrow (Christmas Eve) and hope that you will speak to me. It is in your family’s interest that you do so. I am sorry that this letter will reach you at this festive time of year but I believe the matter will not wait.


	 


	Yours sincerely,


	Miss C. Cheeseman 


	 


	.


	 


	*  *  *


	 


	 


	 


	Standing outside the house now, Charlotte wondered if the letter had even been read. Perhaps there was no man of the house to open it. She glanced up at the clock and saw that it was now just a few minutes until midday. Anger abruptly departed, nerves clenching in her stomach, she straightened her hat, shawl and hem, and adopting a long-practiced look of surly pride, went across the street and up the steps to the heavy, black-painted door, where she lifted the knocker and bravely banged it against the wood three times.


	The maid who answered the door looked Charlotte up and down in a manner that far exceeded the impertinence of the nurse on the street.


	“If you’re bringing something for cook you’re to come round the side,” the maid said stonily, and went to shut the door. Charlotte put her hand against the heavy wood and pushed back; in her determination to see her plan through she was stronger than Milly.


	“I’m not here to see no cook,” she said. “I’ve arranged to call on the gentleman who lives here at noon today. Tell him Charlotte Cheeseman’s come and he’ll know what it’s about.”


	Milly looked indignant. “Well, I don’t know anything about it, I’m sure. Wait there.” And with that, the maid shut the door firmly. Left alone on the well-scrubbed doorstep, Charlotte felt herself shaking from more than the cold, quite amazed at her own nerve. Soon enough the maid was back and, looking personally put out, she held the door barely wide enough for Charlotte to pass, as if to register her disapproval of the admittance.


	“Follow me,” she said, “he’s in his study.”


	Charlotte thought of saying to the sour-faced maid that she might have been let in out of the cold as she wasn’t going to steal the silver but in the event, as they crossed the polished hall tiles, she was too busy looking about her. George had walked over these clean-scrubbed tiles and felt the smooth brass doorknobs turn in his hand. A polished banister spooled gracefully upwards, its staircase carpeted in a runner of deep red which was brightened by a patch of coloured light falling from a stained glass window set high above. Faintly, she could hear scales being played fluidly on a piano, the notes rising and falling like water.


	The study lay at the rear of the house. In the grate, a freshly laid fire spat and roared up the chimney. It seemed to Charlotte afterwards that the room had been filled with a dozen glowing lamps, but perhaps there were fewer. The brightest was atop the enormous bulk of the captain’s desk, its light puddling on a blotter edged in sage coloured leather. As he rose to greet her from behind the lamp, his face remained in shadow. The maid retreated and shut the door quietly.


	“Miss Cheeseman,” he murmured. “My name is Captain Drew. I received your letter at breakfast and, as you can doubtless imagine, I was perplexed by its contents. I presume it was your intention to pique my interest—and concern—so now I must ask you to hold me in suspense no longer. Please sit.”


	He gestured to the hard chair placed opposite the desk and settled back in his own leather-studded seat, without moving to the bell to summon the hot tea Charlotte had been hoping might warm her chilled bones.


	“Now, you spoke in your letter of important information regarding George Woolfe. Do you know him personally?”


	“You might say that, sir,” replied Charlotte, affecting a bitter sigh and a pensive glance into the flames.


	“I am a busy man, miss, and have no time for theatrics learned from the stage of the Britannia,” said the captain. “My wife tells me that George Woolfe is a helpful lad, with a decent brain and a special aptitude for drawing. I know nothing of you, so please get on with what you have to say, and quickly.”


	Charlotte coloured at this and her face, lit strangely by the fire, seemed to sharpen. She looked at him directly, her catlike eyes darkening.


	“I am not here to waste your time, sir. I believed that it was my duty to come here and warn you about George Woolfe. I come on account of your young daughter, sir, who I believe has grown close to George.”


	The captain shot her an anxious look.


	“What are you to him anyway? He has never mentioned your name to my wife and daughter. They were baffled by your note, apparently from a stranger.”


	Ignoring the slight, she continued determinedly.


	“That doesn’t surprise me, sir. I believe he has preferred to keep his times here with you in your lovely house separate to his life at home. I live just a road away from him in Hoxton, where I moved in the summer to live with my sister and her husband after my mother died. I met George on the street one day and we got talking—he’d lost his mother as well, see, and so we had that in common. Me and George started stepping out, just to the pub usually, and it wasn’t much but we talked of marriage and I believed that we would be wed in time. I haven’t had much of my own in my life but I felt that George was mine, and that his promises to me about the future were true.  Otherwise I would never have . . . ” she came to a halt and dropped her eyes.


	“Never have what?” asked Captain Drew tentatively.


	“Well, it’s hard for me to speak of it, especially to a gentleman, sir. What I mean to say is that George would come to me sometimes, quite regular in fact. Do you understand my meaning, sir? I thought we were intended, you see, though I knew it was still a sin.”


	Captain Drew started with realisation and, to cover his embarrassment, began to search his pockets for tobacco. Charlotte resumed, in flatter tones.


	“So when he started spending his every spare minute elsewhere, I grew suspicious, thinking he’d met someone new. At first he wouldn’t say nothing about where he went and then, when I accused him of seeing another girl, he said he was visiting the library of this Highbury gentleman he’d met. I didn’t believe a word of it, of course, and then one day last week I got a note from him.”


	She passed over the note and piously clasped her hands in her lap as she watched him scan the lines. When he was done, he set the much-folded scrap down and exhaled audibly.


	“He had never mentioned your daughter when he told me about this library, sir, so, one night, I asked him the address of this well-to-do Highbury family, thinking, if I’m honest, that he was really going to court some new piece in Hackney.”


	Captain Drew seemed to be concentrating hard on tamping the tobacco down in his pipe, his eyes lowered. But when she paused, wondering if he was still listening, he quickly looked up and motioned for her to continue.


	“In the end, I badgered him about it for so long that he lost his temper and told me this address because of it. I told him after that I had forgotten it but really I had written it down and, one night, knowing he would be here, I came to see for myself. I watched through the window—I’m sorry that I spied, sir, but I had to know the truth of it for my own peace of mind, see—and I saw him sitting on the sofa with a lovely young lady. And when I saw how he doted on her, like he once had with me, and how she looked up at him, with her eyes all shiny and trusting, I wanted to knock on the door then. But I was afraid to, and so angry that George had made a fool of me that I ran home, slipping on the ice and half-crying all the way.”


	The captain leant forward. “So what made you write your note and come today with such urgency?”


	“It pains me to say this aloud, sir, and to a stranger, but when George grew cold towards me, I didn’t want to let him go easily. I knew how he had enjoyed the times he had come to me.” The captain moved his hands to his desk, spread them and began to study them closely.


	“What I mean is that he continued to come to me, even while he was growing unfriendly in his manner to me, and while he was visiting you and your young girl. I didn’t mean for it to happen and I’m awful ashamed, but I loved him and couldn’t seem to help it. And now, well, I’m with child, sir.” Her listener blanched at this, he had truly not seen the news coming.


	In a soft, anguished tone, he said, “and the child is definitely his?”


	“I may be a poor thing, with none of your daughter’s graces or advantages, but I am no street girl,” said Charlotte proudly. “George is the only man I’ve been with and that was in good faith that he would make me his wife.” She stood to leave, gathering her shawl about her shoulders with jerky movements, her voice tremulous. She couldn’t stand to be in the rich room a moment longer, knowing now that her best hat looked moth-eaten and that her blouse and neck were grubby.


	“That’s all I come to say so I’ll be off now. I thought it was only right to warn you, when you have a defenceless, innocent girl in the house.” She walked over to the door, twice her width.


	“But wait!” he cried, awkwardly getting to his feet. “What shall you do? Have you told him?”


	Charlotte paused, her eyes on the rich colours of the rug under her feet.


	“I have told him and he is not interested, says he won’t be tied to me when he is getting on so well lately. That’s all I wished to say. I’ll leave you now. Goodbye, sir.” She walked through the door, her high, laced boots clipping on the tiles as she crossed the hall, closed the front door quietly behind her and descended the steps into the chill afternoon.


	Suddenly alone in the quiet room, Captain Drew knew he ought to follow her, perhaps give her some money. Instead he felt suddenly overcome by fatigue and sank back into his chair, where he remained deep in thought until Clemmie finished her piano practice and came to tell him it was time to prepare for their annual party. The first guests were due in a few hours, as was George Woolfe.


	 


	 


	 






              
          
  


  
    
            

  
  
  	
    		

    		Chapter Twenty-Four

  	

  

  

  


	


	
	 


	The second the bell signalling the end of his shift clanged, George scraped back his stool and made for the door.


	“You not coming for a drink, Woolfy?” Alf Jones called after him. “Come on, we’re all going over to the Tiger for a couple of pints. It’s Christmas tomorrow, you miserable so-and-so.”


	George dutifully laughed but shook his head. “I’ve got somewhere to be more interesting than the Tiger, Alf, and I’m going to be late if I don’t head off now.”


	“A woman is it? I thought you was attached to that Charlotte? She’ll still be there after you’ve had a few with us.”


	“Nothing like that. I’m attending a do and I’ve got to go home and get myself spruced up.”


	“Very nice. Family occasion, is it? I didn’t think you had any family save your dad and little Cissy.”


	“Alf, you attend to your own business and I’ll do likewise. Now, have a good Christmas and I’ll see you back here before we know it.”


	Alf watched him go and thought he looked jauntier than he’d ever seen him. George’s cheeks had been quite flushed all morning and he’d been unusually clumsy in his hurry to get his jobs done too, like a child waking at daybreak on Christmas morning and tearing off the paper, all thumbs.


	Alf turned and headed back to the machine he worked, right next to George’s. His friend had left his desk in a mess in his hurry to leave and the boss didn’t like anything out of place. He gathered up the discarded tools and realised one of the metal files was missing. George must have put it in his pocket for safekeeping and forgotten to leave it behind, he’d done it himself enough times and got warnings for it. He was on his own now in the workshop, the others having gone on to the pub without him. Looking about him to make sure the place was deserted, Alf went over to the corner machine, manned by Chas Fisher. He was sly, Chas, always whispering to the boss about who’d rolled in late. Alf picked up the identical file that George was missing from Chas’ neat pile, checked it for initials or marks and, seeing none, placed it on his mate’s desk instead, giving him the full complement.


	Cissy was sitting in her father’s chair under a blanket when George rushed in. He’d counted on her being out, either at the market with her father, hoping to catch any last customers looking for presents or buying up any knock-down sweet treats for their dinner the following day. He reddened as she looked up blearily.


	“You back from the print already?’ she said. ‘I thought you’d go straight down the pub with the others.”


	“Why aren’t you down the market with dad?”


	“He said I could go and get some food for tomorrow and he’d stay with the stall.”


	“So why you here, then?”


	“I didn’t feel too right, George. I did go off to the butcher’s, see what they were offering, but then my head started feeling strange and I was worried I would faint in the street. So I took a bus home.”


	“You took a bus? You never pay for the bus, Cissy, you must have been taken bad.”


	He felt her head with a hand cold from the December air and it was hot. He felt a surge of guilty annoyance as she shut her eyes and pulled the blanket up so it was around her chin.


	“’S cold in here, George. Can you do the range for me? I’d do it myself but my head is so heavy, like a full sponge. I haven’t got the wherewithal to move. What are we going to do for our dinner tomorrow? Will you get something, George? I’ve got a bit of money here and you got your wages today, didn’t you?”


	She opened her eyes and looked imploringly at him. He turned away to tend the fire so he didn’t have to look at her. He wondered why she couldn’t have waited till tomorrow to get ill and then felt sick in his stomach for it.


	“I’ve got to be somewhere this afternoon, Cissy, but I’ll get some food on my way back. Dad’ll be back soon and he’ll make you some soup.”


	“Seeing Charlotte, are you? That’ll be nice. What have you got her for Christmas?”


	She struggled to sit up straighter but her head lolled on her little neck. Her eyes were bright like lit coals.


	“I might see Charlotte later,” said George, not meeting his sister’s eyes. “But I’m wanted somewhere else first and I’ve got to change these clothes or I’m going to be late.”


	He walked to the other end of the room and pulled the curtain across so she couldn’t see him undress. He pulled open the rickety drawer he kept his clothes in and took a package wrapped in tissue paper out. Inside was a new shirt, as crisp and white as a sheet of uncracked ice. He shook it out and laid it on the bed, careful not to grasp it too tightly until he’d scrubbed his hands again. As he went to the water jug to see if there was any left from the morning’s wash Cissy’s voice sounded weakly through the curtain.


	“I don’t think I told you, George, but I delivered your note alright. I meant to say but I don’t think I’m right in the head at the moment, with this chill that’s been coming on.”


	George froze, the jug handle gripped but not felt.


	“What note?”


	“Your little letter to Charlotte. I found it when I was sweeping up and thought you’d knocked it off the side and forgotten about it. You were out so I took it round there. It was the other night. She was out too, as it happens, but I give it to Mrs. Matthews to give it to Lottie when she got in.”


	George replaced the jug on the small dresser with infinite care and then went to all his usual hiding places for private thoughts and notes and sketches. He checked the red leather book last but there was nothing. Besides, he knew there was only one note he’d ever written Charlotte.


	“George, did you hear me? Have I done wrong? I didn’t read it or nothing. I sealed up the envelope without looking, honest to God I did, George.”


	“It’s alright, Cissy. You didn’t do nothing wrong, it’s alright.”


	He sat on the bed and massaged his scalp with his hands. He tried to remember exactly what he’d written, but he’d been so drunk, not so much with the beer as the blow to his ear. What little he could remember made him cringe. He glanced at his watch and, seeing it was already past two, he put the image of Charlotte reading the note out of his mind. As he did, he felt a welcome twinge of annoyance at her, for marring this afternoon without even being there, this afternoon he’d been looking forward to and been so nervous about at the same time. He must hurry, as much to get there on time as to get out of the building before she came calling. The fact she hadn’t come caterwauling already made him feel the first prickle of unease.


	When he pulled back the curtain, Cissy smiled widely despite her befuddling temperature. For an instant, she looked like quite a different kind of girl.


	“Cor, you look smart, George, quite the gent. That’s a new shirt.”


	George blushed and smiled back.


	“I wanted to make a bit of an effort.”


	“But if you’re not seeing Charlotte, where are you going?”


	Clouds of worry formed at her brow, and she looked like her old self again, George noted sadly.


	“Tell me the truth,’ she said. ‘Have you met someone else? Charlotte’s convinced that . . . ”


	“What about Charlotte? What’s she said?”


	“I promised her I’d keep quiet but you’re my brother. She’s got it in her head that you’ve been saying all that about going to Highbury to cover yourself. That you’ve met someone that way who you’re sweet on now. I said you wouldn’t do that but, to be honest, I didn’t know what to think myself. I knew you hadn’t been at that Highbury house, didn’t I, but I couldn’t tell her that. She was already in enough of a state.”


	“And why couldn’t I be there? Do you think I can’t call on a house like that just because I’m not delivering something? Little guttersnipe like me?”


	“That’s not what I meant,” said Cissy sadly. “Not at all. But when she said you’d told her that’s where you were going, I wondered if that was just a story you’d thought of, you know, to get rid of her. But then when I saw the note I thought you’d made up and so it didn’t matter what had been said and when.”


	“She tell you everything about me, does she? I didn’t know you two were so tight. I thought she was stepping out with me, not my little sister.”


	Cissy’s eyes filled with tears and she lay back in the chair miserably, too tired to say much more.


	“You’ve got the wrong idea, George. I’m always on your side. I just felt sorry for Lottie, that’s all.”


	“Felt sorry for her? You don’t know the half of what she’s been up to. You’re too innocent, Cissy, you don’t understand any of this.”


	“I know she loves you, I know that much.”


	George snorted at that and then panicked as he realised he might cry himself. Cissy turned her face away from him and shut her eyes. After composing himself in the middle of the silent room, George fetched the hat he’d bought second hand. In the glass, his face looked pale but surprisingly gave nothing of his inner emotion away. He looked older and quite unlike himself in the hat, and he was grateful for it. This afternoon, at the party, he was going to need to pretend he was someone else in order for it to go smoothly. He tucked the blanket around Cissy and brushed his lips against her burning forehead before closing the door softly behind him.
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	The noise and bustle out on the street was in such contrast to the scene he’d just left that George had to stop a moment and simply watch. The New North Road was so thronged with intent shoppers and tipsy working men that people were spilling over the pavements and onto the road. Hansom cabs rushed on regardless and George braced himself as a group of boys narrowly missed being mown down by one. He was just about to turn right and head north when a familiar stench assailed him. The cat’s meat man was doing his best day’s trading of the year, successfully tugging on the heartstrings of all those with a pet at home and flogging them a pouch of his rancid meat for their Christmas present. George retreated back into a shop doorway as the man passed slowly with his stinking barrow, wondering if odours could cling to clothes.


	Finally the way was clear and he crossed over to the clearer side of the road, careful not to get any horse muck on his shoes. Safely on the opposite pavement, he checked his watch and realised it would be past three o’clock by the time he got to Highbury. He would miss an entire hour of the occasion he so wanted to attend. As he ruminated at the pavement’s edge, a hansom cab drew to a halt. Its driver leapt out to hand down two enormous ladies dressed in severe black crepe and bombazine. One of them nodded and smiled fiercely at George through her veil, and he almost looked behind him until he realised she was acknowledging him. He straightened his new hat and allowed himself a small smile.


	“You need to be somewhere, sir?”


	The driver, pleased with the tip he’d received from the mourning sisters, was looking at George with an eyebrow raised. He felt in his pocket and remembered his wages and the money Cissy had given him for meat.


	“How much to Highbury, Aberdeen Park?”


	“Let’s say a shilling and sixpence, as it’s Christmas.” He grinned at George and opened the carriage door to admit him.


	The experience was quite different to the bus, despite the means of locomotion being much the same. To George the trip in the carriage was far too brief, despite his anxiousness to get to the Drew residence. The carriage was well sprung and he felt as though they flew an inch or two above the filthy cobbles. Too soon, they turned into the now familiar road and drew to a halt.


	“What number did you want, sir?” the driver’s voice floated down to George.


	He thought of getting out and walking from here but it seemed a shame not to arrive at the very door and perhaps be seen, not walking but arriving in some style. Much to his delight, the driver seemed to sense what he wished and the horses walked to the door at a very stately pace, giving plenty of notice with the satisfying clop of their hooves. George had counted the agreed price out already and recklessly added another shilling to the pile he handed over. The driver wished him a happy Christmas and departed, his expression friendly but slightly puzzled by the combination of his fare’s manner and the address he’d brought him to.


	George lingered for a moment on the top step of the Drew house, making sure he was sufficiently hidden from the large front windows by the shadows of the tiled porch. The scene was so like and yet so different to his very first visit here, back in September. He’d been so hot and flustered then, and fearful the heavens were going to open and soak him and his brown paper package with a late summer shower. The trees lining the street were bare now, their branches black and filigreed against the dying light in the sky. They looked as though they were forged out of the same cold metal as the street’s ornate lanterns, drawn from memory in his little book.


	He had turned to lift the knocker and was about to brace himself against Milly’s habitual animosity when he heard a whistled tune he vaguely recognised carried on the breeze. He peered into the almost-twilight and saw a figure approach at a leisurely pace, his silver hair visible like a halo before the rest of him could be made out. He was up the steps before George could gather his wits.


	“It’s Mr. Woolfe, isn’t it? Ha, these old eyes do not deceive me yet. Mrs. Drew told me that you would be attending and I was most interested to hear it. I understand you’ve made yourself quite indispensable to the dear woman in the last few months. Who’d have thought such a connection could be made from the simple purchase of a birdcage!”


	“Good afternoon, Mr. Booth. I hoped I would see you, sir, because I particularly wanted to say how grateful I am to you. I can’t tell you how I’ve enjoyed visiting and helping out Mrs. and Miss Drew where I’ve been able. There was a great deal to be done in the attic but it’s clean as a whistle now.”


	George wished he hadn’t used such slang, but Mr. Booth didn’t seem to notice, and continued to look at George with intense interest.


	“Mrs. Drew went on at some length about her refurbished attic and I imagine it will be the main topic of conversation this afternoon. You must be prepared to be treated quite as the hero of the moment. Talking of which, I believe you are meeting our returning hero for the first time today, my good friend the captain.”


	George swallowed.


	“I am, sir. I have heard such a lot about him and I’ve been looking forward to meeting him a great deal.”


	“You mustn’t be nervous of him, my boy. He’s a pussy cat, quite honestly, and if you’ve endeared yourself to his beloved Clemmie then you’ll do very well.”


	He chuckled to himself, straightened his collar and then lifted the knocker himself.


	“We can’t establish a rival party on our hosts’ doorstep, I think that would be most improper, don’t you? It’s time we announced our arrival.”


	Milly ushered them in in surly silence, looking even more thunderous than usual thanks to the numbers of guests and the inevitable detritus they would leave in their wake.


	George closely followed Mr. Booth into the drawing room, but the older man was instantly swallowed by the gathered crowd. George hovered on the threshold and looked about him, desperate to find Clemmie or Mrs. Drew’s familiar faces. He wasn’t sure how this was done, whether he should announce himself to Mrs. Drew, or perhaps seek out Captain Drew and introduce himself.


	As he deliberated, he noticed a table loaded with drinks at the far end of the room, close to the decorated tree, which was lit with scores of tapered white candles. He weaved through small clusters of people to get there and then gratefully took his time in choosing a drink. In the end his trembling fingers alighted on a glass of sherry, deliberately picked because it was full almost to the brim. He needed the heat and warmth of it to still his nerves. Checking no one was watching he gulped it down and then picked up another, hiding the telltale empty glass at the back of the tray.


	Just as he’d begun sipping it, determined to make this one last as he could already feel the good spirits flooding and thawing the bones in his legs and chest, he sensed someone’s approach. A man not much taller but a good deal broader stood in front of him. His eyes seemed kind to George, but he did not smile.


	“Mr. Woolfe, is it?”


	George nodded and felt a strange loosening sensation in his stomach.


	“I am Captain Drew and if you don’t mind, I would like to talk to you briefly in private. Would you follow me?”


	The man was a stranger to George, but he knew enough of manners, and enough of the man himself, to know that this was irregular behaviour. He had thought Mrs. Drew would make it alright for him to be there, but clearly the Captain didn’t want a working man at his Christmas party. He followed the Captain out into the hall where a cry from above made both of them startle.


	“George! Here you are, I thought you would never arrive. I made sure there would be some chocolate orange peel for you. I remembered you said how you liked it.”


	Clemmie rushed down the remaining stairs and would have grasped George’s hands in her own if her father hadn’t been present. She suddenly realised how serious they both looked and her own face fell, showing confusion and the very beginnings of alarm.


	“My love, Mr. Woolfe and I need to discuss something important in my study, undisturbed,” said her father quietly.


	“Oh, are you going to show him your books?”


	She looked beseechingly at her father but he looked down at the rich rug under his feet and cleared his throat. George, already nervous, now began to feel clammy dread clutch at his heart. Clemmie looked at George and back to her father, but both men stayed silent and for a second she looked like she might cry out with the frustration of being a girl too young to be told anything of significance. Instead, she clamped her jaw tightly shut, swallowed any tears that might have threatened to well up and, descending the last few stairs, disappeared into the swelling number of guests in search of her mother.


	George followed Captain Drew into his study and instinctively closed the heavy door behind them. Immediately the murmur of voices was extinguished, the only remaining sound within the wood-panelled walls was the occasional soft explosion of hot coals. Though the flames were still high, Captain Drew poked at the fire distractedly, sending up a fine grey ash that came to settle in a layer on the polished hearth. George imagined Milly’s face when she saw it, knowing all the work she had already had to do in the aftermath of the party.


	After a time, Captain Drew decided he could no longer put off the unsavoury business and went to sit at the desk he’d taken refuge behind only a few hours earlier, when the young woman had come to call. He gestured for George to sit in the same chair in which she had also sat, her face reflected in the same fire. He looked at the man who sat in her place now, though really he seemed more like a boy. He was accustomed to young men on the ships he commanded and it was surprising how similar they were, with their bravado that barely masked the insecurities simmering underneath. This boy was no different, his every thought seemed to be marked on his face as clearly as if he’d written it there. He was dreadfully nervous; his entire being strained with the effort not to speak, and ask what he’d done. Captain Drew didn’t want to prolong his agony any longer, he had deliberated long enough.


	“I’m sure you’re wondering why I’ve brought you in here.”


	George leaned forward in his chair but didn’t answer.


	“I won’t hold you in suspense. I had been told much about you by my wife in her letters and I was, I remain in fact, very grateful to you for your assistance to my family. It’s difficult when I am away so often. A house needs a man, even if it is but to fetch and carry.”


	He paused, realising he was still skirting gingerly around the subject.


	“I have not got to the nub of it, I’m afraid I am rusty at conversation. There is not so much call for it at sea. In short, Mr. Woolfe, I had a visitor this afternoon. A woman of your close acquaintance.”


	He watched George closely as he spoke and noted the genuine disconcertion that entered his face and stayed there.


	“A woman . . . who knows me? Sir?”


	The possibilities raced through George’s mind in an instant, they were so few. The captain interrupted the frantic racking of his brain.


	“Her name was Miss Cheeseman. She came to speak to me about you, she thought I ought to be party to some important information concerning you. She had learnt that you were friendly with my wife and my . . . my daughter Clemency, and thought it her duty to come.”


	Now that he had broached the heart of the matter, the captain grew more stern.


	“I must say that now I have seen you for myself I find it hard to equate the George Woolfe I have heard about this afternoon from Miss Cheeseman and the man before me—not to mention the person my family have become so fond of.”


	“How did she know where to come?” asked George quietly, the nerves in his stomach having solidified abruptly into heavy lead. “What did she say about me?”


	“She told me about your . . . understanding. Your relations. That you promised yourself to her but have since lost interest. At least, you have lost interest in the sense of making an honest woman of her. She is quite desperate and yet she tells me you will not help her, take the only right course for a woman in her condition.”


	“In her condition? I don’t know what you mean, sir. Charlotte had no right barging in here and telling you our private business. I can’t believe she would do it, just for revenge.”


	George sat ashen-faced and disbelieving, his eyes focused on the middle distance, too shocked to be angry.


	“I don’t think she was thinking about what were her rights and what weren’t, Mr. Woolfe. She came out of desperation, I tell you.”


	“Sir, I am not meaning to be stupid, but I don’t understand what she might have said to you that could have been of concern. If it’s about the fight I got into the other week, well, it wasn’t my doing. I got lost and went into a rough sort of pub by mistake and someone set upon me. Mrs. Drew knew all about it and didn’t mind too much. I was honest with her and explained all about it.”


	“I didn’t know about any fight, and it doesn’t help your case with me to bring it up now.”


	The captain paused, his fingers seeking out his tobacco and pipe as he wondered how to frame his next sentence.


	“Miss Cheeseman sent me a note asking for an audience today. She called by at noon and told me of her predicament. It was too late to contact you then, and so I thought I must wait to speak with you when you arrived for our little gathering.”


	“She’s lying, sir. Whatever she said, it’s all lies. She is angry with me, we haven’t spoken for days now. Something happened between us and I threw her over for it, sir. She deserved it, every bit of it after what she’d done herself but now—“


	“Mr. Woolfe, I do not wish to hear the minutiae of your domestic relations with Miss Cheeseman. I would never presume it was any of my business. I prefer to deal only with facts and the facts I have been presented are these. Miss Cheeseman was promised marriage by you and is expecting your child, and you have become close, ill-advisedly close, to my young daughter. Do you not now understand my agitation, sir?”


	The captain had grown quite crimson in the face and now busied himself tamping down a generous pinch of fresh tobacco in his pipe. George was silent, staring unseeing into the fire, his worry entirely replaced by shock.


	“My child? But I don’t understand. She can’t be. She did not tell me. Why has she not told me? I have not seen her for a week or more.”


	“You say you did not know?” The captain put down his pipe hard enough for the tobacco to be dislodge and scatter on the thick creamy blotter there. George stared at it and let his eyes unfocus, the dark golden red fronds the same colour in the firelight as Charlotte’s hair.


	“I fail to see any reason why this woman, a stranger to me and my family, would go to the trouble of sending me a note and insisting on seeing me in person if she did not have good reason. She made it clear that you did not want to know after she told you of her condition. You told her you were not interested in her plight because you had another in mind. My daughter.”


	“Sir, you must believe me, I would never . . . ” George held out his hands.


	“I cannot believe you,” said the captain, shaking his head. “I have thought about it without ceasing this afternoon and I have reached my final, unshakeable decision. I cannot precisely know which of you is telling the truth. It is likely that the real truth of it is not absolute, but a bending and warping of the real facts. In light of that, I would feel ill at ease to have you in close proximity to my daughter. She is most taken with you, as Clemmie is intrigued by anyone outside of her own secure orbit—I think perhaps she has taken after her godfather in that way. She is but a girl, a girl who, though she believes otherwise, knows nothing of the world. She is entirely innocent in her affection for you so far but I cannot risk her becoming more dangerously attached. This has all gone quite far enough.


	“If only I had been here, as most men are at home and not absent for months at a time, I believe I would have seen the signs of this . . . this rather unsavoury connection and taken steps to sever it before now. It is not entirely for someone such as yourself to know how you have done wrong. Really, I must take some of the blame.”


	Captain Drew was no longer talking to George, but into the fire, his cheeks pitted and ruddy from faraway sunshine. George went to speak but realised it was futile, that Captain Drew would never change his opinion, that his card had been marked as soon as Charlotte’s note had landed on the breakfast table. He could see the scene as clearly as though he’d been there himself, the captain’s calloused hand reaching for the small white envelope, Milly bustling about with dishes and salvers and Miss Clemmie chattering on, as his eyes absorbed but didn’t recognise Charlotte’s round, childish handwriting.


	The two men sat in silence for a long moment. George looked beyond the captain out of the window and tried to stop his mind turning furiously over all he’d just learnt. It was almost too much to comprehend. That Charlotte had been here, had sat in this same room, and just a few hours before, left George reeling. He simply couldn’t piece it all together. She was obviously seeking revenge after receiving the drunken note he’d never intended her to see, but that didn’t explain how she knew so much. How had she known where to come and how had she known Captain Drew would be here to speak to her? It was quite beyond him to understand it.


	The sky was almost dark outside, and what lingered of the light was stark and cold, in contrast to the deep glow inside the study. He felt a clutching kind of horror at the idea of being sent back out into the inhospitable day, now fast becoming night, but knowing it was imminent he found he didn’t want to prolong the painful anticipation any longer.


	“Sir, Captain, I will go now,” he said quietly. “I do not know what it is to be a father to a young girl but I do know what it is to be a brother to one. My own sister, Cissy, is not well today and I must be getting back to her. She looks after me and my dad as best she can since our mother died but it’s hard for her, being only fifteen. People would say that she is a very different kind of girl to Miss Clemmie, and of course Cissy has none of your daughter’s accomplishments and . . . graceful ways about her. But in some ways they are not so different, sir. Cissy has had quite a hard life, you would say, but none of that roughness has shown itself in her and she is as gentle a girl as I’ve ever seen.”


	The Captain remained quiet as George spoke, watching the younger man’s clenched hands as he spoke on.


	“Sir, what I mean to say is that I would do anything to keep Cissy safe because I am her brother. And, though I had no right to, I had come to see Miss Clemmie as someone who I would also protect from anything that might harm her. I think that if Cissy had been born into a better kind of life then she might have turned out something like Miss Clemmie and so when I was here, helping Mrs. Drew, I would sometimes imagine that it was the case and that I . . . “


	George stopped talking and stood. He didn’t wish to say any more, he wasn’t sure why he had said so much. It was the heat from the fire and the soft lamplight, it was making him feel like he was dreaming. He wasn’t though, and he must leave now, for the last time.


	“Mr. Woolfe, I understand what you are saying and I wish to believe you, I do. But you understand that even if you are telling the truth, this has become an impossible situation for me. I will be leaving with my ship in a fortnight, unwillingly leaving behind my small family once more. The sea affords a man much time to think, too much time, I sometimes believe. Leaving this situation unresolved would truly be an albatross hung about this sailor’s neck.” He smiled sadly at his own cliché.


	The captain stood and, though he still looked drawn with indecision, relief that the exchange was almost over had begun to flood his face. He swung open the study door and gestured for George to go through it. He had hoped that the hubbub of the gathering would have sufficiently distracted Clemmie, but he had underestimated her. She had been waiting in the hall, ostensibly welcoming guests and helping Milly divest them of their coats and hats, but now she rushed towards the pair emerging from the study.


	“What is happening, father? Why have you and George been locked in there for so long? Please tell me.”


	Her cheeks were pale and the ribbon that fastened her hair in its usual plait had undone and lay limply over her shoulder.


	“I’m afraid I will have to go now, Miss Clemmie.”


	He looked back at the captain who, almost imperceptibly, nodded at him. Clemmie looked from her father’s face and back to George’s, scanning them desperately.


	“I don’t understand this at all. George, why must you go so soon?”


	“My sister has been taken bad today, miss, and I should not really have come at all. Goodbye now, and have a merry Christmas. Please tell Mrs. Drew the same, and also thank you for being kind to me.”


	“George, you sound like you’re never coming back!”


	In her frustration she plucked at George’s lapel, tears already forming in her eyes. The captain came forward immediately and pried her off, realising as he did that some of the guests nearest the open drawing room door had turned to watch the unfolding scene.


	“Clemmie, go to your mother. Mr. Woolfe is leaving. I will explain this to you later. Now, go.”


	He steered her towards the drawing room with a firm hand, but she shook him off and ran two steps at a time up the stairs, openly sobbing now. She might have been a girl of twelve, George thought to himself, though he was moved by her distress. He glanced into the drawing room, its centrepiece the tree he had helped decorate only a few days before, though it seemed to him like another lifetime. Mrs. Drew was nowhere to be seen, though he thought he could see the back of Mr. Booth’s head, bobbing with animation as he told a story to an enrapt trio of young men about George’s own age.


	A cold gust of wind brought him back to the hall. Milly had opened the door and now stood holding it open, her eyes, most unusually, on her feet in their tiny boots, as shiny as the tiles beneath them. He nearly turned and offered his hand to the Captain to shake but then thought immediately better of it and put his hat on instead. As he stepped across the threshold, Milly suddenly looked up and nodded at him.


	“Bye, George,” she said. “Take care now.”


	His surprise at her was the saving of him. He went down the steps and to the cold iron gate in such a state of disbelief that he forgot to feel too much of a wrench. It was only there that he thought to turn back, just as the door was softly closed. Some instinct made him look up and in a high window he could see the white oval of Miss Clemmie’s face. He raised his hand to her and tried to smile but she remained motionless. He could only just make her out, she looked more like a ghost in the almost-dark, the room behind her as gloomy as outside. Closing the gate behind him, he took a deep, shaky breath and began to walk away. As he reached the bend in the road that would finally obscure the house, he looked back again. He couldn’t know for sure, not in that light, but he was almost sure that she had gone.
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	George walked blindly back towards the drearily familiar streets of Hoxton. The throng of people he had stopped to stare at earlier were now invisible to him in his numb state. They seemed to whirl around him in a muddy blur; the clamour of Christmas Eve muffled and muted as though he were held under water.


	He stopped at the butcher’s and paid over the odds for a fat-studded shoulder of mutton and half a dozen sausages. It would have to do for tomorrow, if he left it any later there would be nothing to be had anywhere and he couldn’t have that weighing on his conscience too. Clutching the package, the ooze of the meat already making it transparent and damp, George hurried on towards Avebury Street. He didn’t expect Charlotte to be at home with Annie, and he would not have known what to say to her if she had been. They always needed extra shifts worked at Freeman’s at this time of year and he knew how much rent Charlotte owed her sister. She would be at work and so would Ted and he would be able to catch Annie alone. He rapped smartly on the door when he reached it and jumped when it opened instantly, Annie in her coat, the child in her arms bundled up against the cold.


	“George! You’ve just caught me. I’m off out to get some bits before tomorrow. I forgot to get the gravy browning, can you believe it? Ted would’ve had my guts if I’d forgotten his gravy.”


	She stopped talking as she took in George’s strange expression.


	“You alright, George? You look peaky. You haven’t caught a chill, have you? I said to Cissy when she came round with your note that she didn’t look right. How is she?”


	“Mrs. Matthews, I wondered if you could give Charlotte a message for me.”


	“Course I will, love. She’ll be home in an hour or so. She got a couple of shifts at Freeman’s last minute. I told her she can buy her old sister a . . . Sorry, George, I’m going on. What were you saying?”


	“Can you tell her that I’m sorry about the note, and that I didn’t mean it. If she wants to see me, I’ll be waiting on the canal bridge at a quarter to seven. I’ll make it all up to her, tell her.”


	Annie glowed with pleasure and relief under her slightly squashed hat.


	“I’ll tell her the minute she comes through the door, lovey, don’t you worry. She’ll be so glad to hear it.”


	George thanked her curtly and turned on his heel. Annie watched him go, joggling the baby absentmindedly, before her head filled once again with all the small tasks she had yet to accomplish. She set off in the other direction, George’s behaviour, at odds with his message, already forgotten.


	As George walked away down Avebury Street towards home he felt gripped by a sudden panic. Annie mentioning Cissy had brought him out of himself and it came to him in a cold flood of dread that Cissy would be dead when he got back; that Cissy was at this moment lying alone and dead in their shabby rooms, like marble to the touch. He saw it so clearly that he broke into a run and almost tripped over a loose cobble, his package of meat landing with a wet thud on the dirty street. He scrabbled to pick it up and saw that one of the sausages had burst out and was ruined. He broke it off and threw it as hard as he could into the gutter. Two girls up ahead, their arms linked and their hats touching, laughed at him behind their hands. Holding his messy package close, George sped past them, the urge to bang their silly heads together almost overwhelming him.


	He took the stairs up to the rooms in a great stumbling rush and fell upon the door, his hand, damp from the meat, slipping on the handle. He remembered that he had done this once before, and seen his mother with that man. Eventually he got purchase enough on the handle to make it turn and flung the door back. It was quite black inside, the fire having long died out. The air was palpably cold; danker even than outside. He looked about him wildly, his unaccustomed eyes blinking and blind in the deep gloom.


	“Cissy?” His voice came out high and strained. “Cissy, you there?”


	He fumbled towards the range and found the matches and a stub of old tallow.


	“George?” Her voice was almost inaudible, thick with cold and sleep.


	He let out his breath slowly, and remained kneeling until the short wick of the candle finally hissed and lit. He looked over at his sister, who smiled weakly from the chair he had left her in.


	“You get the meat, George? I’ll be alright to do the dinner by tomorrow.”


	She held out her hand and he rose to take it, crouching down next to the small figure in their father’s high-backed chair.


	“There weren’t much left but I got us some mutton to boil up, and a few sausages.” He paused and bowed his head.


	“Cissy, I thought . . . I don’t know why but when I was coming back I had this vision of you here. I thought for a minute that you might be . . . ”


	“Be what? Oh George, I’m alright. I’m not very big but I’m stronger than I look. It’s just a bad cold.”


	She took off his hat and began stroking his head gently. He tried to breathe in deeply but it turned into a long, shuddering sob. After a time he was quiet again, and neither he nor Cissy spoke until the room felt so cold that he forced himself to rise. Wiping his face on his sleeve, he went to stoke the fire.
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	15th March 1902


	 


	Dearest Lottie,


	

	

	 


	Things go on here as before. I feel like I’ve been here years instead of weeks. Time is strange here. It expands and then contracts like India rubber. When I get a visit, it clatters by like a train going at full tilt but then when it comes to the nights it’s as though it has stopped altogether. But I’ve told you about the nights here before. I wish you could visit me here.


	Newgate is a miserable gothic pile, blackened as much by the foul air inside as out. It’s got a gruesome history and some days, when it never seems to get properly light, you can almost smell and taste what’s gone before, like it’s seeping out of the walls.


	There are ghosts here, you know. How can there not be in a place that’s held so much misery for so many years, in a place where more than a thousand people have gone to the hangman? There’s been a prison sitting on this blighted portion of earth since the 12th century. Lottie, I remember you always wished you could see a ghost. You thought it would be a thrill to feel an icy breath on your neck in the dark, didn’t you? But it’s not like that. Not like a story you’d tell round a fire. Evil people have been here, inside these walls, women too. Do you remember the story of Catherine Wilson? She was before our time but I bet you’d have known the name. She was the nurse they reckoned poisoned seven people, though she was only done for one. Twenty thousand turned out to see her hanged outside on Newgate Street. Sam knows a bloke who says he’s seen her at night, walking straight through the door of his cell, her cap bright in the moonlight. On the nights when I think of things like that, I’m glad of Sam and his snoring on the other side of the wall.


	I suppose Newgate looks pretty respectable from the outside. People going about their business must look up at its great thick walls and believe that everything is in order, with the bad locked away out of sight and off the streets. Inside it’s a different story. A decent person wouldn’t keep animals in here.


	When we go out in the exercise yard, we can’t feel a scrap of sunlight on us, even on the days when the sky above us is a clear blue. The stones on the floor down there are slippery and bright green with moss, and walking around there feels like you’re pacing about at the bottom of a deep well, especially when the guard shouts out at someone and his voice echoes and booms.


	They built this place after the old one burnt to the ground during the Great Fire of 1666, the prisoners burnt to cinders inside because no one would let them out as the flames crept nearer. I don’t know what that one looked like but when they built the new one they made sure that the yard was surrounded on all four sides by walls so high that the sun only shines there for a few minutes a day. Not that we’re ever allowed out there then. We’re always in the shade, in the shadows. The closest we get to the light is to stick our arms through the bars of our cells on a fine day and feel the warmth on our skin there, that small part of ourselves free and outside of Newgate for a few minutes.


	I never thought I’d end up in such a place as this, Lottie. A part of me still doesn’t believe it has happened and that I am here at all. I wonder if that has been the saving of me from the madness that grips so many others here.


	 


	Your ever loving,


	George
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	Charlotte had spent a miserable afternoon after her mission to Highbury. She had thought she would feel glad afterwards, as though a weight had been lifted from her narrow shoulders. That the situation with George would gather momentum and resolve itself now, without her needing to do any more. In her distress at seeing George perched next to the gentleman’s daughter in that nice room, and then the anger that followed when she came home to find George’s note, she had not seen beyond her simple idea for revenge. Having played out her role she now felt utterly flat.


	With no wish to be anywhere, she had drifted down to the river, a long walk from Highbury even though it was downhill. The day wasn’t just dull, it entirely matched her mood. The air seemed weighed down with freezing, unshed rain; she wished it would just get on with it and pour if it was going to. No one else seemed to mind, all of them rushing about and shouting to each other, their breath lingering, ghostly pale on the heavy air.


	She dragged herself to Cheapside and its sprawling market. It was crowded with people despite the cold, though the good week’s trading before Christmas had made it look more sparse than she remembered seeing it before, some of the traders having sold out, packed up and gone home. One stall with some wares still on display drew her eye. She needed to find something for Annie, though knowing her she wouldn’t be expecting it. The tiny old lady behind the trestle table had accumulated a curious collection of treasures and tokens. Enamel pillboxes and paste brooches jostled for space with mourning rings woven from dead people’s hair and fascinators embellished with peacock feathers. The stallholder fixed Charlotte with a gimlet eye.


	“What you after then, girlie? I got cufflinks for your feller, real mother of pearl from the South Seas.”


	Charlotte shook her head.


	“How much is that hatpin? The one with the bird.”


	Amongst the magpie jumble Charlotte had spied one of the simplest pieces. The pin, topped with a small golden bird, its eye a sliver of green stone, would brighten up Annie’s old hat no end.


	“That’s two bob to you. I won’t take lower, I’m giving it away as it is. That’s an emerald there and the rest of it ain’t plate neither. Solid gold, that.”


	Charlotte handed over the coins without demur and wandered on, pinning the little bird to her own jacket for safekeeping. She had bought it with Annie’s own money, borrowed the day before, but she would take every shift going at Freeman’s after Christmas and pay her back. The old lady watched her go, disappointed that her customer hadn’t wanted to haggle over the cost.


	When she arrived back on Avebury Street, Annie was letting herself into the house ahead of her. She couldn’t muster the energy to call out so she watched her sister bustle Eddie and her bags in and kick the door shut with her foot. The urge to carry straight on to the pub and buy herself a neat gin was strong; the thought of the pub full to bursting as it would be on Christmas Eve changed her mind. She unfastened the hatpin and tucked it in her purse out of sight.


	“Lottie, is that you back?” Annie looked up from the floor, where she was changing the baby.


	“Well, it’s not Ted in a skirt, is it?” She didn’t mean to make the words so sharp but Annie broke into gales of laughter.


	“You’re a card, aren’t you? Now, let me think first so I get it right. George was here earlier, he had a message for you.”


	Charlotte’s stomach lurched. She wasn’t sure she could bear another of George’s messages, written down or otherwise. A vestige of pride made her desperate at the thought of Annie feeling sorry for her again, especially having to break more bad news to her. Surely George had said it all in his note. He couldn’t yet know about her visit to Highbury, he surely wouldn’t be visiting again until the new year—she’d only seen him there with her own eyes a couple of nights back.


	Occupied with putting the baby down, Annie didn’t see Charlotte’s stricken face.


	“First he said to say he was sorry about the note, and there was me thinking it was a love note. What did he say to you in it, Lotts, you can tell me now, can’t you?”


	“What else?” Charlotte’s hands remained clenched at her sides.


	“Alright, hold your horses. He said he was sorry about the note, you weren’t meant to see it, and you were to meet him—if you wanted to, mind—at a quarter to seven sharp on the canal bridge. So what do you think about that, then?” She looked round to see Charlotte’s reaction.


	She smiled back at Annie at first, her face relaxing and smoothing as the older sister watched, but then the smile faded again, almost as if Charlotte had mistrusted her own reaction.


	“I thought you’d be pleased,” Annie cried. “Isn’t that what you’ve been wanting him to say?”


	Charlotte’s eyes darted around the room as though she couldn’t decide, leaving Annie quite mystified.


	“Yes, of course it’s what I wanted. But . . . “


	“But what? Whatever it is you’re worried about now, don’t be, love. It’s all come right in time for Christmas, that’s all. Listen, I know it’s not until tomorrow but I want you to have your present from me now.”


	She went over to the dresser and brought out a small black pouch. Charlotte smiled at her and this time the smile lasted, making her look younger than she had in days.


	“Why now, then? You’ve never let me have my present early before.”


	Annie laughed. “I know, and I wouldn’t normally hold with it but I thought you could wear them tonight. You want to look nice for George, don’t you?”


	Charlotte loosened the strings of the pouch and tipped its contents into the palm of her hand. Dark as tar, and with a shine that glinted even in the dimly lit room, lay a pair of jet bead earrings.


	“Do you like them?” Annie’s round face was anxious.


	Charlotte flew at Annie in response and squeezed her tightly. When she answered her voice was thick with tears.


	“I love them. Thank you. They’ll look grand with my green jacket, won’t they?”


	Annie held her back and wiped the beginnings of tears from her sister’s eyes.


	“Of course you’ll look grand. He’s lucky to have you, that George Woolfe. See he doesn’t forget that. Now, up you go and get yourself spruced up.” She kissed Charlotte on the top of her head and pushed her towards the stairs. As she went up she looked back over her shoulder.


	“Thanks, Annie,” she said softly. “For everything, I mean. You’ve been good to me.”


	“Go on now, love. You don’t have to say no more. It’s near enough quarter to already.”


	None of Charlotte’s skirts were particularly clean, but she changed regardless, wishing to slough off the clothes she’d been so despondent in all day. As she stepped out of her old skirt and hung it up, it was though she was also casting off her fears about her visit to Highbury, and the consequences she had been dreading all afternoon. She stepped into a dull but presentable skirt and silently thanked Annie as she caught sight of a cleanly pressed cream blouse hanging by the washstand. It was her nicest, with a high collar and a ruffle of lace at the neck. As she buttoned it up she went over George’s message again and, for the first time, felt something like relief flood through her chest. The distant strains of a barrel organ reminded her that it was almost Christmas; she couldn’t even feel her usual bristling of dislike as she heard Ted arrive back from work downstairs.


	She took her hair down and as fast as she could, mindful that she mustn’t be too late for George tonight of all nights, began to brush it out. It was full of tangles and she winced as she wrenched the hairbrush through. When it was finally tamed and shone in waves down her back, she coiled it high up on her head, fastening it with her favourite tortoiseshell combs.


	Pulling out her old moss green jacket made of soft velveteen, she realised she’d forgotten how much she liked it, with its rich colour and close fit, which fastened to a point at the waist. It matched her best hat with the tall feather. Studying herself in the glass, her eyes gleamed back at her, picking up the lights from the earrings Annie had given her. She hadn’t realised how dull they had grown and how little she’d looked at herself at all lately. She rubbed a little rouge into her cheeks, though in her excitement she hardly needed it.


	Picking up her purse to check how much money she had left, she found the Christmas present she’d bought Annie, the bird’s green eye flashing at her out of the purse’s dark interior. Not wanting to lose it in the street, she took a sheet of writing paper and folded it into a package with the bird pin inside, writing Annie’s name on the front. It was the same paper she’d used for her note to Highbury and she felt the sharp pinch of guilt. Pushing the feeling away, she hid the small package in the tin box with Joe Bruce’s letters and then clattered down the stairs. With no wish to hear Ted’s opinion on the day’s events she made straight for the front door, shouting goodbye to Annie over her shoulder.


	“Don’t go before I’ve had a look at you all done up nice, then,” cried Annie, but Charlotte pretended she hadn’t heard and hurried up the street in the direction of the canal. If she wasn’t late already, Annie cooing and fussing over her would certainly make her so. She could show off her earrings for her sister tomorrow.
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	Charlotte didn’t immediately notice George as she approached the bridge. He was looking down at the murky canal water, his face hidden from the nearby gas lamps, and by the dark red scarf he’d wound round his neck to stave off the cold. She stopped dead, suddenly afraid of him. Behind him, she could see the lights of the Southgate and Rosemary Branch pubs and the dark shapes of the revellers within. A song had started up in one of them and, for an instant, Charlotte wished she was inside with them, safe in the press of happy strangers.


	Remembering Annie’s cheery words as she had relayed George’s message, Charlotte stepped towards him. It seemed so long since they had spent any time together, or at least time when things were easy between them, that she felt quite paralysed by shyness. When they had first met, George’s awkwardness had compelled Charlotte to be the bold one. She envied the person she had so blithely been with him now, just as she knew she couldn’t hope to emulate her this evening.


	“Hello there, stranger,” she ventured, but her voice was so timid that he didn’t stir, his gaze still trained on the still waters of the Regent’s Canal below them. She crept closer still.


	“George? It’s me. Annie said you wanted to meet here.”


	George looked up, so distracted by his own thoughts that Charlotte plainly saw contrasting moods and emotions move over his face as he took in her arrival, like April clouds briefly revealing and then re-covering the sun.


	“I didn’t know if you’d come,” he said without smiling.


	“Annie said about the note, that you told her I weren’t meant to see it.”


	“I was drunk when I wrote it, and in temper. Cissy found it and thought she’d be helpful, you know how she is.”


	“So you didn’t mean it then. You don’t want to be rid of me.”


	George tried to smile but the result was strained and showed too much teeth. In the bad light, Charlotte found it oddly disturbing.


	“Not for the moment, at least,” he said, and laughed, which again rang out insincerely. When George really laughed he did it almost silently, tears quickly coming to his eyes and his cheeks growing red. Standing at the very centre of the bridge, George’s face remained wan and the laugh echoed off the sodden walls of the tunnel below them. Charlotte suddenly caught a whiff of his breath in the crisp, still air and it was stale with drink.


	“Where do you want to go, then?” he said carelessly. “Any of your drinking pals at the Rosemary Branch tonight? Ted and his mate Johnny might be there. What do you say, Lottie?”


	“It’s you I want to be with, George, no one else. I’ve missed you, George. Can’t we go somewhere quiet, where we don’t know anyone?”


	“What about the Britannia? You like a bit of drama, don’t you? You said to me once you’d have liked to have had a chance to tread the boards, do you remember?”


	Charlotte, remembering with a jolt Captain Drew’s words to her, tried to smile self-deprecatingly.


	“Oh, I was only joking when I said that, George. You know I was. Me, an actress?”


	“I never know what to believe with you. You say one thing one minute and the next . . . ”


	Charlotte set off in the direction of Hoxton’s High Street, hoping George would follow and that they could talk of something else. She couldn’t tell what he was getting at. She wanted to ask him why he had sent word to her to meet him if he didn’t want to spend the evening in her company after all.


	The pavement outside the theatre was four or five deep with an excitable crowd, waiting for the doors to open and let them in out of the cold. The smell of food people had bought for the evening’s entertainment rose up into the air and reminded Charlotte she’d forgotten to have any supper. A portly man next to her with a florid, jowly face had bought a hand of saveloy sausages which, hunger getting the better of him, he had already unwrapped and begun eating, the steam rising off the meat as thick as smoke.


	Dwarfed by the advertisements for Barclay’s Ales were the posters detailing the highlights of the evening’s Christmas pantomime. She and George stood silently side-by-side, waiting along with everyone else for the doors to be unlocked so they could pour in. But just as she heard the clanking of the bolts being drawn back, Charlotte knew with absolute certainty that she didn’t want to go in. They would have to squeeze into those cramped seats in the Gods, their knees touching, and the breath and hum of hundreds of strangers so strangely intimate. She had wanted to be amongst the hordes in the pub before but knew now that she would feel the panic rise in her chest to be stuck so high up, feeling like she might topple down onto the stage, and George sitting there all the time, his silence somehow menacing. She turned to him and looked him full in the face for the first time that evening.


	“Let’s go, George. I don’t fancy being cooped up in there for hours after all. We should talk, we’ve got things we need to discuss, haven’t we?”


	George shrugged and they jostled their way out of the throng, the air suddenly colder where the crown thinned out.


	“So where to, then? You don’t want to go to the Britannia and you don’t want to go to our locals.”


	“Why don’t we just get a bus somewhere? Go somewhere new, have a clean start.”


	“We’re not moving, are we?”


	“No, I just mean it would be nice to go somewhere completely away from here. From anywhere we knew. Away from Hoxton and even the river.”


	Charlotte decided that they should catch the first bus north and go as far as it would take them. The one that trundled into sight soon enough was bound for Manor House, just north of Finsbury Park. She paid their fares and, in the ensuing silence between them, kept her eyes on her clasped hands. They sat downstairs, inside, all the other seats being occupied. When the bell was rung to announce the end of the route, Charlotte was eager to find a pub and have the distraction of a drink in front of her. Perhaps it would loosen George’s tongue too.


	“I don’t want to stop here,” he said as she looked back to see why he didn’t follow.


	Charlotte went meekly back and stood waiting with him, biting her lip to keep from asking what was wrong with where they were. From where they stood she could see the inviting aura of a large corner pub, the lights winking at her. The question she wanted to ask didn’t tumble out until they had boarded the second bus.


	“Where we going anyway, George?” she wheedled gently, as they took seats on the top deck.


	She had tried hard to keep quiet but George was being so distant; a quiet sort of anger that was being carefully kept down seemed to emanate from him, she could feel the force of it vibrating on the brittle air. He didn’t answer her for quite a time, choosing instead to fish in his trouser pocket for change slowly and deliberately, mindful, it seemed to Charlotte, that he didn’t touch her with his out-thrust elbow. When the conductor swung up to the top deck, George paid for the two of them. Charlotte looked down at her hands again, pleased that he had acknowledged her presence in this meagre way.


	The bus jangled and stuttered north, apparently stopping at every intersecting street for men, all men it seemed, whose caps were identical to George’s. From her vantage point above them as they queued to board the bus she could see only the flat circle of cloth of their tops. They moved off once again, and Charlotte realised that the rocking motion of the badly-sprung bus had sent the man in front of them into a fitful sleep. The extra flesh on his back was putting an enormous strain on the stitches of his jacket as he hunched forward into his doze, his jerking head comically small on those great shoulders. Despite her anxiety at George’s reticence and what lay ahead, watching him made her own eyelids begin to droop.


	“I fancied coming up Tottenham way,” George suddenly spoke out, making Charlotte jump. “I think I told you I used to come up here with my dad when I was a boy.”


	“You used to trap the birds up here, didn’t you?” Charlotte’s mind had raced to catch the memory and please George with it.


	“That’s it. I used to love those trips, just me and him. It felt clean up there, like I could really breathe.”


	“Have you never come since?”


	“A couple of times. Dad still did for years, of course. Came on his own instead. The last time was . . . ” He broke off and laughed, the sound hollow.


	“Was when, George?”


	“You don’t want to know about all that, Lottie. Bit too close to the bone, I reckon, given what’s been going on lately.”


	She didn’t reply to that and he was glad she didn’t press him on it, or he might just have told her. He didn’t know why he’d wanted to come but the urge, at the bus stop when he realised what other routes connected at Manor House, was overpowering. Already the air smelt fresher to him, with that strange tang that he thought was probably how it was by the sea, way off to the east in the emptiness beyond London. As he inhaled deeply he saw his father’s face when they had last been here together, when he had confessed his awful secret about his mother’s betrayal. At the time, he had wanted to hit it out of frustration. Tonight it made him want to cry as he had on Cissy’s lap earlier. He concentrated on the rough fibres covering the back of the large man in front, waiting for the painful lump in his throat to dissolve. When he had recovered he spoke again.


	“I think I’ve seen a hotel we could have a drink at, right next to the marshes it is.”


	“Seems a funny place to put a hotel, don’t it?” asked Charlotte, hopeful that the worst of George’s anger had passed. “I always thought of the marshes as a strange sort of place. They say you can see the fog come rolling over them ever so quick, like it’s coming to catch you or something. I’m glad we’ve come though. It feels almost like a holiday, like we’re miles and miles from home. And they say a change is as good as a holiday, don’t they?”


	Charlotte heard her voice quaver, the combination of the cliché and her nervous brightness suddenly making her too loud, so that the big man in front woke with a jolt and half turned to frown at her.


	“Park Station’s not far from the hotel, that’s why they put it there,” said George, his voice still gruff. “It’s named for the station too. It’s on the Great Eastern line going up to the Midlands.”


	George resumed his silence and Charlotte heard her silly words again, loud in her mind. Before long, the sense that the empty marshes surrounded them grew. George pulled the cord and went down the stairs quickly, without looking back to check Charlotte was behind him.


	Back on the street, he seemed to know where he was going and she hurried after him down a deserted side road, her boot heels sounding shrill in the sudden silence. The lane took them between the backs of two rows of houses. They were unnaturally quiet for such a festive night and Charlotte realised they must be condemned, not even a solitary lamp showing as a beacon amongst the rows of darkened windows.


	She was starting to despair, her heart jumping at every echo and creak, when the lights of the Park Hotel came into view at the end of the lane. However as they drew nearer, Charlotte still behind George, she saw that what had sounded, and at first glance looked, like a cut above their usual drinking houses was in fact rather shabby. There could only be half a dozen rooms upstairs to allow the establishment to call itself a hotel. Charlotte could see from outside the tired curtains hastily pulled across and wondered who might end up there on Christmas Eve.


	The drinking facilities rivalled many of Hoxton’s large pubs, with three bars to choose from. George hesitated before entering the saloon, barely holding the door open for Charlotte still a few steps behind him, who caught it as it swung towards her. The green plush of the banquette seats (wooden chairs were relegated to the public bar) was only a shade darker than her velveteen jacket. Sinking down into one of them, she glanced down to check the jacket buttons were still fastened. Her worrying had made her a little thinner in the last few weeks; she usually had to loosen the lowest button when she sat down, so the material didn’t pull and stretch at the waist.


	George returned from the bar with two glasses of gin, which they both sipped at without speaking. Charlotte thought she would wait till the alcohol gave her some warmth and courage before attempting to rouse George from his brooding silence. After a time, four men came in, laughing at the tail-end of a joke. They scanned the room as they waited at the bar.


	One of them was taller than his friends, though he didn’t stoop as other men might have, in order to catch the conversation. He stood with them but was not of them, and seemed unconcerned by it. With George intent on the depths of his half-drunk drink, this man, his face incongruously childish on his solid frame, looked in Charlotte’s direction and let the look linger. Feeling his gaze, she concentrated hard on looking anywhere else but eventually her eyes moved to meet his of their own, inevitable volition. Assuming that George wouldn’t notice, or perhaps care even if he did, she allowed the stranger a tiny smile before looking demurely down into her own drink. Inwardly she felt an ember glow; that feeling of drawing such simple admiration an old friend she hadn’t seen in some time. It gave her the confidence to speak at last.


	“So, how you’ve been then, George?”


	“Not so bad,” he said too quickly.


	“It’s been a few weeks since we’ve seen each other. It’s gone so slow, but I thought you wanted to be left alone. That’s why I stayed away at first. Then I got that note out of the blue and I thought that was it. I didn’t know what to do with myself when I read it.”


	“I explained about that already. Cissy should never have delivered it.”


	“I know, but you still meant it at the time,” Charlotte turned towards him but he remained facing forwards. “Even if you were drunk and it was only for the minute you wrote it, you still felt strongly enough to write it down, fold it and put it in an envelope. You never threw it away, did you?”


	“Look, leave it, will you? I’ll get some more drinks. Same again?”


	He walked unsteadily over to the bar and she wondered how much he had drunk before they met. His skin smelt of it, as though the alcohol was escaping through his pores, sour and sweet at the same time. Standing at the bar with the group of men who had come in earlier, she briefly locked eyes again with the fellow who’d looked at her, and was still looking over at her periodically.


	George returned with four glasses, a couple of whiskies for him and more gin for her.


	“Steady on, George, we’ll be so drunk at this rate that we’ll miss the stroke of midnight.”


	She glanced up at the clock above the bar’s spotted glass and saw it was half past nine already.


	“It’s Christmas in a couple of hours,” she tried again.


	George didn’t reply, but drank the first whisky down in one, beginning immediately upon the second.


	“So, what you been up to today, then, Lottie?” he said when he’d drunk down half of it.


	In her confusion at George’s strange mood, she had almost forgotten her mission to Highbury. The day seemed so long and packed with conflicting emotions and experiences that she could hardly believe it had all taken place inside twelve hours.


	“I went for a wander to Cheapside to get Annie a little something for Christmas,” she said after a pause. “I found this stall I hadn’t seen before, the old girl behind it must have been a hundred at least. Everything was laid out in a big tangle, all of it glittering and sparkling, but I spotted this little golden bird on a hat pin with an eye made from . . . well, she reckoned it was a real—”


	“What time did you say you were you there?”


	“Oh. I didn’t say. It was must have been about one or perhaps it was as late as two. I got hungry and bought some whelks but they were full of grit and I couldn’t finish them.”


	“So what about the morning then? You weren’t working?” George’s voice was low but persistent.


	“No, though Freeman’s will have me back after Christmas, the foreman said. Good thing, too. I had to buy Annie’s present with her own money.”


	“So, not at work, then.”


	Charlotte gulped at her gin, apprehensive about where George’s questioning was leading. He couldn’t know where she’d been, though. He couldn’t even suspect because only his sister knew she’d taken the scrap of paper with the address on it, and Cissy would never let on and get into trouble for it. She’d said herself that she was scared of George if he ever got really riled.


	George had been hunched over his drink, but now leant back and surveyed the room for the first time. She could see that his eyes were bloodshot, though not yet out of focus. She followed his gaze and realised that he had noticed the group of men. Though the other three seemed deep in conversation, the one with the boy’s face had remained on the periphery, as though he was more comfortable that way. The group had sat down at a table by now, but he was half twisted round on his stool, perhaps to keep Charlotte in his sights. She noticed that he had barely touched his pint.


	“That one’s looking at you,” said George, finally turning to look her. “You been encouraging him, have you? Making eyes at him while I’ve got my mind on other things? It’ll never change with you, will it? Ted was right.”


	“Ted? What’s Ted got to do with it?”


	“We was talking about women the other day. About how they pretend to be one thing and act like another when your back’s turned. Can’t trust a single one of them, Ted said, and he’s right too. Sweethearts, married women, mothers, don’t matter. They’re all the same underneath.” He spoke into the second glass of whisky, now also empty, and tiny flecks of spit landed within it as he spat the words out with great force. Despite her anxiety, Charlotte felt her own temper begin to prickle.


	“Ted’s got a bloody nerve saying that when my sister puts up with so much from him. She’s a saint to live with him when he’s such a pig.”


	“Your Annie’s a rare one, I’ll give you that. Not sure these things run in the family though. Perhaps you take after your ma instead.”


	Charlotte forgot any fear of him at this, her face draining of blood in her fury.


	“Don’t you ever compare me to her. I’m nothing like her. I can’t believe you would say that to me, George. Something’s going on in your head and you’d better tell me what it is. This is no good, you saying to Annie you want things made right with us and asking me to meet you and then when I do you just sit in silence knocking back the drink, or else insulting me.”


	George snorted and rose unsteadily before weaving his way back to the bar for more drink. This time he didn’t even bother to buy Charlotte anything, though she had barely touched her second gin anyway. As he walked back to the table, he stared ostentatiously at the stranger and his three friends, the former returning the look affably. Reaching their table, George landed heavily on the plush seat and banged his knee on the iron leg of the table, swearing under his breath.


	“You want to know what’s going round in my head do you, Lottie?” he asked, leaning towards her and smiling horribly, his face pale and clammy with sweat.


	She didn’t answer.


	“I’ve had some news about you,” he continued. “News I wasn’t expecting. It’s funny really, I’ve been hearing all kinds of interesting things about you lately. Things I didn’t like to hear but I suppose I should be grateful for finding out about in the long run. First there was my little talk with Ted, coming home from work the other week.”


	“So he did say something particular about me, I knew it. Whatever he’s said, it’s a lie, George. He likes to stir up trouble, it’s sport to him. He’s cruel like that and he enjoys it, I’ve seen it in his face.”


	“So you didn’t get no letter from your soldier sweetheart then? Joe is it?”


	Charlotte almost laughed with relief. “God, George, is that it? There’s nothing in that to worry about. I knew Joe before you, we were courting before he joined up. I’ve hardly thought of him since, and not at all since you come along. His letter come out of nowhere, I swear there’s nothing in it.”


	“You said Ted was a liar but it sounds like he’s been telling the truth so far. Why didn’t you tell me about this feller before? The way Ted told it, you two were serious. He bought you a ring that you never took off and wanted to marry you when he came home. Well, I hear he’s on his way home now. What were you going to do, toss a coin over us?”


	“No, you’re being daft, George. He’s nothing to me now. I never did love him like I do you.”


	“Don’t you say I’m daft. You said you’d marry him, didn’t you? Or let him think you wanted to? You don’t agree to that if you don’t love them. Not unless you’re just stringing them along.”


	Charlotte put her head in her hands, trying to think straight. Everything she said was making it worse. George’s drunkenness, combined with indignation and pride, seemed to have sharpened his mind, rather than dulled it. Meanwhile her own worsening fear was making her slow-witted. And then suddenly, it came to her—how she might explain Ted’s behaviour.


	“Look, I know what this is all about,” she said urgently. “Ted hates me, he would say those things about me. I told you he likes to cause trouble with people for a laugh. Well, he’s wanted to get back at me for months and he’s finally done it.”


	George looked at her incredulously. “Why would he want to get back at you? You’re family to him through Annie. He wouldn’t lie about this just because you haven’t paid your keep for a few months.”


	“No, it’s not about money. He—Ted—we were on our own in the house one day. He was asleep in the chair and I was looking for my umbrella that had rolled underneath it.”


	Charlotte looked up. George was listening intently, though a sneer hovered ready at the corners of his mouth.


	“Well, he woke up then and he grabbed hold of me and pulled me down into his lap. I couldn’t get him off, he was so strong, and for a minute I thought he would . . . But I kept seeing Annie’s face in my mind and it made me angry more than afraid. I dug my nails in so that he would let me go. He called me a bitch then and I ran off.” She paused, not wanting to see George’s reaction until she’d finished. “I never told no one that, I didn’t know how to say it to Annie. I thought she’d get the wrong idea or that she’d tell Ted and he’d twist it round, like he does.”


	George laughed the same hollow laugh as earlier. “What, you were worried she’d blame you instead of Ted? That she’d think that he, as a red-blooded man who’d been offered his wife’s younger sister on a plate hadn’t been able to help himself, while you were just being a tease?”


	“That’s just what Ted said,” Charlotte could feel her anger, this time mingled with disappointment, rising again. “You’re just as bad as him. He said I’d been giving him looks since I’d got there. As if I had. Him, with his potbelly and beer breath. I have to sit opposite him every night at dinner and watch him eat like a dog and he thought I was giving him looks.”


	“Like you weren’t giving that feller over there looks while I’m sitting right next to you?” George shook his head. “You’ve got a nerve, Charlotte. I’d admire you for it if I wasn’t the fool who’s supposed to be courting you.”


	Charlotte was shaking now. The conversation had spiralled out of her control and she didn’t think she could retrieve it. George hadn’t wanted them to make up at all; he’d wanted to get a confession out of her so he could get rid of her for good. When he found out about her going to Highbury too . . . Her eyes flickered around the room in her agitation, only to meet those of the same man again. He was still looking and she wanted to strangle him for it.


	George spotted the brief look and smiled bitterly. “I don’t think I need to go into the rest. There wouldn’t be much point. I need some air, I’m going out. Go and catch the bus home. Or join your new friend over there. I don’t care what you do anymore. I’m done with it. Done with you.”


	With that he walked out without turning to see her reaction. The saloon door shuddered in its frame as he slammed through it. Charlotte stayed rooted to her seat for a long minute. She dug her nails into her own palms as she had into Ted’s meaty arm and then, opening them again, watched the pale indentations return to pink. Careful not to look up, she got to her feet, smoothing down her jacket and straightening her hat.


	As she made for the door, she almost collided with the man who’d been watching her, and she wondered if he had been about to join her. She pushed past him before he could say anything, feeling that if he spoke to her and she was forced to reply that George would truly be lost to her forever. She felt him place his hand on the small of her back as she wrenched open the door but she didn’t look back. There was no time to worry about it if she was going to catch up with George.
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	As the man with the childish face watched her flee, the too-tall feather on her hat bobbing comically, he found himself smiling. Her little jacket was almost the same shade as the plush on the seats, like sage, or moss. He returned to the table where his companions sat, the three of them by this point in the evening quite the worse for wear.


	“I’ll be off now,” he said. “Someone finish that pint, I’ve hardly touched it.”


	One of them looked up indistinctly as the words were spoken, his expression soggy with all the beer he’d poured down his throat. None of them would be capable of thinking up any coherent reason why their friend should stay, as he well knew. Reaching down, he fetched up his cap and put it on low, so the peak’s shadow partially concealed his strange face. Without saying goodbye he left quietly, a blast of freezing air from the door the only sign he’d gone.
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	Charlotte skittered down the dark lane she’d followed George up a couple of hours before. She kept her eyes on the icy path in front of her, resisting the temptation to glance to the side, knowing the sight of the dilapidated and vacant buildings would unnerve her once again. She tripped and nearly fell on some uneven ground, her gasp of fright echoing around her as a series of ghostly sighs. She wasn’t even sure George had gone down this way, he would be as silent as a cat in his anger and his old rubber-soled boots, but it was the only way she knew.


	She was halfway down the lane when she heard footsteps behind her and stopped short in sudden fear. Whirling round, the figure grew larger out of the gloom until he stopped just in front of her, the brim of his cap obscuring his face.


	“Who is it?” she said, hearing her voice shake and rise on the last word.


	He lifted his cap briefly then, as though he was greeting an acquaintance in the street, and smiled the lopsided grin of a child. He must have seen her leave and followed her.


	“What do you want?” she said bluntly, her recognition of him freeing up her impatience to chase after George. “I’ve got to get going. There’s someone I’ve got to speak to.”


	His smile faded then, though he didn’t drop his gaze, which was as intense as it had been across the saloon bar.


	“What’s all the rush then?” he said slowly. “You’re not chasing after that fellow you were with, are you? He looked like he couldn’t get out of there quick enough.”


	Charlotte glared at him. “You don’t know what you’re talking about and, besides, it ain’t none of your business.” Her voice came out shrill and common and she coloured in the pale light.


	Just as the man reached out a hand to her cheek another footfall, this time from the other direction, echoed in the still lane, making her startle again. The man dropped his hand as though he’d been scalded. She turned, sure it would be George come back to find her, but stopped when she saw it was a stranger. Hunched from the cold, he glanced over at the pair of them briefly, probably taking them for lovers, and Charlotte wondered whether she should call out to him. Not knowing what she might say if she did, she watched him hurry towards the lights of the Park Hotel instead.


	Not wanting to waste another moment while George increased the distance between them, she made off herself, not pausing to say goodbye to her admirer. He caught up with her effortlessly and reached out to bring her to a halt. Pulling her close to him, she found herself tasting in the back of her throat the sharp astringency of his cologne. Still gripping her hard, he spoke in a low tone.


	“Now, what do you have to go and run off on me for, eh? When we was having a nice chat and all.”


	Charlotte felt cold fear soak through her insides but then, abruptly, he let her loose. She caught her breath, not having realised she was holding it. Relief made her angry.


	“You’re funny in the head, you are, grabbing a girl like that when she don’t know you.” She began to retreat up the lane, raising her voice so he would hear her. “As if I’d look twice at someone like you, someone who has to force a girl to get near him, I bet.”


	She couldn’t see his face now, though she could tell by his silhouette that he still watched her, that he hadn’t turned away or looked down. His stillness stirred up the fear in her stomach and she turned and ran without waiting for any response, or heeding the ice. She didn’t look to see if he had followed until she reached the bus stop, her relief at arriving back on a main thoroughfare betrayed by her ragged breaths. There was no sign of the man now, though she cast a desperate look about her in all directions.


	From out of the quiet she suddenly heard the approach of an engine and decided that if it was a bus going south she would do as George had asked and go home. The thought of a seat warmed by someone else taking her back home to Annie was a tempting one but as it drew closer, the strange hypnotic rhythm of the sound not slowing or accelerating but steady, she realised it was a train. George had said there was a station nearby. Abruptly, it clattered into view, racing across the black void of the marshes, the eerie light from its front lanterns flickering dangerously. If it hadn’t been for the familiar sound of its wheels on the tracks, Charlotte thought it would have looked like a demon in flight, rushing across that dark expanse of nothing towards London.


	As she watched it merge once again with the night, the smoke from its boiler barely a shade paler than the starless sky, she saw a speck of movement on her side of the tracks. She peered at the point where she’d seen it, a flash of something lighter, a hand or a face or a white collar. It was moving, growing more indistinct as she watched. It could only be a person and she would have to take the chance that it was George.


	Looking over her shoulder at the empty lane for a last time, she lifted her cumbersome skirts and hurried over the road. With only a slight hesitation, she stepped onto the wild, open land of the marshes. The going was rough, and she struggled to keep the mobile blur of light in sight while minding where she placed her feet. At least it wasn’t too boggy; the acute cold of the last weeks had made the earth as hard as iron underfoot, while the spiky carpet of marsh grasses snapped and crunched drily beneath her weight.


	When she seemed to be gaining on the figure, for she could see by now that it was indeed a human figure, she called out, though the sound seemed to fall short in the frozen air, like a paper dart thrown into a headwind.


	“George, is it you? George, can you hear me? Please stop a minute.” She ran on, calling out as she went, the cold down her throat becoming an ache.


	Just as she her legs were beginning to shake and stumble, the experience feeling increasingly like a dream she wanted to break the surface of, the figure stopped and turned. It was George and she nearly collapsed with relief that it was. She could see the shadows of his deep-set eyes and a streak of warmth beneath them, where he had wrapped his dark red scarf. She cried out again then but he didn’t approach her. She hurried to close the distance between them before he moved off again.


	“Lottie, I told you to go home,” his voice barely audible. “I want to be on my own, think things through. You shouldn’t have followed me.”


	“I was going to get the bus, George, honest I was. But then I heard the train and saw something moving on the marshes and thought it might be you. I hardly even thought about it, I just ran.”


	George rooted in his pocket, brought out a crumpled packet of cigarettes and lit one. As he dragged on it, he scuffed at a large, half-exposed stone with the toe of one of his boots.


	“I know you didn’t just go to Cheapside today, Charlotte. That’s what I didn’t want to say in the bar.”


	It was difficult to tell in such dim light, the moon entirely hidden by skeins of heavy, low-lying cloud, but she blanched at his words.


	George continued. “You didn’t know it, but I was invited today to the house in Highbury—the Drews’ house—to a Christmas party. It’s an annual event, always held on Christmas Eve. I was to be there at two but I was late getting out of the print and what with Cissy not being well.”


	“Cissy’s not well?”


	“It’s a bad cold, she’s right enough.”


	He ground the cigarette out with his heel, its glowing point extinguished abruptly. He turned to look at Charlotte properly.


	“So when I get there and meet the captain for the first time, I get ushered out the back into the study before I can even say hello to Mrs. Drew. Turns out he’s already had a visitor from Hoxton.”


	The words were spoken softly, as before, but there was nothing gentle about their intonation. Charlotte opened her mouth to speak but found she couldn’t.


	“Not three hours before I turns up he’s had someone sitting there in his study telling him what a bad lot I am. How I’m so scheming and heartless and feckless that I’ve not only got her in the family way but I’ve thrown her over for someone else and won’t marry her at all now. And that the someone else I’m wanting to get these dirty working hands on is his very own daughter.”


	He held his upturned hands out to Charlotte and they looked very white in the gloom. Charlotte bowed her head and kept her eyes lowered, unable to look at him.


	“I didn’t think you’d find out till after Christmas,’ she said finally. ‘I was angry after I saw you and then when I got home I got your note, saying you wanted rid of me. I couldn’t help myself then, I wanted to get back at you.”


	“Hold on a minute, when did you see me?”


	“The night Cissy delivered that note I wasn’t out at the pub or whatever you thought. I walked to Highbury, same as I did this morning, to see what you were up to. I saw you sitting there with that girl, all happy and acting like you belonged up there instead of in Hoxton with me. It made me sick to my stomach to see it. Then I got home and there was your note waiting for me, just to finish me off, it felt like.”


	“You followed me there? Where were you? How . . . ?” George shook his head in confusion.


	“I didn’t need to follow you, I had the address, off the bit of paper that gentleman gave your dad. The one that wanted the cage delivered a few months ago.”


	George stepped closer to her, fury altering his face so that it looked years older. “You took that paper out of my private things. How did you manage it?”


	“I went to see Cissy after our argument in the street, when you said you were going off to Highbury and that you had someone else there.”


	“I took that back, though. I told you I’d just said that to hurt you.”


	“I know, but I couldn’t help but believe the worst. I couldn’t explain it any other way. I couldn’t see how you were going up there to look at some old books. You don’t even read books, George.”


	“That’s because I don’t have them, isn’t it? That’s why I wanted to see them. Why don’t you think I might want to better myself, Charlotte, just because you’re happy enough where you’ve washed up?” Charlotte was lost in her own train of thought.


	“I thought it must be some maid you’d taken a fancy to at first.” George almost smiled at this, imagining himself and Milly as sweethearts.


	“It seemed to add up to me then—that it was you and their maid, and so I thought I’d catch you at it. Cissy had only shown me your little book to cheer me up, she thought there’d be some drawings of me in there that would prove you did love me. But there was only one of me and it was just a rough one and not even finished. I saw this picture of a grand house then, and some girl’s face I’d never seen and I knew then I had to see for myself. When the scrap of paper fell out with the address on and Cissy remembered it from that gentleman who bought the birdcage I just took it and left. Cissy couldn’t have stopped me if she’d tried. It wasn’t her fault, George.”


	“Don’t worry about her,” he said coldly. “It’s you I blame.”


	He stepped closer still and, with one hand, gripped the lapels of her green jacket in his fist, pulling her right up to him.


	“You’re not expecting really, are you? I know you’re not.” His face was an inch from hers.


	“No,” she whispered. “I lied about it. I wanted to cut you off from them and it was the only way I could think to do it. You’ve been so distant since you started going up there. It’s not been good for you, getting ideas above your station like you have.”


	He pushed her away at that and she stumbled back, catching her heel of a clod of soil and landing hard. The shock of the impact made her cry openly, not bothering to cover her face or wipe her nose. He took her forearms and pulled her up roughly and she felt the very tip of her spine bloom with pain. Quite suddenly she felt rage and clawed at his face with her hands, her arms still firmly in his grip. Her nails were long and they cut into his cheeks, still soft like a boy’s. He yelled in pain and dropped his grip, covering his face and then checking his hands for his own blood.


	“You’ve got your way now,” he said, half-sobbing himself. “I’m never to go to that house again. Captain Drew thinks I’m a danger to Miss Clemmie now. He said he can’t risk me forming any more of an attachment to her when he’s away so much. He despised me, Charlotte. I could see it in his eyes. He was trying to be fair and I think he even believed me that you hadn’t told me that you were . . . with child. But he still thought I was a coward for not marrying you already and he still thought I had designs on her. And I never did, I never would. It’s never even crossed my mind to think of her in that way. She’s just an innocent child, it would be like imagining being with Cissy.”


	He stopped, disgusted, and abruptly sat down on the ground. He looked small down there, with his knees up, his head resting on them and his arms wrapped protectively around. His voice, when he spoke again, was muffled by his scarf.


	“I can’t believe you would do it to me, Lottie. I can’t believe that you would go to a house like that and tell them lies about me, such wicked lies. And when I have never gone with another behind your back, not like you.”


	“Me?’ Charlotte was angered into speaking again. ‘I have never looked at anyone else since I met you. I told you about Joe and I swear on it. I couldn’t stop him coming home for Christmas and I couldn’t stop him sending me the letter telling me he was. I can’t help who I knew before you come along, George. But I never loved him and I certainly never took a shine to that Johnny in the pub, whatever Ted’s told you.”


	“I don’t know, Charlotte. It’s all too much. It’s all spoilt now. I need to be on my own and think it all through.”


	“George, I’ll make amends, I will. I know I’ve done wrong, I can’t almost believe it of myself now. I should’ve have just stopped and thought for a moment but I was jealous. Not only of her, but of you. When I saw you in that room, done up so lovely, I felt so bitter.”


	George got to his feet and brushed the dirt off his trousers.


	“I’ll go and see that captain tomorrow,” said Charlotte determinedly. “Never mind if it’s Christmas. I’ll tell him I lied to get revenge and take all the blame. Then you’ll be able to go back there and see them again and I won’t mind this time.”


	“It’s too late for that,” George shook his head sadly, his anger all spent. “He won’t want to hear that. We’re nothing to him, you and I. I was barely anything to his wife and Miss Clemmie. They don’t want to hear all our tawdry business, it’s not fit to be heard in that house, can’t you see? He looks at us and he just sees muck and grime getting trodden into his nice rugs from overseas. He’s got rid of me now and he’s happy to have had it made so easy for him. You did him a real favour there, Lottie. I’ll never set foot in that house again and I can’t forgive you for that. I had a good name there, insignificant as it was. Now it counts for nothing. I am nothing.”


	She made to embrace him but he fended her off and strode away, his jaw set though his cheeks were still wet. Left alone in the dark, Charlotte stood perfectly still and numb. Just a moment before, he had stood here with her, hating her but with her nonetheless. He had heard her, and replied, and she had been within reach of touching him. Now, the heavy certainty that she would never be in that position again came to press on her shoulders. She watched his slight figure retreat and then run as a bus came rumbling into view.


	After it had gone, taking George with it, she stood unmoving for many minutes, not even feeling the chill of the icy night creep around her. The eventual arrival in the distance of a second south-bound bus made her start, and brought her back to the present. She made to move towards its glinting lights but her frozen feet were clumsy and the treacherous ground rose up to trip her. As she stumbled, a shadow somehow blacker than the pitch dark of the marshland loomed over her, the bitter scent of lemons filling her nostrils. Whimpering in fright she scrambled to her feet only to sense the drawing back of a fist behind her, like an intake of breath. Then the sharp crack of bone broke the air and the lights blew out.
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	The bus was almost empty, and seemed to sway and judder its way south more perilously because of it. George sat downstairs at the very front, his back to the few passengers. Now that he was alone he was surprised at how little relief he felt for it. The conductor came and took his fare and George was dismayed to find that he’d spent almost all the money he’d taken out with him. Some of it had been Cissy’s, too. He would only just be able to afford the second bus home. Just before they reached Finsbury Park, close to Manor House and where George would change, the bus abruptly stopped. One of the horses had lost a shoe and the half dozen or so passengers were ushered out onto the street.


	George began to walk, glad of the cold air and the busier streets after the eerie desolation of the marshes. According to a fob watch displayed in the window of a pawnbroker’s it was half past eleven; in half an hour it would be Christmas Day. If he walked home from here, he might also have enough for a last drink—he wasn’t sure he would sleep without it.


	Hoxton, when he reached it, was almost as busy as when he and Charlotte had left it hours before. Some of the pubs had closed and their patrons, tight with drink, had spilled out onto the street, releasing a pungent aroma of trapped smoke, spirits, sweat, and cheap scent. Further on, just off Eagle Wharf Road, a voice shouting his name turned out to be Alf Jones. His cheeks red and his collar undone, he half fell out of The Robert Peel, having spotted his friend through the window.


	“Alright there, George? I thought it was you going along with your head down. Come and get a quick drink in, they’ve only just rung the bell.”


	“I can’t, Alf. I’ve got to get on.”


	“Get on where? It’s Christmas Eve and it’s nearly midnight. There’s nowhere better to get on to than the pub, is there?”


	He went to clap George on the back but paused instead.


	“Here George, what’s wrong with your face? It looks like it’s been scratched. I think you’re bleeding.”


	George put his hands to his face and felt the sting of his grazed skin where Charlotte’s nails had scraped.


	“It’s nothing, I’m fine. Got into a scuffle with some fellow, didn’t I? Now, are we going to have a drink or what?”


	The pub was stuffed with people and the heat off their cramped bodies rose as a stale fug. In the thick of the crowd it was dark, the lights at the bar no match for the press of drinkers. George led Alf to a dark corner where they wouldn’t be so jostled. He was glad of the dim light now that Alf had pointed out Charlotte’s scratches. He felt enough of a fool without having people stare at a woman’s nail marks down his cheeks.


	The two men were halfway through their pint when someone shouted out that the hour was going to strike. An expectant hush fell upon the crowd until the publican held his pocket watch aloft at the bar.


	“Midnight, ladies and gents. Merry Christmas.”


	Alf grinned at George.


	“Happy Christmas, mate. I can’t say I’ll be sad to see the back of this year. Roll on 1902, I say. It’s going to be a good one, I’d swear to it. I can feel it in my waters.”


	George laughed, and it was as though the earlier part of the evening on the marshes had happened long ago. Charlotte would be home by now or perhaps getting off the bus, but he didn’t want to think about her for the moment. He clinked his beer glass against his friend’s and then drained it.
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	Perhaps fifteen minutes’ walk from the disturbance on the marshes, Dr. Wainwright had taken his favourite chair, next to the wide bay window. While a freezing mist still clung to the wild expanse of the marshes, it was a clear day on Tottenham’s High Road. The street outside was eerily quiet, with none of the hubbub that the doctor had grown used to, and which he could usually hear clearly from both his armchair and the small medical practice attached to the house. From his position in the snug room, the pleasant view of pale blue sky above the villas opposite might have depicted a spring day in a provincial town rather than Christmas day in London.


	It was as he was looking out and appreciating the rare tranquillity that some dark movement on his peripheral vision made him glance down the gentle hill. A man in a sober suit and a police constable were walking purposefully up it, their breath at the exertion coming from their mouth in short, sharp puffs. The constable’s tall hat cast a shadow across his face, but the silver badge on its front gleamed and dazzled in the winter sun.


	The knock on the door sounded almost instantly and, although the doctor knew it must be for him, he waited for Ivy to answer it, and to hear the rumble of voices before he rose out of the warm seat. He found the suited man in the hall, his hat in his hands. The policeman remained outside. Ivy bobbed in the man’s general direction and then scuttled back to the kitchen, excitement writ on her face.


	“Dr. Wainwright, is it? My name is Inspector Hart. I’m sorry to disturb you on Christmas Day but I must ask you to come to the marshes. There’s been a . . . ”


	He glanced anxiously at Mrs. Wainwright, who, alerted to the surprise arrival by the maid, had suddenly appeared in the hallway.


	“Well, there’s been an outrage. A woman found there by a couple of lads playing football.”


	“Is she badly hurt?” The doctor strode across the hall to fetch his bag.


	“No, sir. She’s already gone. Stone cold, she is. Must’ve happened in the night.”


	Mrs. Wainwright made a little gasp and turned pale.


	“Kathleen, my dear. Do not mention this to the children and upset them. I will try to be back in time for dinner but tell Hannah not to wait for me.”


	He kissed his wife’s forehead and then she fetched his hat and coat.


	“Oh, Arthur. Today of all days.”


	He looked at her reprovingly and she dropped her eyes. Behind him, Inspector Hart cleared his throat quietly and looked around, his professional instincts absorbing the dark wood of the banister and the framed family portraits crowding the striped wallpaper. From the back of the house, he could smell roasting meat and oranges and for a moment he wished he was in his own house, his wife and three girls around him.


	When the three men were clear of the house, walking the gentle descent towards the marshes, the doctor spoke.


	“Have you seen her yourself?”


	“Just a glimpse, doctor. There was a lot of blood on her face. Potts was the first on the scene, fetched by a boy.” He consulted his small notebook. “Harry Fox.”


	“Did Potts check for a pulse?”


	“No need, he said. She was as pale and cold as marble.”


	“Nevertheless, he should have checked. We must hurry. The faintest signs of life may still be there.”


	 


	When the doctor reached the body he could see immediately why Constable Potts had not doubted his eyes. She had that absolute stillness that no living being, however gravely injured, ever had. Indeed she did resemble a statue carved out of marble, the bones of her jaw set and hard and those of her cheeks sharp under the unforgiving white glare of the fog-bound winter sun. The mingled blood and dirt had generally dried and crusted over, though it remained wet, almost sticky, where the eye was missing.


	Knowing in his every fibre that she was dead, he reached for her wrist regardless, aware that the Inspector was observing him. It seemed to him that her flesh was colder than the ground itself, though when he pressed it between his fingers there was still some give in its texture, the thin tendons grating against each other, belying its stony appearance. The fingers were half-curled into claws already; rigor mortis setting in. There was a good deal of blood, dried to reddish-brown, on the hands and particularly under the nails, some of which had broken off. The doctor replaced the hand gently, his fingertips brushing the soft green fabric of her jacket. He noticed that a button was missing from the front of it.


	“Was the body like this when you found it?” he directed the question at Potts, who stood with a fellow constable and looked ashen behind his dark moustache.


	“Yes, sir. I haven’t touched it. The boy who found her said he moved her hat, though. It was laid over her face and I think curiosity must have got the better of him. She hasn’t been moved though, not an inch.”


	A noise made them all stop and turn, to see that the ambulance and another carriage had drawn up at the edge of marsh. Leading the way was a tall man in a long overcoat, his homburg hat set very straight on his head. He seemed to reach them in a few strides and immediately extended his hand to the doctor, who hurriedly got to his feet and brushed the loose dirt from his trousers before taking it.


	“You must be the doctor. I am Chief Inspector Pearn. Charles Pearn. What do you think?”


	“Dr. Wainwright. I have been with the body only a couple of minutes myself, but she has clearly been dead some hours. Rigor mortis has already commenced. More than that, I cannot say until I have examined the body properly at the mortuary.”


	Pearn glanced cursorily at the body in the ditch and nodded.


	“Hart, I trust you’ve made all the necessary notes, names of the witnesses and such.”


	“Yes, sir. Potts is going to go and speak to the boy who found her again, too. He was too shocked to say much before. Sir, I was thinking that whoever done it must’ve been ashamed of it.”


	“I would say it seems rather out of character to feel remorse once you’ve gouged a girl’s eye out. Why do you think so?”


	“The boy moved the hat before we got here, unfortunately. But he says that when he found it, it had been laid over her face in such as way that it looked like it had been placed there quite carefully.”


	“Hmm, well, write it down. A useful observation, perhaps, though we mustn’t get too fanciful. Let’s get her moved now, before the blood freezes in our own veins. Doctor, you’ll ride with me to the mortuary?”


	Pearn turned on his heel then and, as he strode away, began to whistle.
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	After the hard-bitten cold of outside, where the frost had muffled the jangle of the few carriages out on the New North Road and left the air tasting clean, the house felt stuffy, the air stale. Annie tore off her hat and sat down in a heap with her coat still on. Ted looked up at her from his customary seat.


	“No luck?”


	“I can’t find her, Ted. I don’t know where she can have got to. I’ve got a bad feeling about this and I can’t shake it off.”


	“Annie, you only realised she weren’t in her bed half an hour ago. There’s no call to have hysterics about it. Not yet, there ain’t. She’ll turn up, bad penny that she is. She’ll have got tight last night and stayed over somewhere, that’s all. Once her stomach starts grumbling, she’ll come home right as rain.”


	“Well, she’s not with George. Old Mr. Woolfe answered the door and said George come in on his own before one. He’s still asleep. Something’s happened, Ted. I think I’ll go to the police station. Do you think anyone’s there on Christmas Day?”


	Ted rolled his eyes.


	“You will not go to the police, they’ll think you’re simple. It’s not ten o’clock in the morning and you’re wanting to report someone missing who was out drinking on Christmas Eve. You’re lucky I’m not missing too, amount I put away last night. Even you were tipsy, Annie.”


	She looked up at him distractedly and tucked a loose strand of hair behind her ear.


	“Do you think that’s all it is?”


	“Besides, you can’t have the peelers sniffing round here. Where do you think I got that joint from yesterday, on Christmas Eve? All the decent butchers round here have had empty shelves for two days.”


	“Where’d you get it? You been pinching off the trains again? God, Ted.”


	The crease in Annie’s brow deepened with the fresh worry.


	“You think I’ve got a nerve. This driver Johnny knows, his house backs right onto the railway lines. His missus knows when he’s due past and she gets her and the kiddies out there, waiting for him to go by so he can chuck ‘em whatever he’s skimmed off the load. Never been caught yet.”


	“I don’t want to hear it. What I don’t know won’t hurt me and I’d have enjoyed that meat better without knowing where it come from. I’m telling you now, Ted, if Lottie’s not back by noon I’m going out to look for her again and you’re coming with me.”


	She took off her coat and clumped up the stairs to the room Charlotte shared with little Eddie. The bed was still made, the sheet smooth and chill to the touch. She’d done it herself the night before, after her sister had left in such a flurry of excitement, her possessions scattered liberally around the room. Perhaps there was some clue to Lottie’s whereabouts that she hadn’t noticed before.


	Moving around in her agitation, Annie’s foot caught against something that made a scraping noise. She ducked down and saw a small tin box. Knowing she shouldn’t, and wondering if she was only allowing herself to pry into Charlotte’s private things on the pretext of her worry, she lifted the lid. There were letters, which were of no use to Annie, but on the very top was a tiny paper-wrapped package with a single word scrawled on it. She traced the spiky A of her own name with her fingertip and realised that it was her Christmas present. Charlotte had said she would get her one.


	She unpeeled it quickly, feeling tears well behind her eyes. Inside was the gold hatpin topped with a filigree-winged bird, its green eye winking at her in the weak sunlight that shafted in at the window. Annie let out her breath in a rush and clasped the pin to her.


	“Oh, Lottie,” she whispered in a kind of prayer. “Come back to me, Lottie.”
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	Though the light was hard and bright on his face, it took George some time to fully wake. He felt as though he was swimming through heavy treacle towards consciousness and for a time kept half-dreaming, believing that he was opening his eyes and seeing the room around him only to realise they were still tightly shut. When he did finally disentangle himself from the last coils of sleep’s ropes he knew it by the sudden ache in his skull and the realisation that his heart was suddenly thumping too hard. When enough of the previous night’s events had come back to him in disjointed fragments, he sat up and gingerly felt his face, wincing as his fingers explored the grazed skin there.


	As he did, his father pulled back the curtain and came to stand at the foot of the bed. When at first he remained quiet, George fell into his usual role and spoke into the silence, wondering what his father could want.


	“Happy Christmas, dad. I’m sorry I woke you coming in so late last night.”


	“And to you, son. I said I’d tell you as soon as you were awake. Annie Matthews come round earlier, looking for Charlotte. I said I wouldn’t wake you though Cissy wanted to.”


	“Looking for Charlotte?” George’s heart sped up again and he could taste the stale beer on his tongue.


	“She didn’t come in last night. Annie’s fretting about her. Wanted to know if you’d been with her, seemed to think you had.”


	George’s mind raced over the possibilities and what he might say, his father waiting patiently while he did.


	“I did see her but we had a disagreement so I didn’t see her home. She must have met someone else, gone off with them instead.”


	George could hear the bitterness in his own voice and was ashamed of it in front of his father, who had been told almost nothing of his attachment to Charlotte, and who had never asked. He searched his memories of the evening for an image of her and immediately saw again the very last picture he had of her, captured at the moment he had left her on the marshes to catch the bus. Her face had been as pale as a wraith’s under the cold moon and against the deep blackness of the empty land behind her. The green of her jacket had been turned to mud by the strange light.


	“Did Annie say anything else?”


	“No, but she wants you to go and see her. As soon as you’ve woke up, she said, if you could.”


	Cissy scurried in then, unable to stay listening behind the curtain a moment longer.


	“George, what can have happened to her? Did you two have another row? Why didn’t you see her home? Were you at the Rosemary Branch?”


	“That’s enough questions from you, girl. Let him get dressed in peace.”


	George and Cissy both looked up at their father in astonishment at the intervention and then she, both anxious and annoyed, pulled back the curtain and disappeared once more. Mr. Woolfe followed, but not before looking over at George and briefly nodding.


	George pulled on some clothes and splashed his face with water. He took a handful of it then and, not minding that it was brackish, drank it down thirstily. His head was still too sluggish to think clearly about Charlotte and where she might have gone, and with whom, and he was grateful for it.


	By the time he reached the street, he was beginning to feel less dazed and more anxious. Jealousy and fury that she had managed to charm someone else after he left her warred with his fear that something had happened to her. The weather seemed inappropriately fine, both for the season and George’s mood, the blue of the sky callous in its crisp uniformity above him. Any lingering fog had now lifted.


	Annie seemed to answer the door while he was still knocking, her normally rosy face haggard with worry. He wasn’t sure he’d seen her not smiling before and it made the day feel stranger still. He had to keep reminding himself it was Christmas.


	She ushered him in and he nodded awkwardly in the direction of Ted, who remained in his chair.


	“I’m worried sick about her, George. Ted thinks I’m making a terrible fuss but I can’t think straight for worry. Something feels wrong in this. I know she likes a drink but she always comes back.”


	“Like a little homing pigeon, eh, Ann?’ Ted laughed and it turned into a phlegmy splutter. Annie gave him a look and then turned back to George.


	“What’s going on between you two? She was ever so excited last night before she went out. I gave her your message and she flew up those stairs like I don’t know what.”


	“We had a bit of a do, Annie, but she was right enough when I left her.”


	“Where did you leave her? You weren’t at the local pubs, Ted says he didn’t see either of you all night. She might have got lost if she didn’t know her way around.”


	“You know Lottie can always find her way around. I’ve never known anyone for knowing all those alleys and back lanes down by the river, she’d know them blind.”


	George felt his face colour as he spoke, remembering Charlotte stumbling along behind him while they walked to the Park Hotel. She might know the river like the back of her hand but Tottenham and the marshes were alien to her, alien to anyone on a dark night. He knew he should tell Annie everything now and that she would be cross but it would help Charlotte be found. But even as he thought it, the shape of another explanation, part truth but part lie, formed in his mind, so much simpler than the whole truth. He inhaled deeply.


	“We tried to go to the Britannia last night, after we met on the bridge. But when we got there she didn’t want to go in. We had to push through the crowd to get out the way and she wouldn’t tell me why, just said she couldn’t be cooped up in there all night. I lost my temper at that, we’d walked all the way there when we might have just gone for a drink, so I told her. She didn’t like it and so I left her there.”


	Annie looked deep in thought but Ted suddenly raised his head.


	“Thought your dad told Annie you was out till all hours. Needed your sleep and that.”


	“I didn’t say I went home, did I?” George looked down, wondering at his ability to lie. It must have come from the weeks of keeping quiet about his Highbury visits.


	“After I left Charlotte, it was still early and I didn’t fancy going home so I went to the World’s Fair.”


	Ted was still looking at him with a keen expression on his face.


	“Bit of a walk that from the Britannia, ain’t it? World’s Fair’s on in Islington, isn’t it?”


	“Yes, it’s still on at the town hall there.” George could see the large advertisements for the fair in the Hackney Gazette as though they were in front of him. He had wanted to go but hadn’t got round to it. Now it almost seemed to him as though he had.


	“It was only three bob to get in and there was all sorts there. Acrobats from America, the Danzig family they were called, and a lion tamer from India.”


	Ted looked disappointed and George felt oddly uplifted at the success of his deception.


	“After that I fancied some company and so I went to find the fellows I work with at Carlisle and Clegg’s. They’d wanted me to join them after our shift but I said I was meeting Charlotte. In the end I found Alf Jones at the Robert Peel and we saw in midnight together there.”


	Annie stared down at her hands, where she was twirling a tiny gold hatpin between her fingers. She suddenly straightened, her face set with determination.


	“I’m going to the police, Ted. I don’t care if you don’t like it. At least before I thought George had been with her till late. As it stands, none of us has seen hide nor hair of her since early on last night. If she didn’t want to go to the theatre and you’d gone off, George . . . “


	She paused to look at him then, and he reddened once more.


	“Well, I can’t see why she wouldn’t have come home then, seen in Christmas with her family.”


	“Maybe she bumped into her old sweetheart. Joe Bruce, isn’t it? He’ll be home by now, won’t he?”


	Even as he said it, even though he knew it was a total fabrication, George could picture her outside the theatre as clear as day. She would spot Joe across the throng and he would see her and smile and they’d go off together, arm in arm, both of them pink in the face with the excitement of being reunited. He’d have brought her a present from South Africa and Charlotte’s eyes would have glittered with pleasure as she unwrapped it. George massaged his brow, trying to dispel the image that seemed more believable in his head than the jumble of real events.


	“She don’t think of Joe like that, George. You should know that by now. But he’s worth trying and I’ve got to do something or I’ll go mad sitting here.”


	“What about our dinner?” asked Ted. ‘I’ll kill her when she finally rolls in and we’ve gone without because she’s been out gallivanting.”


	“Do you ever think of anything but your own stomach?’ Annie bellowed, taking Ted entirely by surprise. ‘She is my sister, my only family apart from the baby.”


	She shoved her arms back into the coat she’d let fall to the floor earlier and then pinned on her hat with the gold hat pin, dropping the old one on the mantelpiece.


	“What’s that you’ve got there, then? What you been buying now?” Ted had recovered from his scolding.


	Annie didn’t answer but stared back at her reflection in the glass, pulling her hat this way and that until it was perfectly straight, the pin bright against the dark felt. She would go to Mrs. Bruce’s house and talk to Joe if he was there. If he hadn’t seen Charlotte, she was going straight to the police. Ted took her for a fool, but the police would listen to her, she would make them.
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	George spent the rest of the day uneasily. Cissy had resisted asking him too many questions when he returned to Wiltshire Row but was unable to keep quiet for long. She had done her best with the food they had and felt it was her due to get a couple of answers once the three of them were sitting around the table together. She thought that George, who was hungry and grateful she had created an edible meal from the meat he had bought in such a rush, might be a captive audience once he had started chewing.


	After an initial silence, during which Cissy was aware of each scrape across the china and every clash of fork tines on teeth, she could wait no longer and gabbled her first questions.


	“What’s happened to her, George. Where can she have gone?”


	George shrugged, failing to meet Cissy’s eyes, keeping his own trained on his plate. She rushed on.


	“Is Annie going to tell the police that she’s missing?”


	“She said she would, once she’d been to check with Joe Bruce that she wasn’t with him all night.”


	Cissy desperately wanted to ask who Joe Bruce was, but bit down on her lip and managed to hold the question in. They ate on, Cissy pushing her food around distractedly. Eventually she spoke out again, softer this time, afraid George would shout at her.


	“Do you think, do you think that something might have happened to her?”


	He didn’t shout but he set his cutlery down hard enough to make them dance noisily on the china.


	“She’ll be fine. She’s probably back at Annie’s now, being fussed over. I think I’ll go round and check. Thanks for the dinner.”


	“You’ll come and let us know, George? When you see her and see she’s alright?”


	He nodded and then opened the door, letting in a rush of cold air and the smell of someone else’s boiled cabbage as he did. He forgot his cap, which remained limp on its hook.


	He was glad to be alone again, although the pictures of Charlotte came much more frequently now he was, and with far greater clarity. He was amazed and disconcerted by how much he could remember; catching fleeting glimpses of her sparring and larking about with Annie, walking ahead of him by the river, smiling at him when he ate an eel to please her, not seeing his face twist in revulsion as the slippery, oily flesh filled his mouth.


	Now that the light was draining from the sky, the temperature had plummeted and it was bitterly cold. George thought about going back for his cap but kept walking anyway. He didn’t want to go to Annie’s yet. Some vague superstition made him want to put the visit off; that if he left it for longer than was comfortable then she was more likely to be there when he did knock, and armed with a good explanation to boot. After some minutes of wandering, he found that his feet were automatically treading the familiar path to Highbury. He stopped dead as he realised it and deliberately turned in the opposite direction. That part of his life was over and he would have to bear it. It would be easier not to think of it at all.


	Further north, beyond Highbury’s villas, he knew the marsh lay, its flat, featureless ground making it easy for the east wind to turn everything in its path to ice. As hard as he tried to envisage Charlotte at Annie’s, propped up in front of the fire with a cup of broth while Annie bustled about, ticking her off with relief, a greater part of him believed that Lottie was still up there, lost. If the buses had been running he thought he might have gone directly up there and found the spot where he had left her, searched for clues of where she might have gone. He couldn’t rid himself of the feeling, a strange prickling sensation at his temples, that he had come upon the truth of the matter. She was not at Annie’s and nor would she be, however long he delayed calling round. He felt to his marrow that she was five miles to the north; she had never left Tottenham.


	When he finally arrived at Annie’s, having paced around Hoxton for more than an hour, it was dark. Christmas felt as though it was over before it had begun. As he knocked on the door, he felt that he was calling in out of politeness over anything else, so sure was he that Charlotte wouldn’t be there. When Annie wrenched back the door, he saw the hope extinguish in her eyes and knew he was right. Neither said a word, Annie simply shaking her head and turning away, closing the door quietly.
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	Dr. Wainwright laid down his scalpel, its sharp, metallic clink on porcelain the only sound in the room. He sighed deeply, forgetting for a moment that Inspector Hart was behind him.


	“You think you have grown accustomed to it, but then something gets through and makes you see it as anyone else would. My wife doesn’t know how I bear it at all.”


	Dr. Wainwright turned to him and smiled gently.


	“Yes, you’re quite right. It is the same for me. If I have to see a dead body, I want to find it of advanced years and in its own bed.”


	“So, what can you tell us about her?”


	“She is around eight stone, perhaps slightly more. Early twenties.”


	The inspector cleared his throat.


	“Is she . . . intact? There was no wedding ring. Are there signs of violation? Or mutilation of the organs?”


	“No mutilation, no. This is not the work of any Ripper or his imitator, Inspector. And no violation that I can tell. There is no bruising there but she is not a virgin. She is not with child either, so that is a small mercy.”


	The inspector paced the cold room, deep in thought. After a time he spoke again.


	“Did she die of her injuries or was it the cold that took her in the end?”


	“The cold will certainly have weakened her further but the ultimate cause of death was syncope, a blockage to the heart. This was caused in turn by the blows she received to her head and the subsequent haemorrhage that formed in her brain. I removed the skullcap and found the clot there, about the size of a bantam’s egg, a flattened bantam’s egg. The blood loss from her wounds was not enough to kill her. If you remember there was only enough on the ground beneath her head to redden the grass, not soak it. We will never be sure if the injury to the eye also caused her brain further damage but it is likely. The outer orbit has been shattered, the same blow would also have ruptured the eyeball itself.”


	Inspector Hart covered his mouth unconsciously as the doctor spoke on in measured tones.


	“The cheekbone is also broken. It is very difficult to break a cheekbone, it is very thick.”


	The doctor carefully turned the head, his hand cupping the sharp chin, so that the inspector could see for himself.


	“You can also see the missing piece of ear lobe here, the upper part of the auricle has been nicked too.”


	“Can you tell what time she died?”


	“Of course it’s difficult to be precise, but I would say it was around midnight. She had been dead for many hours by the time we reached her.”


	The inspector looked grim, his eyes focused on the bone coloured tiles of the mortuary floor.


	“There must have been a weapon involved, can you say what it might have been?”


	“Though there are some abrasions that might have been caused by kicking, most of the injuries to the head were made using an instrument of some sort, not a fist.”


	“A rock or a piece of wood, perhaps?”


	“Instinctively I think not. No, something smaller and uniform in shape. There are wounds that would have required something very sharp to make them. Another thing: she must have struggled for some time, fought off whoever did this as hard as she could. I would guess that some of the blood and tiny fragments of skin caked under her fingernails are that of our perpetrator. If one could only trace him by his blood and tissue, if there was something unique in them that could be pinpointed to a single person, then you would have the man.”


	The doctor went over to the deep sink in the corner of the room and began to methodically scrub his hands. The stark electric lights of the mortuary had appeared to grow stronger as the light outside had dimmed. Through the high window above him it looked as though the sky was now completely dark. Christmas had passed him by and Kathleen would be resentful when he got back, though she would try to hide it with a studied brightness, not quite looking him in the eye. He turned back to the inspector as he dried his hands off.


	“I will write my full report tonight and you and Chief Inspector Pearn will have it tomorrow. I suppose there is no clue as to her identity yet?”


	“Well, as you know there was nothing on her person to help us. Her hat was bought from a milliner’s in Islington but that is hardly significant. She might have bought it second-hand and, besides, it is not new. Our best chance is the press but it is Boxing Day tomorrow, of course. The first reports won’t be out until the later editions. Until then, we can only hope that she is missed and her disappearance is reported to the police.”


	“Surely everyone has someone who will miss them, particularly at this time of year?”


	“You’d be surprised, doctor. There are plenty who slip between the cracks, cut any ties they may once have had, and move through the world making no more impression on it than if they were thin air. In a city this size, it’s easy to remain anonymous if you wish to, or become invisible even when you don’t.”


	“I can’t imagine it. Going through life entirely alone.”


	“None of us starts that way, of course. Each of us has someone at the beginning but there are no guarantees it will end that way. I’ve investigated cases where I’ve spoken to people whose neighbour has died suspiciously. They’ve lived cheek by jowl with them for years but when I ask for a description—whether they were good or bad, whether they drank or went to church—they can’t tell you a thing. There’s thousands of them like that in London, it’s as if they were made out of some material more insubstantial than the rest of us.”


	By now, the men had put on their coats and hats. The post mortem was complete; there was nothing more they could do for the time being. Inspector Hart gestured to the mortuary assistant waiting outside the door.


	“You can close up now, thank you. We’re done for today.”


	The doctor watched as the lights of the tiled room were put out and the door locked. The girl inside would be quite alone in the chilly darkness, only a sheet covering her battered and stitched body.


	“I hope she isn’t one of them,” he said. “One of your insubstantials.”


	The inspector shook his head.


	“Not her. This is a crime of passion, as the newspapermen like to call it. As soon as we know who she is we’ll also establish who her sweetheart is. It’s unlikely we’ll have to look further than him to solve this murder.”
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	As she had promised George and Ted, Annie had indeed visited the police station on the evening of Christmas Day. It had taken her hours to find Joe Bruce’s family home. Of course, Charlotte would have known in a second where to, go but Annie had only partial recall of being told where they lived. Finally, in a street where the houses were a shade bigger and neater than her own, she knocked on a door and spoke and recognition flooded the face of the old lady who had answered.


	“Oh, I know the Bruces. They live just three doors down from here. You’re lucky you’ve caught them, they’re moving on after Christmas. Don’t need so many rooms now the children are grown. What a blessing that their Joe is back in time for Christmas.”


	“He’s back? You’ve seen him?”


	Annie was torn, grateful but also wanting to rush down the street and hammer on the correct door immediately. If Joe was back and Charlotte had met up with him . . . Annie tried not to permit her heart to soar with hope.


	“He’s back alright! I seen him with my own eyes, walking down this street two days ago like he’d never been away. Course he’s sunburnt like he’d never get here. I was ever so glad in my heart to see him, so many won’t have come home, won’t ever come home.”


	“Thank you, thank you very much.” Annie clasped the small, plump hands between her large ones, the old lady’s skin as dry and soft as kid.


	She hurried down the road, her mind strangely blank though her heart thudded in her chest.


	Some of the Bruces were in, but Joe was out, seeing old friends.


	“He’ll be back shortly if you want to wait and ask him yourself,” his mother said, having made Annie sit down with a cup of tea.


	“Mind, I don’t think he’ll tell you any different. He’s been here with us since he got back and didn’t set foot outside the door last night, I wouldn’t have let him, having only just got him back.”


	“Has he mentioned Charlotte to you?”


	“His sister asked him if he would see her but he got ever such a black look on his face. Said he’d written her letters but hadn’t heard a dickie bird back. Said he wouldn’t be bothering with her no more, someone had told him she was stepping out with someone else and had been for months. As soon as Joe was gone she was off with this new fellow, or so he’d heard.”


	She looked down, her lips pinching with the effort of not showing further disapproval.


	“George,” Annie muttered under her breath.


	An awkward silence descended over the small group in the cramped front room. The smell of other people’s cooked food hung in the air and began to make Annie feel queasy. She put down her untouched tea and rose unsteadily to her feet. Both her heels had blistered from all her walking. She hadn’t felt the rawness of the rubbed skin until now, having rested for a minute.


	The nearest police station to Avebury Street was on King’s Cross Road. She expected it to be empty on Christmas Day at half past six in the evening but it was not. Slumped on a hard chair was a man with a bloody handkerchief clamped to his head while two women reeking of gin and perfumed sweat sneered at her as she edged past them to reach the front desk. Annie ignored them. The constable behind it looked wearily up at her, raising his eyebrow in a question.


	“I’ve come to report a missing person. She’s my sister. Charlotte Cheeseman is her name and she’s only a little thing. It’s so cold out and she’s been gone since . . . ”


	“Hold your horses, missus. I’ll need to write this down. Now, first, how long has she been missing?”


	“Since last night, but—”


	“That’s not much time at all, especially on Christmas Eve. Why don’t you come back in the morning? I expect she’ll be back by then. They usually are.”


	“No, you don’t understand. My husband said the same as you, that it was too early to tell, but I know my sister and there’s something wrong. She don’t stay out like this. I’d be worried enough on any other day but to stay away for Christmas! She don’t have anywhere to go but to me, and to her sweetheart, and he’s not seen her since Christmas Eve neither.”


	“If your husband said you should wait, and he knows her, then maybe you should listen to him.”


	Annie took a deep breath. The constable looked impassively back at her and then reached into his ear with a meaty finger to scratch it. She knew she mustn’t lose her temper now, start screeching like that pair behind her.


	“Perhaps if you could just take down her . . . her particulars. You never know and I’ll only be back first thing tomorrow anyway.”


	He sighed and reached for a pencil.


	“Go on then. What’s her name again?”


	“Charlotte Cheeseman.”


	“Age?”


	“Twenty-two.”


	“Hair colour and build?”


	“Long brown hair, reddish brown, chestnut, I call it. She’s slim, not like me. Her hair’s got a curl in it, a natural curl.”


	She couldn’t read what he wrote but could tell that he wasn’t writing many words. She wanted to cry or scream or grab hold of his collar and shake him into alertness but she didn’t move.


	“What was she wearing when you last saw her?”


	“She had her best on. A black hat with a tall feather in it. A little green velvet jacket buttoned up the front. Black skirts and her button boots.”


	“And she hasn’t been seen since last night?”


	“No. She had a row with her sweetheart about eight outside the Britannia on Hoxton Street. He went off and left her there by herself. Nothing since.”


	Her voice cracked on the last word but the constable didn’t appear to notice. She gave him her own details so that they would know where to come if . . . but she couldn’t think of any comforting reason—and thinkable reason—why they would so she told him her address and closed her mind to anything else, at least for the time being.
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	Christmas had passed George by in a whirl of anxiety and anticipation; Boxing Day dragged. When the men were dismissed for lunch, George felt as though he’d already worked a full day. His limbs were heavy and stiff, unresponsive, as though he had aged while he slept. He looked back at the hope he’d felt just a few days before, before Charlotte had spoken to Captain Drew, and before they had gone to Tottenham, and he despised his own nonchalance.


	“Heavy day yesterday, was it?”


	Alf was suddenly in front of him, grinning amiably.


	“You look worse than when I last saw you. Day off is supposed to be a rest, you know.”


	The pair walked out of the print, Alf rubbing his hands together as they stepped into the bleak day. The blue sky of the previous day had given way to something more appropriate to George’s mood. He hitched his red scarf higher and wrapped it tighter so it covered his mouth and he could feel the wool growing damp as he breathed into it.


	“What do you fancy, then? I want a pie, I’ve been thinking about it all morning. Ma burned our dinner yesterday, I couldn’t believe it. I’d been dreaming about that dinner and it was ruined.”


	George was glad of Alf’s company—he would happily talk on and not mind the lack of response. They bought their tuppenny pies though George wasn’t hungry and ended up giving most of his to his ravenous companion. Alf was still licking his fingers, sticky with gravy, when they reached the newspaper stand. A boy no older than Cissy was installed there, shifting from foot to foot to keep warm, his nose red and his face pinched with the chill.


	Alf fished in his pockets and pulled out a collection of ha’pennies, lint and a spare button. The boy took what he needed and handed Alf his paper with a crooked smile. As they walked slowly off, Alf shaking the paper out as they went, the boy went back to trying to shift his pile. George hadn’t registered his words before but he heard them now, as though all the other sounds in the noisy street had been abruptly muted.


	“Murder! Murder on Christmas day! Murder on the marshes! Only a penny.”


	George stopped. He had no choice in that, his legs refusing to carry him forward as he fully absorbed the words. He waited until the cry went up again; he hadn’t misheard. His mind began to race. It might be a man that was dead. It might be Hackney marshes. People were murdered in this city every week, more over the holidays. How many times had his eyes skimmed over similarly lurid headlines? He broke into a run to catch up with Alf, who had walked on, unnoticing. Though his mind had raced, George had halted for only a few seconds.


	“Let’s have a look at that, Alf.”


	George grabbed the paper, deaf to Alf’s protestations. The story was on the second page. He tried to read it slowly but his eyes flew on, scanning too fast, jittery over the blurred black ink. If there was any small morsel of doubt left in his mind, it was soon extinguished. The murder had occurred on Tottenham’s marshes, not Hackney’s. The dead woman had been found early on Christmas morning. At present, she remained unidentified. She had worn a black hat and a green jacket.


	He sat down heavily on the ground, his hands cradling his head. The surface of the pavement was damp, it had rained earlier and, despite what he had just read, he dimly registered the discomfort of it soaking through the fabric of his trousers.


	“You alright, George? You having a funny turn?”


	Alf’s face loomed close, concern and confusion etched on it. George stayed motionless, his mind oddly blank. From his position on the edge of the pavement, he was perilously close to the splutter and heave of traffic on Old Street. One hansom cab running close to the gutter of the road would have crushed George’s feet if Alf hadn’t pulled him clear.


	“What is it, George? George? You’re putting the wind up me now.”


	Alf’s voice had become high-pitched so that he sounded like a young boy. His panic penetrated George’s reverie and he got to his feet slowly, as if he might otherwise break apart.


	“I’m alright now. Sorry to give you a start. I felt dizzy, that’s all.”


	He got up, handed the paper back and started walking, not looking back to see if Alf was following. When he passed the turning for the print he heard his name called but didn’t break his stride. He hadn’t consciously decided not to return for the afternoon shift but as soon as he had walked on, the notion of going back to work seemed ludicrous, shameful. Alf’s shouts soon died away and he knew he was alone.


	He knew he must go straight to Annie’s and tell her about the paper. Perhaps Ted would have seen it already but in case he hadn’t, George knew he had to go. No other thought was in his head as he walked as fast as he could to Hoxton, the gradual ascent making the muscles in his calves stretch and burn. It struck him that he hadn’t walked so briskly home from work since Christmas Eve, when he didn’t want to be late for the Highbury party. A lifetime ago. That it was a mere two days ago was simply incomprehensible.


	The rain started falling again just as he turned off the New North Road. Within half a minute it was sheeting down relentlessly, the force of the downpour making the water bounce off the road the instant it made contact with it. He pulled his scarf tighter and his cap lower. The temperature had felt too low, too still for rain but now the wind got up too, George flinching as a large piece of scrap cardboard was flung into a nearby doorway.


	He sped up, the turning into Avebury Street just ahead. As he reached it some instinct made him pause, even as the rainwater streamed down his neck and saturated his socks inside their leaking boots. He peered around the corner wall, his hands gripping the wet bricks so hard that his fingers found the pointing’s grooves and made them crumble further, like wet sand. Outside Annie’s door stood two uniformed men and a third man, taller than the others and wearing a dark coat and hat. One of the policemen held a large umbrella over him. The rain and the wide upturned bowl of the umbrella conspired to obscure George’s view. He couldn’t see Annie or Ted at the door, and the wind, whining mournfully now through the iron railings of Bridport Place’s terrace, made it impossible to catch a single word of the conversation.


	Beyond the sombre group lay his own rooms on Wiltshire Row, where his father would be working quietly on his birdcages, Cissy chattering at his side or out in the push and shove of the market. He felt quite alone where he was. He could not go back home, not only because his path was blocked but because they would be calling on him next. Charlotte was dead, and while he couldn’t make his brain accept it yet, he knew with a sudden and absolute clarity that he would be suspected of killing her. And their suspicion would only be the start of it. He would be accused, arrested; he would hang for it. As he stood there under the deluge, his head bent forward and his back against the sodden wall, he could almost feel the chafing of the rope around the fine white skin of his neck.
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	He didn’t dare glimpse around the corner again. Tucking his chin further down behind his scarf, he hurried back to the New North Road and turned south, his gait awkward as he fought the urge to break into a run. Walking towards the nearest bus stop, he looked back over his shoulder, fully expecting to see the trio of men in pursuit. The rain suddenly got harder as he did, as though a handle had been turned, but he was glad of it. Every figure he passed was obscured by the torrents of water lashing down, their features a blur. He, like anyone else, would be rendered unrecognisable.


	He jumped aboard the first bus to trundle along before it had come to a standstill, earning him a ticking off from the conductor. He thought of answering back but swallowed the words instead, knowing he should remain inconspicuous. The bus was full and all the seats had long been taken. The only space George could place both feet comfortably was next to the open back entrance, his hand gripping the pole. As the bus swayed along, creaking like it might come apart at the seams, the passengers were uniformly silent, except for the odd hacking cough. Every face spoke of exhaustion, features drawn by the winter weather and hard work. The curious stink of damp, grubby wool rose into the air in a sour cloud and made the windows blind with condensation. George was glad to be close to the exit, so that he might know where they were going. He hadn’t noticed the destination board when he got on and so he decided he would stay on till the end of the route, see where it took him. He just needed to get away; he couldn’t think in peace where he might be spotted by someone he knew.


	He passed the journey in a dream, allowing himself for the first time since he’d seen Alf’s newspaper to think about Charlotte. It was strange how he’d known it was her, though it hadn’t said, and had given only the barest description of her. Annie must have reported her missing the previous evening and the connection hadn’t been made until after the paper had gone to press during the night. He had known that Charlotte was dead, at least in his gut, before her own sister and he felt bad for it. If he’d had any lingering doubts, or hopes, then the sight of the policemen and the man who must have been a detective had put paid to them.


	He thought that if he had been alone in the dark, where no one could see him, then he might have cried. But even at home, in the bed so close to Cissy’s and not much further from his father’s, he would still have been forced to keep silent, the tears streaming down his cheeks, but the hard lump of grief undiminished in his throat where he couldn’t sob aloud. On the bus, he couldn’t do either and it was a strange sensation, allowing the pictures in his mind to unfurl and fill with colour and noise inside his head while his face was forced to remain unchanged, a clay mask that would shatter if it fell.


	In between the memories, some content, others mundane, his mind conjured up images of a dead Charlotte. They interspersed his genuine recall in short, painful bursts and he knew he would see them again when he finally shut his eyes to sleep tonight, wherever that might be.


	The only dead body he had seen was his mother’s. She had been quite wasted by the time she died but that was not the only reason she was almost unrecognisable to George when he was taken in to pay his respects. He’d had preconceptions about what a dead person would look like and it was true that her body looked empty, as though it had long been vacated by whatever had constituted its spirit or soul. What George hadn’t expected was how utterly sexless she looked in her slightly awkward repose on the rumpled bed, neither female nor male. She hadn’t gone easily, and her eyes were difficult to close after her heart had finally stopped. George had overheard the woman who came to lay her out complaining about it to a neighbour on her way out.


	When he tried to imagine a lifeless Charlotte, he saw her on the same bed, the sheets creased and rucked up under her thighs as if she’d kicked and struggled her way to death. In the disturbing glimpses George saw, her eyes were defiantly open in a bold stare and she was wearing the green jacket. There were no visible injuries on her body and for that he was grateful to his imagination. From the few lines he’d forced himself to read in the newspaper she had been left in a bad way, beaten around the head and bloody. In a sickening heave of feeling he realised that her damaged body still existed somewhere, no longer alive but not safely buried and hidden either.


	The end of the route arrived too quickly for George. The bus shunted to a graceless stop, and the conductor leaned over to pull the chord twice. They had reached Trafalgar Square. George stepped off onto the pavement, tilting his head up to look at the clouds. The sky was still heavy with unshed rain, but the showers had eased off for the time being. Crossing the street over to the square, he walked slowly round its perimeter. When two policemen approached him on the south side of it he couldn’t help but search their faces fearfully, expecting to see a start of recognition and then feel a firm hand on his shoulder. One met his gaze but it remained uncomprehending, noticing no one of consequence.


	After one slow circuit, he wandered aimlessly towards the new National Portrait Gallery. The edifice dwarfed him and the other people milling about outside it. Each huge pale stone had been a perfect facsimile of its neighbour but now they were beginning to be scarred by London’s chimneys, scorch marks on a white sheet. A small group was beginning to form close to the entrance of the gallery, though George was too far away to hear the figure they were clustered around. Though he was hardly interested, his mind quite occupied enough, he found himself drawing closer. As he did, he saw that the man was in full uniform, an Army officer of good rank. A young boy with his nurse or perhaps a maiden aunt had piped up with a question.


	“See those stripes there, lad? On my shoulder? I’ve got two and that means I’m a corporal. Call out if you see a man with three because he’s my sergeant and I’ll have to salute on the double.”


	He stood to attention in exaggerated fashion and the boy laughed delightedly. Soon the small gathering began to disperse, the boy reluctantly led away, leaving a couple of men about George’s age, as well as George himself. The corporal beckoned him closer as he spoke to the others.


	“St. George’s Barracks is on Orange Street. If you go over there today, they can have you signed up in less than an hour, and never mind that it’s Boxing Day. There’s no time like the present, as they say. You’ll be posted off to your regiment, and there you’ll get your uniform, brand new, mind. You’ll earn decent money but you won’t need to spend it. We give you all you need—good food three times a day, tobacco, a clean bed. Some of the men send all their wages home, and it’s a godsend if there’s not much to go around.”


	He looked expectantly at the three men before his eyes came to rest on George’s face.


	“What’s your trade, young man?’


	He thought of lying but couldn’t think straight, worrying he would look simple if he didn’t answer quickly.


	“I work at a print.”


	“And do you like it?”


	“Not so much. I like the— well, I like some of the etchings I see in the books I work with.”


	One of the other men looked like he was about to smirk at George’s words, and he grimaced with embarrassment. The corporal saw the exchange.


	“It’s a good job, working at the print. Not everyone could do it. But you’d likely make the same money with the Army, you could put most of it aside, and you’d get to see the world at the same time. You got brothers and sisters, younger ones?”


	“My sister’s fifteen.”


	“There you are. You could send your mother some extra for her housekeeping and your sister an exotic present or two. I bet she’d like some Indian silk, wouldn’t she? What about your sweetheart?”


	George coloured and dropped his eyes, his heart stumbling in its rhythm.


	“Well, we won’t dwell on her, whoever she is!” the corporal grinned at the other two, who laughed with him.


	To steer the conversation away from himself, George racked his brain for a neutral question.


	“What would you need to join up, then? Do you need a note from your employer?”


	“You don’t need anything other than what you stand up in. Present yourself at St. George’s, give a name and, if you’re in good health, you’re in. We need young, fit men such as you. It’s my job to find them.”


	George was sure when the corporal had said ‘give a name,’ rather than ‘your name,’ it was a mere slip of the tongue, with no other meaning to be inferred from it. Nevertheless, it got him thinking. He couldn’t go home now, he felt sure the police would be waiting there for him. It was already two in the afternoon, they would wait until six—the hour he was expected home at the latest. He wondered with a lurch of his stomach if they were there now, the two policemen outside the door and the detective inside, awkwardly perched next to his father and sister, letting a cup of insipid tea go cold.


	As the corporal had promised, it didn’t take him long to reach Orange Street and the barracks there. In little under an hour he emerged out on the street again, his join-up papers clutched in his hand. The lunchtime hoards had dispersed and the sky had further darkened while he had been inside, the first heavy drops of a new shower staining the grey paving stones. He tucked the papers inside his jacket, careful not to bend them too much, and then set off in the direction of the river. Never mind if his clothes got wet, he would be getting a new set when he reached his destination. He fancied making the journey to Waterloo station on foot.
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	When George got off the train at Kingston upon Thames, it was as though he’d entered a new day. There was no sign that it had rained here at all, the roads dry and the clouds above moving fast and freely, exposing flashes of blue and casting strange shadows on the ground. The air smelt cleaner here and though he supposed he was still in London’s environs, it felt to him like the countryside.


	It wouldn’t be for long, though. As he wandered through the unfamiliar streets, wondering if he dared ask directions to his destination, there was evidence everywhere of building; the march of suburban development. New houses, from terraces no grander than Avebury Street’s to villas clad in sugar-white stucco, were at every stage of construction. They looked naked to George as they went up; there was something almost shameful about the open foundations and exposed roof joists, the dead holes where windows would one day be. He stopped to linger outside one half-built house, not so different in size and elegance from the Highbury house. To George’s troubled eyes it looked as though it was being dismantled and destroyed rather than built. He half expected to see torn wallpaper and ragged carpet where the upstairs facade was missing.


	“You want something?”


	One of the builders had approached him without his noticing it. He jumped at the intrusion into his confused thoughts and the builder, a stocky man with ruddy cheeks, looked even more suspicious. George turned his face back into its irreproachable mask.


	“I was admiring your work, it’ll be grand when it’s finished.”


	The builder’s face softened and he turned to look at the house with George.


	“Yes, and there’ll be another five of these down this road before we’re done. Of course, places like this are not for the likes of us, are they?”


	He laughed and George smiled stiffly with him.


	“Local, are you?”


	The builder had turned back to look at him.


	“Not really. I’m from north of the river. I think I must be lost, really. Do you know where the barracks are?”


	He gulped as he said it but didn’t think the thickset man noticed; his gaze had returned to his handiwork. When George got the directions, repeating them back before he was allowed to go, he set off at a good pace, concerned that the man’s eyes were on him as he went. Once he’d safely rounded the corner, his trepidation once again slowed him but, still, the route he’d been given was direct and he reached the forbidding entrance to the barracks in what seemed like no time at all. It looked more like a small fortress to George, or perhaps a prison. He found himself shuddering.


	A young man about his own height, perhaps an inch taller, was similarly engaged, staring up at the thick walls and apparently in no hurry to pass through the doors. Becoming suddenly aware of someone behind him he turned to grin amiably at George. He gestured at the barracks and laughed.


	“Think I’ve changed my mind, what do you reckon?”


	George was disarmed by the fellow, his easy manner reminding him of Alf, and he smiled back carefully.


	“My name’s Monger, Henry Monger,’ continued the stranger. ‘I come all the way from Islington. Feels like another world down here, don’t it? Not sure I’ve ever crossed the river before.”


	A jolt of fear passed through George and he wondered if his face betrayed it. He couldn’t escape it, even down here in Surrey. Islington: just south of Highbury and north-west of Hoxton. He forced a smile; he only had to tell this stranger what he chose to tell.


	“It’s a small world, then. I’m from Hoxton. Name’s Slater.”


	The word felt alien on his tongue, but in a welcome way.


	Monger vigorously shook his hand, apparently glad to find someone from home. He hadn’t notice George’s momentary panic.


	“Pleased to meet you. If we live so close then perhaps we can go on pass together. Makes sense, don’t it?”


	George smiled sadly, unsure when he would ever return home.


	“Here,” said Monger suddenly, jolting George out of his thoughts. “What’s happened to your face?”


	George put his hands up to his cheeks and looked down at the ground, his mind blank. Eventually Monger spoke again, his smile still open and unsuspicious.


	“Come on then, Slater,” he said. “We should stop putting it off and go in. They’ll be expecting us.”


	George nodded and then walked briskly towards the thick oak doors, wondering if he would feel a perverse sense of relief as they clanged shut behind him.
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	The large room where George and his fellow new recruits slept was draughty and cold, the regulation blankets thin but rigid, so that the material didn’t cleave to or warm the body. As he had feared, the images of Charlotte flooded back into his mind as soon as he closed his eyes. They came in a disjointed flurry and made his head spin like he had taken too much drink. He decided to keep his eyes open instead, staying awake by following the cracks in the plaster ceiling until they fluttered down of their own accord, close to dawn, taking him to the dreamless sleep of the exhausted.


	With the comfort of routine quickly established, George’s first few days as a private in the Surrey Battalion passed swiftly enough, though he was plagued by attacks of guilt when he thought of home and his unexplained disappearance. The nights were even less easy to stomach. He had swapped the proximity of his family for nineteen other privates, some of whom snored while one individual chattered on in the dark to invisible companions. George didn’t think he had ever talked in his sleep—surely Cissy would have teased him about it if he had—but the concept of it sowed a seed of fear that, in his anguish over Charlotte, he might catch the habit, and in doing so reveal his flight from the police.


	Though he said as little as possible to his fellow soldiers, terrified he would give too much away or even break down, George had managed to stay in with Henry Monger, who himself had found it easy to make many new friends but had kept with the quiet George nonetheless. He proved to be the ideal companion, happy to lead the conversation just as Alf Jones had, but with none of Alf’s well-meant questions.


	On the Thursday of their first week in Kingston, both men were given the opportunity to take a day off. Monger suggested they travelled together into London to visit their respective homes in Islington and Hoxton. In his heart, George didn’t think he ought to risk it but when the question was put to him by Monger so innocently over breakfast, he found himself unable to resist. Surely there was no harm in him going to London; he would decide when they reached Waterloo whether he would continue north-east to risk a visit to Wiltshire Row. Besides, he told himself, it would look suspicious if he didn’t take up the leave at all.


	When Monger had finished both his breakfast and George’s, whose appetite had not yet recovered, they set off. The day was bright and George wondered if it augured well for the visit. The wind was sharp but George found it didn’t penetrate the thick, densely-woven serge of his new uniform too much.


	At Waterloo, George felt suddenly anxious among the crowds of people, their faces too numerous to seek out and discard as strangers. Monger wanted to buy a paper but caught sight of George’s face as he said so.


	“What’s up with you, Slater? You’ve gone even paler than usual.” He laughed and strode over to the stand, handing over the money and starting to read as he stood there. So familiar was the scene to George that he felt a rushing in his head that made him sway on his feet. Eventually, Monger ambled back over to where he stood and they went to catch a bus. As they walked, the cheap, brittle paper of the News of the World rustled tauntingly under Monger’s arm and George thought about snatching it and running across the busy concourse to find somewhere quiet, where he could read it alone.


	Perhaps Monger sensed something because once they were installed on a bus that would take them on a meandering route towards the Angel in Islington, he tossed the paper onto George’s lap.


	“Go on, have a read. So you know what’s going in the real world in case anyone asks.”


	George forced himself to read the front page first. His eyes scanned the words without comprehending their meaning, though they seemed familiar when he read them again. When he thought sufficient time had elapsed he turned the page over, his eyes hungrily searching out certain words though his heart dreaded finding them.


	It was a small item, the interest in the story having apparently diminished in a mere handful of days. Or perhaps it was due to the lack of progress in the case, with no arrests and no leads on the disappearance of the chief suspect. None of this occurred to George until later, when he had time to reread the snippet in his mind’s eye. For the present, the only sentence he truly absorbed was the one containing her name. So it was true. Charlotte was dead. He had known it before he had seen the policemen and he had known it afterwards. Now, all doubt finally extinguished, he couldn’t honestly say he felt altered by the knowledge. He stared at the fine black and white print and realised that before now he had only ever seen those two words written in his cramped hand or her rounded, childish one.


	He allowed himself another minute staring at the same page before he gently closed the paper. He passed it over the narrow gangway of the bus to Monger, who had gone to sleep. His face was slack, his brow smooth of worry, and George thought he had never envied anyone so much. The city passed as a blur, the bustle of the Strand and grand uniformity of Aldwych giving way to leafy squares and then, finally, the crooked streets close to Farringdon. He shook Monger awake.


	“We’re nearly at the Angel. I think I’ll walk from there rather than wait for another bus.”


	Monger looked blearily up at him.


	“Righto, Slater. Shall I meet you later, to travel back together, or will you make your own way?”


	“I think I’ll be alright on my own.” George managed a twisted sort of smile. “See you back in the barracks tonight.”


	He watched Monger saunter off down the street, his hands in his pockets, enjoying the glances his uniform earned him. As George stood there watching his friend disappear gradually out of sight, a bus drew up. Its destination was Highbury Barn, just a minute or so’s walk from Aberdeen Place.


	For the good it would do George, the house may as well have ceased to exist on Christmas Eve. More accurately, he had thought of it—when he had allowed himself to think of it at all—as being suspended in time; the party forever whirling on. Now, unaware of the people pushing irritably past him, he thought he suddenly understood the truth of it. Life had continued there just as it always had, with hardly a pause for breath when he went out of it. His absence would signify no more than a tall, tapering Christmas tree candle blowing out as a door slammed. Although he had always dimly worried that he wouldn’t amount to much, the absolute fact of it had never been so precisely brought home to him as now, standing alone at Angel’s congested junction.
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	Clemmie sat in the drawing room, unable to get comfortable on the slippery, overstuffed chair.


	“Stop fidgeting, my love,” said her mother, without looking up from her embroidery. “Why don’t you go and practice your piece again?”


	Clemmie sighed and flexed her fingers, the slender bones stiff.


	“I practiced for two hours yesterday.”


	Her tone, unusually sharp, made her mother put down her silks.


	“What is it? You’ve been out of sorts for days now.”


	“You know very well what is it, mother. It’s George. I hate the way he had to leave the party, like he was a criminal. I know what he did was . . . “ Her voice tailed off.


	“What he did to that girl was unspeakable. Taking advantage and promising marriage. Women’s lives are ruined by men such as he every day.”


	Mrs. Drew took off her half-moon spectacles and massaged her temples wearily.


	“I am generally such a good judge of character. I can’t believe he pulled the wool over my eyes but he seemed such a sweet boy. I was wrong, though—we were all deceived by our Mr. Woolfe. Now, Clemency, you really must put him out of your head.”


	Clemmie stood up, too frustrated to sit still any longer. She drifted out to the hallway and picked up the newspaper from the low table there. Her father had gone back to his ship the day after Boxing Day, and no one else bothered to read it but him. She stood on one foot as her eyes skittered distractedly across the page. Nothing on the front page caught her interest and so she turned over the page, careful not to get ink on her fingers. Before the page had even settled her eye had snagged on the name, as if it was as familiar as her own.


	Nearly losing her balance in her hurry, she stumbled back into the drawing room. Her mother looked at her over her glasses with astonishment.


	“My dear, you are not yourself today. What is it now?”


	“Mother, what was the name of the girl who came to see father about George?”


	There was no doubt in her mind but she had to hear it spoken aloud. Her mother took an agonising time to answer, rearranging herself in her seat and carefully securing the needle in the sampler she was working.


	“It was an unusual name, I seem to remember. Cheesing? Cheeseman. That was it, though I must admit I don’t remember the Christian name. I believe it also began with C, though. But Clemency, I really must insist that you not dwell on this dreadful business a moment longer. It’s evidently not good for your constitution.”


	Clemmie had paled and now gripped the doorway she stood in for support. Mrs. Drew got up and called for Milly. Clemmie allowed herself to be led up the stairs by the maid, who was a head smaller than her but far stronger. Mrs. Drew stayed at the bottom of the stairs, her face both concerned and perplexed.


	When Milly softly closed Clemmie’s bedroom door behind them and went to pull back the eiderdown, Clemmie grabbed her arm.


	“What is it, miss? You look like you’ve seen a ghost. Lie down there now and I’ll bring you some sweet tea. Or would a nip of brandy be better?”


	Clemmie lay down obediently and allowed Milly to slip off her shoes before she spoke again.


	“Milly, have you seen the paper today?”


	The little maid looked suspicious at the urgency of Clemmie’s tone.


	“Now when do I have time to sit down and read the paper?”


	She fussed around the bed, smoothing the coverlet down and going over to the window to pull the heavy drapes across, shutting out the hard, bright winter light. Clemmie lay still, her eyes unfocused and glassy on the ceiling above her as her mind whirred over the words she had read. Milly came to stand next to the bed, her sharp features concerned.


	“What is it, Miss Clemmie? You can tell me. I’ve not seen you like this before.”


	Clemmie turned to her, still ashen-faced.


	“Do you remember that girl who came to see father about George?”


	“Her? Course I do. Bit of a madam, that one. I know I wasn’t sure about George at first but I can’t help thinking it’s the man who’s the victim when you’re with a flighty bit like her.”


	“She’s dead.”


	Milly’s eyes widened and two dark spots of colour appeared in her cheeks.


	“Dead? What do you mean? She can’t be, she was only here the other day.”


	“I saw it in the paper. She was murdered on Tottenham Marshes, they’ve only just identified her. They say she was killed late on Christmas Eve.”


	Milly sat heavily in the little nursing chair by the bed, shaking her head.


	“Good God, I wouldn’t wish that on anyone. Sorry for swearing, miss, but I can hardly believe it. Have they got him yet?”


	Clemmie sat up with a jolt.


	“Have they got who yet?”


	“Whoever done it to her, of course. He should swing for it, whoever he is.”


	“That’s just it. Milly, they think it’s George. They’re looking for George. He’s gone missing.”
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	George took the back roads home, his head snapping up when someone approached, the muscles in his legs tensed to run. He wished he had bought a set of second hand clothes to wear now. He’d thought it was a good disguise of sorts, with no one in Hoxton knowing of his joining up. As it was, he felt acutely conspicuous turned out so smartly, especially as the streets turned more dilapidated and shabby. It was the clothes he’d worn daily that were the uniform in these parts, not the khaki and shiny buttons the Army had provided.


	He approached Wiltshire Row with increasing trepidation. Not only for the very real danger of waiting police constables but his reunion with his family. He hadn’t thought about what he might say to them; only in that instant did it occur to him that they might also suspect him of murder. He wished he was under the cover of rain once more, but the grimy white sky showed no signs of darkening yet.


	Instead of walking up Avebury Street, he decided to cut down Imber Street; only the habit formed before he knew Charlotte but wanted to glimpse her made him eschew it usually. It was less a street and more a depressing little lane, chiefly consisting of the stick factory’s gated back yard. Though there were shadowy doorways enough to make him more nervous, the familiarly ugly sounds of the factory’s machinery was strangely comforting. Part of that familiarity was Charlotte, but he refused to think about that just now. There would be time enough in the dark of the barracks later.


	Wiltshire Row was deserted. It never got much light and there were still signs of the heavy rains of the previous week in the mulch between the cobbles and the damp-streaked walls. He reached the door and turned the key without raising any alarm, shutting it softly behind him and taking off his private’s cap. Creeping stealthily up the stairs he listened at the door to the Woolfes’ room. Now that he was inside the building he could hear that though the road might look deserted, its tenements were crammed full of people staying in out of the cold. Behind his own door however, there was total silence.


	It had never occurred to him that no one would be in. His only fear had been the strong possibility that the police would be here too, lying in wait to trap him. Or perhaps they were. Perhaps that accounted for the quiet within. His heart began to thump as he imagined them there, just behind the flimsy wood of the door. Wracked by indecision, he stayed rooted to the spot for a long minute, unable to simply leave after coming so close to home, but too terrified to knock or turn the handle.


	Eventually, a small noise from inside the room behind the door resolved him. Anyone else would have missed it but George’s senses were heightened with his own tension. A slow shuffling sweep that he knew to his marrow was his father crossing the room with the utmost care, as though he were made from glass. George couldn’t remember his father’s easy loping stride disintegrating into that old man’s gait; it seemed to have happened overnight when his mother died.


	There was still a chance that the police lurked there with his father, but George couldn’t wait any longer. The room looked just as it always did, crumbs on the table, the lingering smell of last night’s food and Cissy’s pathetic attempts to brighten the place up dotted here and there: a bunch of wilting violets on the windowsill and a blue shawl as an antimacassar on his father’s chair.


	He hadn’t noticed George come in, sitting as he was with his back to the door, leaning over his worktable. In his hands, which remained steady, he rolled a long, narrow strand of metal which, as George watched, he began to bend into a perfect arc. George didn’t speak until he’d laid it down.


	“Hello, dad.”


	Mr.Woolfe paused and half-turned his head.


	“Is it you, son?”


	George went to him then, before he could turn round, and rested his cheek on his father’s shoulder. They were precisely the same height. His father reached up and round then, and laid his hand gently on George’s head.


	“Where’ve you been, lad?”


	George stepped backwards to let his father turn round to face him, quickly wiping his face with his sleeve. The older man looked worn out, his skin a papery, almost translucent blue under his eyes. He eyed George’s uniform but didn’t say anything.


	“We been ever so worried, me and Cissy.”


	George kept silent so he wouldn’t cry again. After a time he trusted himself to speak.


	“I didn’t do it, dad. I know how it looks but it weren’t me.”


	“I know that, don’t I? I said so to the police as well.”


	“You believe me then?” George had expected to have to explain, retell the story, show how it couldn’t have been him.


	“I’ve known you all your life, George. Now your mother’s gone I’m the only person left who has. You couldn’t kill a person any more than I could.”


	He seemed to stand a little straighter as he said it, and George recognised a vestige of the father he had accompanied to the marshes as a boy, when he still seemed tall and powerful. George sank into his father’s chair, relief making his shoulders sag.


	“So, you’ve joined up, I see.”


	George smiled ruefully up at him.


	“I didn’t know what else to do. I knew they’d think it was me. I saw Char . . . “ He gulped and then forced himself to go on. “I saw her name in the paper at lunchtime with Alf and I came straight back to tell Annie. But the police were already there, I saw them outside her door. I knew they’d come for me next and I just couldn’t stay there. I had to run.”


	His father crouched next to him, his knees creaking as he did. He laughed softly to himself.


	“Listen to my old bones, will you? You know, son, you’re not the first man with the law after him who’s joined the Army. They’ll check the recruitment lists.”


	“I gave them another name, didn’t I? I’ll be posted to South Africa soon. By the time I come back they might have caught whoever really done it. And if they don’t, I won’t come back.”


	His father sighed.


	“You shouldn’t have come here, though. Someone might have seen you come in. The police were here yesterday again, nosing around, wanting to see your things. I couldn’t stop them. There’s no telling they won’t be back. I hate to say it but you should go. There’s nowhere to hide you in this place if they do turn up.”


	George felt overwhelmed, not only by the new reality he was trapped in but by the apparent change in his father. He didn’t look younger but seeing that he seemed it, George felt a fragment of his burden lift from him.


	“I couldn’t keep away in the end. A friend of mine from the barracks was going home for the day, in Islington, and he asked me to go with him. He knew I was from round here.”


	Mr. Woolfe frowned and got carefully to his feet.


	“No, dad, he won’t say anything. He thinks my name’s Slater anyway. I thought it would look queer if I didn’t take my pass day and, well, I couldn’t keep away once I was so close. I wanted to see you to tell you I hadn’t done it. I couldn’t go away if I hadn’t done that.”


	George got to his feet, the boy in him wanting more than anything to run to his bed beneath the window next to the canal and pull the blanket over his head. He couldn’t bear to think of all the secure nights he’d spend just like that, all the time wishing himself somewhere else, somewhere better. He took a deep breath.


	“Will you give my love to Cissy, dad? I wish I’d seen her.”


	“She hasn’t moved from here until today, in case you showed up. I made her go out today, get a bit of colour in her cheeks. I wish I hadn’t now.”


	The two men embraced awkwardly, Mr. Woolfe patting George on the back.


	“Careful how you go now, son. I’d never forgive myself if you were caught coming back to see your old dad.” He smiled and reached up to touch George’s face briefly. “I’m glad you did though. It hasn’t been right without you here and it won’t be till you’re back. Keep yourself safe until you can come home, do you hear?”


	The hall was still quiet, but George lingered on the threshold, sick to his stomach at the thought of being alone again.


	“I’m frightened, dad,” he whispered.


	The elder George reached up to hold his son’s face firmly.


	“Now, you listen to me. You didn’t do it and so you’ll be alright, do you hear? You’ll be off to see the world soon and in the meantime them constables will realise they don’t have anything on you. It’s innocent until proven guilty in this country.”


	He gave George a gentle push in the direction of the stairs.


	“Remember what I said, mind how you go. Get out of Hoxton as quick as you can.”


	Knowing he had no choice, George went down the stairs quickly, not daring to look back. He didn’t hear the door above close, and he knew his dad would wait until he was out on the road. Then he would watch him from the window he had once hung the birdcages in until George was out of sight. Knowing this he felt almost safe, though he walked quickly enough when he was back on the street.


	Turning right into Poole Street towards the relative sanctuary of the New North Road, he got the sense that someone was away to his left but he forced himself not to glance round. It could be anyone, he told himself, and someone who knew him would call out, he was sure of it. It wasn’t as though anyone round here wouldn’t have heard all about it. His father had been right; it had been madness to come back. He refused to regret it though, remembering his dad’s words.


	 


	 


	 


	*  *  *


	 


	 


	 


	He had only stepped out to get some more tobacco. He didn’t need any, there was plenty left in his pouch, but he couldn’t stand to look at Annie’s mournful face for another minute. It was a good thing he had been there to identify her sister, the shock of it would have killed Annie stone dead. She’d been a mess, Charlotte, with her face bloodied and bruised and a portion of her long hair shaved off by the doctor to expose a rough gash over her ear. The ear that had had a chunk out of it. Ted winced at the memory. It had surprised him how that image had kept coming back to him when he was lying next to Annie in their sagging brass bed. He hadn’t thought of himself as soft like that.


	He stopped at the corner of Avebury and Poole Streets to fill up his pipe, his large teeth champing down on the narrow stem as he sucked and puffed to make it light in the cold, dank air. A movement to his right made him glance down the street before returning to the pipe. But then he looked again, the smoke forgotten. He knew that walk, those narrow shoulders. He could even make out the shine of the dark hair showing at the back, beneath the Army cap. It was George Woolfe, there was no doubt in his mind.
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	When Cissy arrived home, her expression of misery having successfully put off any potential customers at the market and unable to keep away any longer, she found her father sitting very still at his work table. The cage he had been working on when she left looked much the same and she felt a spurt of irritation. It had been bitterly cold at the market, where she had been forced to take one of the worst stalls, not only positioned at the very end of the run but exposed too, so that the wind seemed to blow right through her thin frame.


	“Dad? Has anyone been?”


	She sat down next to him, her annoyance gone, and placed her hand over his.


	“You’re froze to the bone, Cissy. I’ll get you some tea.”


	He didn’t speak until he had spooned a meagre measure of the leaves into the pot and set out two cups.


	“George come by.”


	Cissy jumped up and ran over to the range. She gripped her father’s sleeve.


	“Is he alright? When?”


	“He’s alright. He’s gone and joined up. That’s where he’s been at all week. He was only here for a few minutes, not long after you’d gone. He was sorry to have missed you. He sent you his love.”


	Cissy sat down again and felt the relief melt through her like a hot bath. She didn’t realise she was crying until the tears ran off her chin; their salt making her cheeks itch.


	“I can’t believe he came.”


	“He thinks they’ll send him to the war. To South Africa. He didn’t want to go without saying goodbye and explaining.”


	“Did he say anything about . . . her?”


	“He said he didn’t touch her, but we knew that, didn’t we, Cissy?”


	Her father looked up from his tea-making, but she didn’t answer.


	“Cissy? You’re his sister.” His tone was sharper than she could remember it being.


	“I know, I’m sorry. I can’t think straight at the moment. Of course he couldn’t have done it. He still loved her, I know he did.”


	She had just risen to help him with the tea things when a knock echoed up the stairs. Both of them stayed perfectly still as they heard someone from one of the ground floor rooms go to open it. Please, Cissy thought so loudly that she wondered if her father heard it, let it be for someone else. The door closed and for an instant Cissy thought her prayer had been answered but then she heard it, the now almost familiar sound of heavy boots ascending the stairs towards them. She didn’t even wait to hope they would continue upwards but went and pulled open the door.


	Outside it stood the inspector they had already spoken to, Mr. McArthur. His eyes as he regarded Cissy were kind, a faded blue like old china. Behind him, in the gloom of the hall, stood a much taller man. She stepped back and allowed them in, seeing her father, still holding the teapot, as they would see him, as a frail old man.


	It wasn’t just the height of the unfamiliar man that marked him out as a senior officer. His coat was also well-cut and expensive where McArthur’s was slightly creased but it was his manner that told Cissy something important had happened, that everything was about to change again. She shuddered and he looked at her then, his flinty eyes impatient and something else: triumphant. Inspector McArthur looked at the floor as he introduced the stranger as Chief Inspector Charles Pearn.


	No one moved to shake hands and Cissy didn’t ask the men to sit down.


	“I will come to the point, Mr. Woolfe, Miss Woolfe,” the chief inspector’s voice was too loud for the cramped quarters.


	“We have received a report of a sighting this afternoon. A reliable—a very reliable—witness saw George Woolfe in a nearby street this very afternoon.”


	Cissy and her father remained silent, the only noises from Inspector McArthur clearing his throat and Mr.Woolfe slowly putting down the teapot.


	“If both of you do not want to face charges yourselves, I strongly suggest you tell me what he said to you.”


	Cissy raised her chin and clasped her hands together so they wouldn’t shake.


	“I’ve been at the market all afternoon, sir. I’ve only just got back a few minutes ago.”


	Pearn turned to Mr. Woolfe, who met his gaze.


	“Mr. Woolfe? You were here, weren’t you? You saw your son, didn’t you? In his smart new uniform.”


	What colour there had been in Mr. Woolfe’s face now drained away but he spoke clearly.


	“I wish I had seen him. I’d like to tell him there’s no evidence against him. But he hasn’t been here, I can tell you that. I’ve been here all day, alright, but I’ve been on my own.”


	Pearn’s lip curled back into a sneer.


	“There’s no honour in protecting criminals, Mr. Woolfe, even if they are family. Our witness knows whom he saw and it was your son. We don’t need your information to track him down. We can simply go through the recruiting lists and see who enlisted on the 26th of December.”


	He smiled conspiratorially at McArthur, who continued to stare at the unpainted floorboards.


	“And if we don’t find a Woolfe on the lists and, frankly I don’t expect to, then we have enough men to visit every barracks in London where a new recruit fits his description until we light on the right man. Of course, there is still the problem of identification. We have no photograph to be absolutely sure.”


	He paused to look at the two Woolfes and both looked defiantly back at him.


	“Sadly our witness is unsuitable for this task and so I have come to request your services, Mr. Woolfe. After all, no one knows him better than his own father, no?”


	“He can’t go, he’s too weak,” said Cissy. “He couldn’t possibly go.”


	“Miss Woolfe, perhaps I misled you both when I said it was a request. I was not asking your father as though it were a matter of choice; I was telling him he must. It is the law. However, I can very well see the strain this nasty business has put on him. There is a solution, however: you can perform the identification yourself. We will be in touch tomorrow.”


	McArthur hurried through the door as though he couldn’t wait to be outside again but Pearn took his time putting on his Homberg hat and re-buttoning his long coat. Just before he went through the door, he paused.


	“In case either of you are planning an urgent visit to take some sea air or perhaps visit some distant relatives, I must warn you that a constable is installed at the front door and will remain there all night. Goodbye, now.”


	He strode out, closing the door smartly behind him.
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	When George was woken the day after his visit, the dawn was only just creeping in at the high narrow windows. Sundays earned the men an extra half an hour in bed longer than other days. The cot he slept on was no less narrow as the bed he’d had at home, but it wasn’t nearly as soft. He made it neatly and then dressed as quickly as he could, before the warmth of sleep entirely left him. It was then that he realised the light in the barrack room looked strange, neither the golden stream of a sunny day or the weak greyness of an overcast one. He still had a minute or two before the drill sergeant came in to do his inspection so he went over to one of the slit-like windows that made the barracks look even more like a fortress.


	The view that met him made him gasp out loud. Overnight it had snowed: the thick, silencing, white fall of it entirely altering the landscape that had already become familiar to him. In the distance, to the west where the suburbs hadn’t yet begun to encroach, he could scarcely tell the horizon of the white sky from the blanketed land. He wondered then if it was some sort of omen and shivered, not knowing whether it augured well or not.


	“Come on, Slater. Don’t let the serg see you mooning at the window. Ain’t you ever seen snow before?” Monger called out, making the others laugh as they rushed to pull their blankets straight. As they did, the door flew open and the sergeant strode in.


	“You acting the fool again, Monger?” he shouted, as the men scrambled to stand to attention at the end of their beds. He made his way slowly down the ranks, one arm behind his back, the other hand smoothing down his dark moustache. He pulled at a few blankets and told the men to do them again, but the inspection was over soon enough. George assumed he was about to leave and relaxed his posture when the sergeant suddenly turned back, as though he’d just remembered something.


	“A few of you are wanted in the quartermaster’s room. One at a time.” His voice echoed around the room. “Cartwright, you’re the first of the batch. Go down now.” He consulted a piece of paper.


	“When he’s back up here, Monger, you’re to go down. Then Reeve. And Slater, you’re last. I don’t know what it’s about so don’t even ask me.”


	He always slammed the door on his way out but George still jumped. Monger rushed over, his eyes wide.


	“What do you think that’s all about then? Must be something serious to get called down there. We weren’t back late from pass or nothing.”


	Monger rushed over to see if Reeve knew anything. Cartwright had followed on the sergeant’s heels, his face anxious. George sat down on his newly-made bed and felt the sponge weight of a headache seep down over his brow.


	“Slater?”


	Monger was back, looking intently at him, and for an instant it seemed almost comical that he should be worried. They weren’t looking for Monger, nor Reeve or Cartwright. George stood shakily and smoothed away the indentation in his blanket. He went and stood by the window again but he didn’t see the snow this time. In his head, he tried to work through the other possibilities but there were none. He hadn’t done anything wrong at the barracks, it could only be the police.


	“It won’t be nothing,” he said to Monger, smiling weakly. “It’s got nothing to do with you.”


	 


	 


	 


	*  *  *


	 


	 


	 


	Cissy was the first person he saw in the quartermaster’s office. The rest of them—all men—were reduced to a blur. She looked tiny in comparison to them, and strange against the backdrop of the dour wooden panelling in the room. From where he was he could see that she was exhausted, her small frame hunched like an old woman’s. A tall man, his fair hair gleaming under the gaslight, had stood as George entered. Even without the rain and the dark coat and hat, George knew it was the man he’d seen under the umbrella outside Annie’s house. He wondered if the recognition showed on his face. So it was the police. He’d been surprised not to see any outside the office door, but perhaps they were guarding the great wooden gates outside. There was no other way to leave, after all.


	Cissy was looking down, her gaze intent on the waxed floorboards. She hadn’t thought to take her hat off and it looked shabby in the light reflected off the dark wood. The tall man stepped closer to George and scrutinised him openly. His eyes darted towards Cissy then.


	“Miss Woolfe, can you look up please? I know you are tired but I need you to look at one more man here before we go on to the next barracks.”


	She looked up then, straight into George’s eyes and, though her face didn’t move a muscle, her jaw clenched with the effort of it, her eyes betrayed him. They all saw it, the inspector’s expression lighting as he also took in the resemblance between brother and sister: the dark hair, sallow skin and fine bones.


	“Is this your brother, Miss Woolfe? Mind that you tell the truth now.”


	Cissy remained silent, her eyes locked on George’s. She was shaking now, George could see the tremors in her knees. She looked like she might shatter from the strain of the situation.


	“She’s my sister,” George said, his voice steady. “It’s me you’re looking for, so you can take her back home now.”


	Cissy cried out at his words and stumbled back towards the panelling. Another inspector, shorter than his colleague, caught her as she fainted and held her until some colour came back into her face. As she opened her eyes again, they filled with tears, which rolled down silently and dripped onto the inspector’s sleeve.


	“Mr.McArthur, you can take Miss Woolfe back to her lodgings now. She has fulfilled her duty.”


	He turned back to George, who tried to meet his gaze so he wouldn’t have to look at Cissy as she was half-carried out the door.


	“I knew it was just a matter of time until we found you. George Woolfe,” said Chief Inspector Pearn. “I am arresting you for the murder of Charlotte Cheeseman.”
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	It was cold in the cell. They had brought him to Stoke Newington police station and locked him up before dusk had fallen. With the sun gone, the temperature dropped. One of the small panes of glass behind the bars high above him had been shattered and he could feel the draught from it on his neck as he sat against the wall, his arms wrapped around his knees. There was no bed, just a raised block covered with planks of wood. There were grooves and nicks in the wood; initials and dates carved by previous occupants. George traced them with his finger and wondered what they had used to make the marks. His clothes been searched for anything sharp and they’d even taken his red scarf. His Army uniform had been confiscated at the barracks.


	“I won’t have a criminal wearing that uniform,” his sergeant had said after Cissy had gone. “He’ll change into his own clothes before he leaves.”


	When they had got to the police station, Pearn had not given him a second glance. George assumed the inspector would return tomorrow, rather than giving up any more of his Sunday for a common murder investigation like this one. The constable on duty had gone through George’s pockets, turning out the contents into a small cardboard box. There was nothing of interest there and George had been ashamed of his dirty handkerchief and the pathetic cache of small coins thrown into the box.


	He felt more vulnerable in his own clothes. The smell of them took him back to the day he had joined up, when he had been soaked running from Avebury Street and the police. It wasn’t just the mildew smell from the rain, though. It was like he could smell his own fear, absorbed deep into the fabric.


	He had decided he wouldn’t sleep that night. Despite his discomfort, he forced himself to stay sitting up, his back protesting at the cold, lime-washed bricks he leaned on. He saw the dawn break, not through the window, which he could not find the energy to turn and look at, but on the floor of the bare cell. As the light grew stronger, so did the outline of the barred window. Though he didn’t intend it, he must have slept then, the daylight itself reassuring enough to let him slip into unconsciousness. He woke with a start when the duty officer thumped on the door. A small tray had been shoved through the slot in the iron.


	“Finest breakfast in London for you there, Woolfe. Make sure you eat up. Chief Inspector’s due in at nine.”


	His words echoed as he continued down the corridor, the screech of metal as he pulled open the rusty hatches making George’s head ache. The breakfast was paltry but he’d tasted worse. The bread was stale, with no grease spread on it to help it down, but he ate it anyway, hoping it might stop his legs from trembling as Cissy’s had yesterday.


	Pearn was early and George was sitting opposite him, and the kinder looking Inspector McArthur, by half past eight. George looked pleadingly at the other man.


	“Was my sister alright getting home, sir? She hasn’t been well lately.”


	“It is not you who asks the questions here, Woolfe.” Pearn’s face was sneering but George had seen the tiny nod the officer next to him had made. It made him feel slightly stronger. Pearn got up, apparently unable to stay seated for long.


	“So, Woolfe, what made you do it?”


	“Do what, sir?” George kept his head lowered.


	“You know exactly what I refer to. Why did you murder Charlotte Cheeseman? You can save myself and Inspector McArthur a great deal of time by confessing now.”


	“I didn’t murder Charlotte. I couldn’t have done it.”


	“And why couldn’t you have done it? The pair of you had a tempestuous relationship and you were the last person to see her alive. I believe you had every reason to do it.”


	“No, I couldn’t have hurt her. I loved her, didn’t I?” His face coloured as he said it.


	“In my experience of investigating the murder of young women, loving someone is apparently no barrier to killing them. In fact, the two seem fated to go together. People think of them as diametrically opposed emotions; I believe that love and hate are more like bedfellows.”


	Pearn stopped in front of the window, seemingly lost in his own musings. Suddenly he turned.


	“We visited your place of employment last week, before we located where you’d fled to. One of my officers spoke to your friend Alfred Jones.”


	George’s head snapped up at the familiar name in such an alien context.


	“He didn’t say much at first, it took my man a long time to extract anything of use. Finally, he mentioned the file.”


	“File?”


	“Yes, he admitted that he had covered for you on Christmas Eve, when you accidentally—he was very keen to stress the accidental nature of it—when you accidentally left work with a file in your pocket. He covered for you, he said, with another man’s file. You must have put it in your pocket absent-mindedly on shop floor and forgotten to put it back. It happens every now and then, he said.”


	The atmosphere in the room was close, the fire having been built up in preparation for Pearn’s arrival. The winter sunshine flooded in from outside onto George’s lap and, coupled with the heat from the grate, he began to feel sleepy, like he might be in a strange dream. His thoughts jumbled, he sat up straighter, knowing he had to concentrate and wishing he’d tried to get more sleep.


	“It’s true, I did take the file by accident. I’ve done it before, too. Lots of us have. If you think I hurt Charlotte with it, then you’re wrong. I didn’t touch her, I’m telling you.”


	Pearn rounded on George, towering over him.


	“I didn’t say you did use the file on Miss Cheeseman. How would you know such an instrument was used on her?”


	“I didn’t know, I don’t know. But I supposed that was what you were getting at. Why else would you mention it?”


	Pearn went back behind the desk and sat down, only to lean back over it towards George.


	“For the sake of argument, let us say that you are telling the truth about the file. A sharp, metal object that fits the description of the weapon used to gravely injure Charlotte Cheeseman in fact remained in your pocket. But even if we are to assume that, it doesn’t explain away the note.”


	George felt his heart beat faster. Had they got hold of the letter Cissy had mistakenly delivered?


	“What note?” His voice quavered on the second word.


	Pearn almost snarled, his lip curled back away from his large white teeth.


	“You can’t have forgotten that too. I shall read it to you. It must have made pretty reading for that poor girl the day she got it. You didn’t even deliver it yourself, did you? According to Mrs. Matthews, the deceased’s sister, you sent your own sister round with it, didn’t you?”


	He gestured impatiently at McArthur, who was searching through a sheaf of papers on the desk in front of him. Eventually he held up a single sheet, the paper so thin George could see the black ink of his own hand through it. Pearn almost snatched it from his colleague.


	“You must have thought this quite a masterpiece of indifference, Woolfe. ‘Miss Cheeseman, just a line. Recently I made the acquaintance of a young lady I admire much better than you. Therefore you had better do the same and think no more of me, if you haven’t done so already. I hope you will take this as goodbye for good.’”


	Pearn stood again, he seemed incapable of sitting still for long.


	“I am intrigued to know who this other young lady is, I must say, but I am sure we will come to that in due course. What I am particularly interested in is the post-script. This, to my mind, is where your genuine feelings for the victim are revealed. It says, as I’m sure you remember, ‘I hope I shall never hear of you or see you again, and I am thankful I got rid of you so easily. I have got the date I went with you, so if you find yourself in trouble, or I mean in a certain condition, it will do no good to put the blame on me. I pity the man who ever gets tied to you, but I am glad that I am free at last and now have a chance of being my old self again.’”


	George was barely listening. If Pearn latched onto the mention of the other girl then somebody might find out about Miss Clemmie and the Drews. So far, it seemed that no one had said enough about his visits to warrant any interest in it. Cissy wouldn’t have said anything, he knew that, and perhaps Charlotte hadn’t confided in Annie about it after all. Perhaps Charlotte had told no one about her visit to Highbury after all. Ted clearly didn’t know any details or the policemen would. If he could keep the Drews out of this, then that would be something. He realised then that Pearn had asked him a question.


	“Woolfe, I don’t think you are entirely stupid but this is certainly not an occasion to let your mind wander. I repeat to you that you wrote in your note ‘I am thankful I got rid of you so easily’. I put to you that that is exactly what you did on Tottenham Marshes. Am I correct? Got rid of her so that you could be free of her, and could be your ‘old self again’. Isn’t that right?”


	“I wrote that note in anger but she wasn’t supposed to see it. My sister took it round to Charlotte by mistake, she thought she was doing me a favour.”


	“So it was more of a portent, then? Or a letter intended for her once you had done away with her on the marshes? If only you had just left it with the body, Mr. Woolfe, we would have saved ourselves this long day of questioning and you would already be locked up at Newgate.”


	“No. You’ve got it all wrong, sir. I didn’t see her after we argued outside the Britannia.”


	“But I don’t think I have got it wrong. I think I have hit the nail squarely on the head.”


	Pearn’s eyes were shining; he believed he had made a breakthrough. George tried to order his thoughts, wondering if this was going to be his only chance to explain before he was put on trial. But it was too warm in the room; the quiet and coolness of his cell seemed appealing now and he wished he were back there.


	Pearn hadn’t finished yet, though, and the questions continued into the afternoon. As the sun moved round to the west, the light in the room altered and eventually darkened, the embers from the fire glowing more brightly in contrast. Even Pearn lost some of his initial vigour, the long day telling on him as it was on George.


	“You still maintain that you are innocent of this murder?”


	It was not the first time he had asked but George nodded dumbly again.


	“Woolfe, I will be frank with you. The Metropolitan Police Force do not believe that anyone else would have had reason to commit this crime. You were her intended, you had had a disagreement—her sister has told us this much, and the note confirms it. You suspected her of infidelity and you wanted revenge for the injury to your pride. You had also taken a fancy to another girl. So you engineered a meeting—a reunion, in fact—lured her first to the Britannia Theatre and then to Tottenham, to marshland she was entirely unfamiliar with, and took her life. She had become a millstone around your neck, hadn’t she, Woolfe? You wanted rid of her, as you so eloquently put it yourself, and the drink you took at the Park Hotel gave you the courage to see it through.”


	George shook his head but Pearn wasn’t looking. He was putting on his coat. He re-shaped the peak of his hat before putting it on and then glanced over at McArthur.


	“Inspector, I shall leave you to wrap this up. I must catch my train.”


	Without so much as a glance in George’s direction he left the room, shutting the door smartly behind him. McArthur looked over at George.


	“Son, you would do yourself a favour if you were honest about this nasty business. It would make things easier for your family. Did you think of that?”


	George leant forward in his seat, his hands gripping the edge of the desk.


	“Sir, I beg you. Please believe me. I didn’t lay a hand on Charlotte. We met up, we even argued it’s true, but I didn’t touch her. You’ve got to believe me, sir. Whoever did this to her is still out there.”


	McArthur got awkwardly to his feet. The skin beneath his eyes was pouchy and bruised-looking. He looked over at George for a long moment before addressing the constable standing in the corner of the stuffy room.


	“Take him down again,” he said, sighing, before following Pearn’s footsteps out the door.
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	The next day dawned as bright as the previous day. George had been exhausted enough to sleep this time and his head felt clearer for it. Knowing he was closer to home than he had been at the barracks had also been a crumb of comfort. He was the right side of the river again, and less than a mile north of home. Behind bars somewhere between Hoxton and the marshes, he tried to think only of his journeys with his father to catch the birds, and not Charlotte’s last night alive up there. The two of them, carrying the cage and its songbird, must have passed close to the police station. How strange to think of a younger version of himself walking by outside, in another time, and quite unable to guess that one day he would be locked up inside.


	After another paltry breakfast, George was taken to a different room from the day before, one without a stick of furniture in it. Pearn and McArthur were already there, Pearn pacing the room in his desire to begin proceedings. George wondered what else they could possibly ask him and vowed anew not to mention the Drews. He was willing to lie if necessary; he could make up some other girl he’d seen and liked if he had to.


	“Woolfe, you will be glad to know that you have not been brought here to endure any more of my questions. Not today, at any rate. I have organised an identification parade. Do you know what that is?”


	George nodded.


	“I do, sir. But I have already been identified by my sister.”


	Pearn laughed.


	“No, no. The purpose of today’s parade is not to ascertain that you are George Woolfe. In fact, your name is irrelevant today. Most of the witnesses I have gathered did not know your name before it was in the papers. They believe they saw you on the night of the murder with the victim, but in order to satisfy the laws of this land, they must pick you out of a line-up.”


	“Sometimes people who say they were witnesses were not there at all,” McArthur spoke up for the first time. “It’s ghoulish, of course, but some get a thrill from being close to a case. They’ll say anything to be part of it. The line-up will weed them out, though it doesn’t allow for those who know the accused and have a separate grievance against them.”


	Pearn looking disapprovingly at his colleague.


	“Of course, mistakes will be made. But that’s why we don’t take the word of just one witness. Now, Woolfe, we have seven other men for your line-up and you may choose where you stand in the line. When we bring each witness in, and we have . . . “ He consulted his list, “five of them due in this morning, we will not interfere with them once they are brought in. They will walk the line alone so there is no possibility of prejudicial treatment. If you have any sense, you will look straight ahead and stay silent. Do not make eye contact with the witnesses. I will be giving precisely the same instructions to the volunteers.”


	It was cold in the room, colder even than George’s cell. There were no windows at eye-level, only a strip of glass running round the top of the wall. He understood now why there was no furniture; no one would be sitting down. The seven volunteers were led in. One of them looked excited to be there, but the others looked bored. George wondered how much they got paid for their troubles and whether they often did if work elsewhere was slow.


	Though the room wasn’t small, it felt cramped with so many people unfamiliar to each other in it. All of them looked at George when two constables led him forward to choose his place. Under their scrutiny, he felt his face redden and cursed his propensity to blush. He had always found it humiliating and remembered with a jolt how often Charlotte had teased him, just for the simple pleasure of watching the colour flood his cheeks. Now he realised it could be the end of him; a case partly constructed on the guilt inferred from such a harmless habit.


	He stood in front of the men and wondered where to put himself. None of them looked like him. He couldn’t object that any of them looked absurdly unlike him: no one was over six feet tall, or fat, or ginger-haired. But none of them had his sallow skin and black eyes. Perhaps it would be clever to go at the very end or very beginning of the line, no witness would expect that, would they? But he found himself choosing a more central position, as though the proximity of the strangers’ shoulders, and the warmth their bodies gave off, would be somehow fortifying.


	He was surprised to recognise the first witness, having assumed they would all be unknown to him, figures he had perhaps passed in the street near the Britannia or, much more worryingly, who had sat near him on the omnibuses to and from Tottenham. The man was named Dent, he remembered as if from nowhere. He was a barman at the Southgate Arms. George thought back to Christmas Eve, and where he had gone after leaving the Highbury house but before he met Charlotte on the bridge. He hadn’t gone to the Southgate, he was sure of it. Perhaps Dent had seen him on the bridge. That wouldn’t prove anything.


	He was a large man who George had only previously seen installed behind the bar. Away from his place of work he looked ungainly. He didn’t look ahead as he walked down the line but instead stared into each face carefully as he worked his way along. When he got to George, who had chosen a place two from the end of the line, he stopped a fraction longer, though his eyes darted away when George looked back at him. He had meant to heed Pearn’s warning not to meet any of the witness’ eyes but, knowing Dent, he found it impossible not to. Although he knew the barman only slightly—he and Charlotte frequenting the Rosemary Branch more often—he was grateful to him for lingering for just as long on the faces of the seventh and eighth men in the line, even though he must have recognised George. When he reached the end, he muttered something inaudible to McArthur, who was waiting poised with a notebook and pencil.


	The other four witnesses seemed to be strangers to George at first. They were brought in one at a time, two men and two women. The ladies evidently knew each other and when they were reunited at the end of the line they conferred in whispers until McArthur turned to frown at them. George supposed this was a day of excitement to them; they would go home giggling and gasping over it and then over dinner they would tell their families how close they had come to the Marshes Murderer that day. ‘I was so close to him he could have reached out and grabbed my throat,’ they would say, thrilled. He couldn’t tell whether they identified him correctly or not. One of them, stout in a dress she had long outgrown, had lingered when she reached one of the other fellows, though she also looked into George’s face long and hard. He had only just resisted looking back at her, willing his cheeks to remain cool.


	The two men he realised he did vaguely recognise. He was glad he couldn’t initially place their faces; thinking of it distracted him during the time they took their turns walking down the line towards him. One of them very deliberately took his time, George realised he was enjoying the power of it. He was a small man, slighter than George; he could have passed for a boy in his father’s cap from the back though his face was lined. He hardly bothered to look at the last two volunteers in the line and, unlike the others, George distinctly heard him give George’s number to McArthur.


	As he stood there, relieved he hadn’t collapsed or shouted out or given himself away any more than he could have helped it, he trawled back over that fateful evening before Christmas. Suddenly there they were, as clear as if he was back there looking at them the first time round, with Charlotte by his side as she sipped at her smeary glass of gin. It was the Park Hotel he knew them from and the realisation formed like a stone in his gut. They had come in just after he and Charlotte had sat down, only there had been four of them then. They had glanced over at Charlotte and he’d been cross about it. He hadn’t remembered them at first because at the time he’d only really been conscious of their friend. There had been something unsettling about his face that drew the eye. It wasn’t until George was back in his cell, the key turning in the door, that his memory gave up the image; the too-soft, unshaven cheeks and the child’s eyes.


	He’d sat there in the gloom for a time, only half-awake, when a clattering at the door announced someone’s arrival. He thought for a second that his father had been allowed to see him but this was dashed when he saw the bulky shadow of Inspector McArthur in the doorway. He was silent for a time, his eyes adjusting to the poor light in the cell. George waited and eventually the other man spoke softly.


	“You’re to speak to Chief Inspector Pearn again tomorrow morning so make sure you get some sleep. You’ll need your wits about you.”


	He was quiet again then, as though he wasn’t sure himself why he had come.


	“I was on my way home and thought I would put my head round the door,” he said finally.


	“Sir, can you tell me anything about the identification?” asked George. “I didn’t recognise anyone but Dent, the barman from the Southgate.” He felt guilty for lying to McArthur about the men he knew from the Park Hotel but it was far too late to admit to going anywhere with Charlotte after the Britannia. If they knew he had lied about that, there was no reason for them to believe anything else he said.


	“Perhaps I shouldn’t say but I don’t see what harm it can do. Pearn will tell you tomorrow anyway. Both the ladies picked you out, and the smaller fellow did too.”


	“But if one of them got it wrong couldn’t the others have made a mistake too?”


	“That’s not for me to decide. Pearn will want to ask you about it in the morning so I won’t say any more now. Goodnight, Woolfe. Try and get some rest.”


	The door clanged shut again and George listened to McArthur’s steps retreat slowly until he could no longer make them out above the other sounds in the station. The doors shutting, one always with a long, drawn-out shriek; the rubber soles of the constables’ boots squeaking along the hallways; the low hum of voices and scraping of furniture in the offices above him. Even in the smallest hours there was noise here and he was grateful for it, not wishing to hear Charlotte’s voice run on in his head instead.
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	When Clemmie had read the news that George had been arrested, her initial reaction had been relief, though she felt dreadful for it. She and Milly had been studying the paper each day between them and whispering so much that Mrs. Drew had been quite put out and reminded them of their manners.


	He was being held at Stoke Newington police station which, she realised with a fluttering in her stomach, was within walking distance of Aberdeen Park.


	“I will go and see him,” she said to Milly in the kitchen, where Mrs. Drew seldom ventured. “If I go when mother has her sleep in the afternoon she won’t even miss me.”


	“You will not go,” said Milly, her expression scandalised. “You, who has never gone to the haberdasher’s on Upper Street for a length of ribbon by yourself? Do you honestly think I would let you go prancing off to a police station in Stoke Newington in your kid slippers? I don’t think so, miss.”


	Seeing the tears well in Clemmie’s eyes, she softened her voice.


	“It wouldn’t do any good. He won’t be allowed to see anyone yet. Not while they’re questioning him. And if he is, it’ll be his family, not a lady from Highbury. You don’t know, Miss Clemmie, it might even make things worse for him, you showing up unannounced.”


	“But I would tell them that he’s a good person and that he wouldn’t have hurt anyone and they will have to listen to me.”


	Milly led her mistress over to a chair and pushed her gently down.


	“That’s just it, miss, they won’t listen. They’ll think you’re a nosy do-gooder at best, and a hysteric at worst. Besides, I won’t have you weakening yourself further. You’re still as pale as you were when you first saw about the murder in the Gazette and your mama’s fretting about it.”


	Clemmie suddenly looked up sharply and put down the cup of tea Milly had foisted on her.


	“What about you then?”


	“What about me?”


	“You could go and see George, ask at the station to see how he is. You could say you’re his sister. You’re dark and small like him and you could wear your old hat, they would believe you.”


	“You mean I look like I was dragged up in Hoxton? Thanks very much.”


	Clemmie grasped hold of Milly’s hand before she could flounce back to her polishing.


	“I didn’t mean it like that. You know what I mean, Milly. I so wish you would do this for me, if not for George. I think I will only get worse if I don’t hear some news of him that’s not in the paper. I might go mad if I sit here doing nothing any longer.”


	Milly was sceptical but then she looked down at Clemmie’s waxen complexion and wondered if she might risk it for her. If she said she was his sister, surely there was no harm in it. She doubted she would be able to see him, but perhaps her trying would put her mistress’s mind at rest. She wouldn’t have admitted it to anyone, but she was intrigued too. She loved her collection of dog-eared penny dreadfuls, which she kept stored in an old boot box under her bed in the attic, and she had never known anyone who was murdered before.


	“I’ll go,” she announced and was gratified to see some colour leach back into Clemmie’s smooth cheeks. “But if I do and I can’t get to see him then I don’t want you going on at me about it night and day, is that clear?”


	Clemmie embraced her fiercely, her eyes shining.


	“Oh, thank you, Milly. You are so good to me. I feel so much better already, knowing that we can do something. When can you go?”


	“Not today. Your mama’s bridge ladies are due at three and they’ll be wanting sandwiches and all sorts. Tomorrow afternoon is the earliest I can slip out without being missed.”


	Clemmie’s face fell briefly but then she smiled again: another day might not matter too much.


	“You mustn’t be expecting any miracles, mind. I don’t know what you think I can do for him.”


	Clemmie was hardly listening. If Milly could get word to George that she didn’t believe he had done it then perhaps it would strengthen him. She knew a desperate man would sometimes confess to a crime he hadn’t committed because he had lost all hope. Another idea formed in her head. If she told her godfather about it, he might be able to somehow intervene on George’s behalf. She was cross with herself that it hadn’t occurred to her before. Her father’s good friend Charles Booth had turned from being a wealthy shipping merchant into a well-known philanthropist, a champion for London’s poor. In a year he would be publishing the final volume of his great study.


	Clemmie darted up the stairs to her room. Her mother, hearing her light step from the drawing room, hoped that her daughter was finally recovering her spirits. When Clemmie reached her room she locked the door as silently as she could. She was forbidden to do it in case she fainted or was taken ill but no one would realise if she was quick. She drew a fresh sheet of paper out from inside her desk and dipped her pen in the inkwell. ‘Dear Uncle Charles,’ she began.
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	It was too warm in the interview room again. George thought they must do it on purpose, to fuddle the brains of the suspects. Pearn had loosened his tie and removed his jacket and McArthur looked distinctly uncomfortable, a sheen of perspiration visible on his face. As it was, George felt more alert than he had the last time he’d sat in the rickety wooden chair. One of the back legs was splitting and he pushed against it now with his weight, testing how far it would give. It reminded him of a loose tooth; he couldn’t leave it alone.


	Pearn had taken up his preferred spot by the window. George thought there was probably a welcome draught coming through the old sash frame.


	“Woolfe, I suppose you are wondering what the outcome of the identification parade was yesterday?”


	McArthur stared into the middle distance; he had clearly not told Pearn about his visit to the cells the previous evening. George nodded at Pearn.


	“You will answer ‘yes sir,’ not nod at me.”


	“Yes, sir.”


	“Well, we had what we might call a mixed bag of results. Some picked you out, others didn’t. Not that this sways me from my conviction, you understand. Witnesses are often confused when faced with an identity parade. They start to doubt their own recollections and get flustered. Did you recognise any of them, Woolfe?”


	“Only Dent, sir. The barman at the Southgate. I don’t know him to speak to as such, but he’s served me a drink before.”


	“You didn’t know any of the other four?”


	George shook his head.


	“What did I tell you, Woolfe? Not a minute ago.”


	He clenched his fists out of sight under the table. He knew he mustn’t lose his temper.


	“No, sir. I didn’t know any of the others.”


	“That’s strange because two of them instantly knew your face. Can you think where they might have known you from?”


	“No, sir. Perhaps they saw me outside the Britannia.”


	Pearn sighed. “So you still maintain you went no further with Miss Cheeseman than the theatre?”


	“Yes, sir.” George kept his eyes on the grain of the wooden table.


	There was a silence for a time, as Pearn resumed his habitual pacing. McArthur wiped his face with a handkerchief; his chair creaking dangerously as he tucked it back in his inside pocket.


	“So what about the other girl, then? I’m most intrigued about her.”


	The abrupt about-turn in the conversation confused George. He could feel his cursed cheeks redden as Pearn waited for his reply.


	“Are you blushing, Woolfe?” Pearn laughed uproariously.


	“It’s too warm in here, sir. It’s the fire, that’s all.”


	“It is hot, sir,” said McArthur quietly. “Perhaps we could open the window a crack.”


	Pearn glared at them both and then went over to the window and wrenched it open a couple of inches.


	“You haven’t answered my question. Who is the other girl you liked so much better than Charlotte that you needed to get rid of her? I paraphrase your own letter, of course.”


	George cast his mind around, rejecting names and faces of girls he barely knew. All of them seemed improbable and, besides, he didn’t want anyone else dragged in here. Pearn suddenly appeared at his side, looming over him.


	“Woolfe, you will answer my question immediately.” His voice was low and George flinched at the menace in it.


	“She was just a girl I took a liking to. Nothing happened between us. Her name was Milly.” He gulped as he said the name but it was all he could think of with Pearn’s eyes boring into him.


	“And does Milly have a surname?”


	“I don’t know it.”


	“Where does she live?”


	“I don’t know that either. I’ve seen her at the market a few times, that’s all. We talked for a few minutes.”


	Pearn looked sceptical. “And you formed an attachment to this girl on the basis of a few snatched minutes of conversation about the price of meat at the market? How very romantic.”


	“I was angry when I wrote the note to Charlotte, I told you. I just wanted to hurt her.”


	“So you admit you had violent feelings towards her?”


	“No, I don’t mean it like that. I mean that I wanted to hurt her feelings as she had hurt mine.”


	Pearn sat down and drew his chair in so he was directly opposite George.


	“It’s a peculiar thing, but the two men who came to identify you yesterday were together when they saw you, and yet only one of them knew your face.”


	“I’m surprised either of them did, they’d drunk enough.”


	George answered vaguely, his mind on Milly and whether he had mentioned her to anyone in relation to the Highbury. He was quite sure he had not, even to Cissy. Pearn spoke again, his voice casual.


	“And how would you know that they were drinking if you’d never seen them before yesterday?”


	George heard a rushing sound in his head and closed his eyes briefly. When he opened them, both Pearn and McArthur were looking intently at him. Pearn’s mouth had twisted slightly, as though he was suppressing a smile.


	“They stank of drink when they came in yesterday, that’s what I meant by it. I could smell them from where I stood in the line. I don’t think they’d know who they’d seen and when.”


	“See, I don’t think that’s what you meant at all, Mr. Woolfe. I think you saw them precisely where they claim to have seen you with the victim. In the saloon bar of the Park Hotel in Tottenham. I am right, am I not?”


	George hung his head and slowly nodded. They knew now, there was no point making up further lies.


	“I didn’t hurt her though. Just because I was in Tottenham with her, it doesn’t mean I did anything to her.”


	“Let us see. We have at least one witness who saw you with the victim at the Park Hotel around ten or eleven o’clock. The same witness saw a disagreement between the two of you. When he looked again, both of you had gone. Did she try and leave and you chased her onto the marsh, where you brutally killed her? Is that how it went?”


	“No, sir. It wasn’t like that.”


	Pearn got up and swept his papers off the desk.


	“I think that’s enough for the time being, don’t you, Inspector?”


	McArthur got wearily to his feet.


	“I think I am ready for a spot of lunch,” said Pearn. “We will reconvene at three.”


	George was hardly aware of the short journey back to his cell. The rushing sound in his head had not retreated. Back on the hard slab of his bed, he felt numb and lay on his back, staring unseeing up at the low ceiling. He realised he also felt lighter and wondered if it was because the weight of some of his lies had dissolved.
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	As the afternoon drew on, Clemmie periodically went to the window to look at the sky. If it rained she thought that Milly might refuse to go to the police station. Though the early morning had been much brighter, the only clouds hanging lightly on the sky like gossamer, she thought the weather would hold.


	Milly was in her father’s study dusting when Clemmie found her. It was strange to think of both George and the dead girl sitting in this very room on Christmas Eve. It made her shudder slightly, the goosebumps rising on her pale arms. Milly caught sight of her.


	“I haven’t forgotten,” she said, rolling her eyes. “I’ll finish this and then I’ll be off. I’ve told your mother that I need to buy some silver polish and she believed me right enough. Why wouldn’t she after having me do that whole service yesterday. My hands are aching today something chronic from it.”


	She rubbed her joints and then continued to poke her feather duster in between the captain’s books.


	“Milly, do you know what you’re going to say?” asked Clemmie.


	“Don’t worry, I’m sure I’ll think of something.”


	When Milly stepped out just before half past two she was surprised at how mild the weather was. It felt as though spring was close at hand, but she’d seen the weather forecast. The east winds were on their way and soon it would feel like the dead of winter again. She felt a kernel of excitement in her belly at the thought of her adventure. She had no idea what she would say to George if she actually managed to be admitted to see him; the challenge for her was getting to him in the first place. She’d always been a good liar. Nothing big, and she’d never done anything dishonest at the house more than taken some sugar home with her. She couldn’t risk losing her place there and she loved Clemmie too much besides. She was as good as gold these days but it had been a useful trick to be able to tell a convincing fib when she was young. When she and her friend Edith had stolen a box of chalk from school, it was so easy to say that Edith had made her when it was in fact Milly’s plan. By the end of it, even Edith thought the plan was of her own devising with Milly as her naive accomplice. The two of them remained friends to this day; Edith had married Milly’s brother.


	When she reached the police station on Stoke Newington’s high street, she felt a brief spasm of nerves in her belly, but it was too late to turn back. Her pride wouldn’t allow her and, besides, she would never hear the end of it from Miss Clemmie. The front desk was manned by a young constable who was cultivating a moustache, albeit rather unsuccessfully. He was straightening the pencils, ink and paper in front of him as she approached and she wondered how many times he’d done it already during his shift.


	“Can I help you?” he asked, not returning Milly’s smile.


	“Yes, I hope you can. I’ve come to visit someone you’re holding here. He’s been arrested.”


	The young constable looked up sharply at her words. There was only one prisoner in the cells at present, the only other one they’d had in was a drunk and he’d been released that morning. He’d left his cell in a dreadful state.


	“Who are you, miss?”


	Milly hesitated, wondering if she dared.


	“I’m George Woolfe’s sister. I’ve come to see if he’s alright. I can’t see it would do any harm for me to talk to him for five minutes.”


	He looked suspiciously at her, pretending to consider the matter for a time. Milly smiled, pinching the flesh on the back of her hand between her nails so she didn’t give him what for. He could only have been eighteen if he was a day. Finally, he wrote something in the ledger on the counter and then fetched a bunch of keys from a small cupboard hung on the wall.


	She couldn’t quite believe she’d done it until the constable stopped halfway down the long corridor and unlocked a door with a scraping of metal against metal. He nodded her in and locked it securely again.


	“You’ve got five minutes,” he called through the gap just above Milly’s head.


	While they waited for his steps to retreat she and George simply stared at each other. He broke the silence first.


	“How did you manage it? They haven’t told me but I know my father and sister must have come to see me and they didn’t let them down here, not even to speak to me through the door.”


	Milly shrugged and grinned at him, jubilant now that her heart had stopped hammering so hard in her chest.


	“But why are you here, Milly? I don’t understand.”


	“I’m not sure I do, George. Miss Clemmie wanted me to come, and she’s always been able to twist me round her little finger. I don’t know how she does it, no one else can.”


	“She sent you?” Stunned, George let his head fall back against the bricks with a thud.


	“She saw the story in the paper before they got you. She was bad enough then but when she read about your arrest I thought she was going to have to take to her bed, she’s been that worried.”


	“I never imagined that . . . “


	“Look, George, she’s convinced you’ve done no wrong. That this has all been cooked up by the police because they don’t have anyone else. But I don’t know. When I first heard about it I agreed with her. You’re hardly the type, are you? Far too sensitive for it, I thought. He’d never stomach it, even if he hated her, and I’m guessing she did something bad when she come and seen the Captain. He couldn’t get you out of the house any quicker on Christmas Eve.”


	She stopped and looked and George intently.


	“But the longer I think about it, the more I don’t understand. Why would you run away if you hadn’t done nothing wrong?”


	“I know how it looks, Milly, and that’s the trouble. But I swear on Miss Clemmie’s life that I didn’t touch Charlotte. I was furious with her, yes. She made up all these lies about me to Captain Drew to make sure I could never go back there. She was jealous that I had something there that she didn’t. That a piece of me wasn’t hers anymore. But when I saw it in the papers I was desperate, I couldn’t think straight. She hadn’t been identified but I knew it was her. She was dead and though I’d known it in my bones, it was awful to read it and know for sure.”


	George put his head in his hands but the words rushed on, slightly muffled so that Milly moved closer to him.


	“So I went straight to her sister’s, to tell her I thought the murdered girl was Charlotte, but when I got there it was crawling with police. I got on the first bus I could. When I saw this recruiting sergeant I thought it was fate or something. Like it was my last chance to escape.’


	Milly nodded slowly.


	“You shouldn’t have run, George. It makes you look guilty.”


	“I know that now, don’t I?” He looked up at her, his eyes red. He suddenly laughed, the sound bitter.


	“The worst of it is that I might have got away. I would have been on a ship for Africa in a couple of weeks and the police didn’t have a clue where I was. But I couldn’t just disappear without seeing my dad again. I went back and someone saw me in my uniform.”


	“I thought they’d found you quick.”


	She sat down next to him and put her small hand on his arm.


	“Well, if it’s any comfort then Miss Clemmie hasn’t doubted you for a minute. I don’t think you did it, either. I never did, really, and now you’ve explained, I can see how it might happen like that.”


	“It is a comfort to me. A great comfort. Will you tell her how she cheered me up?”


	“You don’t look very cheery,” said Milly, smiling sadly.


	George laughed and then gulped, rubbing at his eyes with a grubby sleeve.


	“You’ll explain to her how it went, won’t you? Just in case she’s wondering why I would run away like you did.”


	“Of course I will. George, if you didn’t do it then they won’t have enough proof, will they? You’ll be alright. You can’t trust these inspectors. They just want to get someone under arrest quick—otherwise the papers have them up for being useless. When—if it gets to court, it’ll be different there.”


	She patted his arm and stood. Her sharp ears had caught the footsteps of the constable coming to fetch her. As she followed the constable back up the stairs and out into the reception she wondered if her visit had been futile. She didn’t think so; she had seen the hope light in his eyes, just as Miss Clemmie had wished. The situation was grim, though. She wouldn’t dream of saying so to her delicate mistress but George would be lucky not to hang for this, whatever she had just told him. There was little Londoners loved more than a good murder trial and there was no other suspect on the horizon.


	Back at the front desk, she thanked the constable.


	“Before you go, I have to fill in the rest of this ledger,” he said imperiously. “Sister of George Woolfe is all I’ve got. What was your first name again?”


	Suddenly he stiffened, his eyes fixed at a point over her shoulder. She turned to see a large fair-haired man there, his smart hat still on his head and his coat buttoned up. She noticed his manicured hands, far whiter than her own.


	“I am sorry to interrupt but did I hear correctly that you are George Woolfe’s sister?” He smiled at her though his eyes were cold. She hesitated but found she couldn’t look away from the man’s intense gaze.


	“You did.”


	He smiled widely and straightened up. He was even taller than she’d thought.


	“How fascinating. I have met George Woolfe’s sister. In fact, I spent two entire days with her, touring the barracks in and around London. And she was certainly not you.”


	Milly paled as he spoke but replied only a beat late.


	“I’m his older sister, aren’t I?”


	“Ah, his older sister. I see. And what would your name be then?”


	“Milly,” she said defiantly. What was her Christian name to him?


	The man raised an eyebrow and then nodded.


	“Well, I must say this is excellent timing. I was talking to our Mr. Woolfe about you only this morning.”


	Confusion flooded Milly’s face. Why would George have mentioned her? He must have been telling them about his visits to Highbury. He hadn’t said. When she got hold of him, she would wring his neck for mentioning the Drews. She dropped her voice and moved away from the desk and the hearing of the youthful constable.


	“So maybe I’m not his sister. I’m . . . a friend of his. I wanted to see he was alright, that’s all. He didn’t kill that poor girl. I know him and he’s not the type.”


	“Milly, if I may call you that? Why don’t you come with me and perhaps we can untangle this rather convoluted tale somewhere more private.”


	She stepped backwards, wondering if she could bolt. Pearn saw her glance towards the door.


	“You’re not in trouble, my dear. Not at all. In fact, you might well be able to help your friend Mr. Woolfe. He’s been somewhat confused himself but I think we are nearly at the bottom of the thing now.”


	He ushered her through a door, the young constable craning to watch as they disappeared down the long corridor towards the room with the lit fire, wondering if he might be in trouble too.


	In the quiet of the stuffy room, George’s recently severed connection with the Drews soon tumbled out of Milly. Within half an hour he had ushered her back out onto the street. As he watched her scurry off down the road, unsure whether she had done wrong or not, he smiled to himself. Making his way to the room behind the counter, he found McArthur sitting slumped in an easy chair, a thick wedge of pound cake raised to his lips.


	“Ah, here you are, inspector. I hoped I would find you.”


	McArthur looked up at him quizzically. On his return from a solitary lunch, the young constable on the desk had told him that Pearn was interviewing Woolfe’s sister. He hadn’t known what to make of that: Cissy Woolfe had surely had every last scrap of information on her brother wrung out of her by his superior already.


	“You may have heard I had a little visitor this afternoon. Well, that’s not strictly true. In point of fact, she came to see Woolfe. That imbecile Biggs on the desk let her go down and see him, claimed no one had told him Woolfe wasn’t allowed visitors. Fortunately I intercepted her on her way out. Complete chance, really,” Pearn was extremely pleased with himself. McArthur waited for him to continue.


	“You remember that Woolfe mentioned a new girl in his note that he had taken a fancy to. Well, who should turn up claiming to be his sister this afternoon—his older sister, mark you—but a young woman who goes by the name of Milly.”


	McArthur put his piece of cake down.


	“Ah, there’s more yet, inspector. According to her, Milly is not his sweetheart, let alone his sister, though Constable Biggs believed the latter readily enough. She’s the general maid at a house on Aberdeen Park, close to Highbury Fields. It belongs to a merchant seaman by the name of Drew. Apparently, our Mr. Woolfe has become a regular visitor to the house and made himself quite indispensable before Christmas running errands and the like.


	“It transpires that he’s more the dark horse than we gave him credit for. According to the maid, something happened on Christmas Eve and Woolfe was sent from the house in disgrace by Captain Drew during some sort of festive gathering. She said she didn’t know why, it was none of her business, and became very tight-lipped after that. I let her go then, but I suggest we pay a visit to Aberdeen Park. There’s more to this. A good deal more.”


	McArthur nodded and brushed the cake crumbs from his lap.


	“Shall I go, sir?”


	“Yes, why don’t you go in the morning? Unfortunately the good captain is away at sea but I expect you’ll find Mrs. Drew at home. Not much tends to get past the mistress of a house so I’m sure she’ll be able to answer all our questions.”


	McArthur reached for his notebook to scribbled down the names.


	“One other thing, Inspector. The maid mentioned a daughter, turned sixteen a few months ago. She and Woolfe were often in each other’s company, or so I gather. Apparently she’s been quite out of sorts since Woolf was brought in.”


	McArthur’s eyes widened.


	“You think he . . . ”


	“In the first place, I don’t believe that the maid is being quite honest about her own relations with him. Why else would he mention her name this morning as the girl he preferred in the note? As to your unspoken question, inspector, I also think it very possible that after growing tired of the maid Woolfe went on to seduce Miss Drew and her father subsequently found out. This would explain his mysterious ejection from the Christmas Eve party. I think in believing this to be a mundane case of domestic violence taken too far we may have underestimated our Mr.Woolfe.”
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	By the time Milly turned into Aberdeen Park, the wind was getting up. She thought about George, left behind in his bare cell. One of the panes in the barred window had been cracked; there would be a terrible draught coming through it now.


	Before going up to the house, she went over to the small green in the centre of the street’s loop and let herself into the diminutive churchyard by the gate there. The church itself was deserted at this hour but she found herself tiptoeing as she approached the red-brick building. She didn’t go to church herself now she had left home, secretly believing it to be a lot of nonsense, especially all that evangelical bible-thumping they did in Islington at the new church there. At least here, at St. Saviour’s, the congregation had a bit of dignity. It had been built for the Catholics, Catholicism being much more proper in Milly’s view. She thought that if you were going to go in for all that, then church ought to be about being meek and respectful. She liked a bit of ornamentation too; a bit of gilt and fancy work to look at when the sermon went on too long.


	She let herself in, surprised that the door wasn’t locked. Perhaps there was an evening service later. She wasn’t sure why what had made her come in, she had never bothered before, but as she took in the surroundings she was glad she had. It was always peaceful on Aberdeen Park. The road’s entrance, giving off the appearance of a private estate, did not encourage strangers to leave the main road to explore it, though there was nothing to stop them. Many people who thought they knew Highbury’s streets inside-out had never discovered it at all. Inside the church, however, Milly found a different degree of stillness. Even the sound of her breath echoed off the cool flagstones and the intricate tiles on the walls.


	She sat down in a pew near the back and bowed her head. The last of the afternoon’s light filtered down through the stained glass windows to colour her in shades of gold and green.


	Her eyes closed and the weight off her feet, she thought back to the station and the interview with Chief Inspector Pearn. The room had been stifling, but he hadn’t opened the window. She was no fool but he really was a clever one, Pearn, that was for certain. He had seemed to know so much about it all: her name for one thing. She still thought it was curious that George hadn’t thought to mention that to her. She supposed he’d forgotten and yet she still couldn’t shake the feeling that she’d been tricked, though in no way she could put her finger on. Surely there was nothing she’d told Pearn he didn’t already know. A man like him knew everything, saw everything, he would know all there was to know about poor George Woolfe. But even as she reassured herself, her stomach remained clenched with apprehension.


	Clasping her hands together, she muttered a short prayer, feeling like a charlatan as she did. She wished she could stay for longer—she could think clearly in the cool space—but Clemmie would be getting worried, not to mention Mrs. Drew.


	Sure enough, Clemmie had been hovering around the hallway for some time, behaviour that had further exasperated Mrs. Drew and ultimately led to her early retirement upstairs with a headache. Milly found herself accosted before she had closed the heavy front door, the whining of the wind shut off as she did.


	“Here you are at last! I thought I would go mad waiting for you to return. It’s nearly dark and I couldn’t think where you’d got to. I was beginning to worry that you’d been imprisoned yourself.” The words spilled out of her in a deluge.


	Milly frowned at her and beckoned Clemmie to follow her to the back of the house.


	“Now, miss, you must calm yourself. If you don’t, then I just don’t think it’s wise that I tell you anything. The state you’re getting yourself in before I’ve even taken off my coat, I don’t know.”


	Clemmie clenched her jaw with impatience but was quiet, allowing Milly to check that cook was busily employed and Mrs. Drew safely out the way.


	“First of all, I did see him.” Clemmie gasped with excitement at this, but then stifled it when she saw Milly’s black look.


	“He’s not looking too bad. I’ve seen worse to come out of a night or two in a cell. Like you thought, he swears he didn’t do it, didn’t hurt her, but I must say it’s not looking good for him. If I was the judge I’d think it was probably him.”


	“Milly, how can you say it?”


	“I’m just telling you what I think, miss, I didn’t say you’d like it. As it stands, he’s in a good deal of trouble. He never should have run off when he did. Anyone would think that was a sure sign of his guilt.” She stopped at looked down at her hands.


	“Go on, what else did he say?”


	“He said it was a great comfort to hear that you’d never believed he could do it.”


	“I’m glad, but there’s something else. Tell me, Milly.”


	Milly took a deep breath, her face still but her work roughened hands trembling.


	“When I come out from seeing George, there was this man there. Tall, he was, with a nice coat on. Didn’t like his face though. It was handsome enough but there was cruelty in it.” She looked over at Clemmie, who stood enthralled, her dark eyes like saucers in her small face.


	“He overheard that I’d said I was George’s sister but he had already met George’s sister, he said.”


	“Oh no,” said Clemmie, her hand clapped over her mouth.


	“He took me off to this room, like an oven it was, and asked me all these questions. I was frightened of him, miss, but he said I might be able to help George if I told the truth. I didn’t think that was likely, by the look of him I couldn’t imagine him helping anyone, but I didn’t know what else to do.”


	She looked down sheepishly.


	“I thought he was going to lock me away if I didn’t tell the truth. And the heat from the fire in there was making my head spin.”


	“What did you tell him?”


	“I don’t think I said anything he didn’t know about George but I did have to say where I worked. He’d got it into his head that I was his sweetheart, said he’d heard my name from George earlier today, and that confused me. I didn’t want him thinking I was involved. I’ve heard of girls who persuade their man to get rid of their intended and I couldn’t have him thinking I was one of them. I had to give the address though, he said I must.”


	She hung her head but Clemmie covered the maid’s hands with her own. When she spoke she sounded suddenly older.


	“It’s not your fault, Milly. You were right to tell the truth. It’s always better that way and we don’t have anything to hide here, do we? The police can speak to me if they wish and I’ll tell them what a good person George is and not a . . . not a violent sort of man at all. Listen, Milly, I have sent a note to my Uncle Charles. He will know what to do.”
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	A carriage pulled up sharply outside no.9 Aberdeen Place and a sprightly old man got out and tipped the driver.


	“Thank you, Mr. Booth,” he said from his high seat, taking the coin and doffing his hat. Snapping the whip with a flick of his wrist, the carriage moved off again, the clopping of the horses’ hooves echoing around the quiet street.


	Booth looked up and spotted his goddaughter at an upstairs window, gazing down at him with an anxious look that wasn’t like her.


	“Now what on earth can this be all about?” he muttered to himself as he climbed the steps and rang the bell.


	When Milly opened the door and bobbed deferentially without a word he grew even more perplexed. The little maid was generally ill-mannered towards him and he always rather looked forward to her cheek. Before he got his hat and coat off, Clemmie was upon him, clasping his hands between her own.


	“Oh, Uncle Charles, I am so glad to see you.”


	“My dear Clemency, you have an old man quite confounded. What is all this cloak and dagger business about? Your letter read like a ransom note.”


	“Is that Mr. Booth, come for a visit?” Mrs. Drew could be heard getting to her feet. “What a wonderful surprise!”


	She bustled into view, pinching her cheeks as she did. She didn’t notice Clemmie’s pleading look aimed at Booth. He paused only a moment.


	“Good morning, my dear Mrs. Drew. You look in rude health, if I may say so. I hope you don’t mind my calling by, admittedly entirely uninvited.”


	He looked at Clemmie as he said this, a smile playing at the corner of his lips. She smiled back gratefully.


	“Of course we don’t mind. It’s always an honour. But will you excuse me, Mr. Booth? I must see that Milly fetches us some elevenses. We are only a little early for it. Clemmie, take our guest through to the drawing room. I see that he has already put a smile back on your face. For that alone, Mr. Booth, you are more than welcome here.”


	Clemmie led Booth to the sofa and sat close to him, taking his hands once again.


	“Now what is this all about, my dear?” he asked. “You don’t seem at all yourself.”


	“Please don’t tell mama what I’m going to tell you. Do you promise?”


	Booth frowned slightly though he patted her hand for reassurance.


	“I don’t think I can promise any such thing. Why don’t you tell me what’s worrying you so much. You said in your letter it was a matter of life or death. I only got it last night when I returned home from my club or I would have come sooner.”


	Clemmie knew her mother would be back very shortly; she had no choice but to tell him. She would worry about him telling her mother later.


	“Do you remember George Woolfe, uncle?”


	“The birdcage boy? Of course, though I had forgotten his name. A face I never forget but names will often elude me. I spoke to him briefly outside when I arrived for the party on Christmas Eve though I didn’t see him after that, now that I think of it. What of him?”


	“Have you not read the newspapers these last few days?”


	“Only the Times, my dear, and even that very fleetingly. I have been writing up my notes for the final volumes of Life and Labour these last few days and I get so absorbed in it that I have to be reminded to eat my dinner or go to bed. Calling in at the club yesterday was an idea of my dear wife’s. I think she wanted me out of the study so the maid could tidy it.”


	Clemmie almost interrupted him, knowing her mother would be back, but just managed to stay her tongue. She would have to go directly to the heart of the matter.


	“George has been arrested for murder.”


	Booth blanched and sat back in his seat.


	“Murder? It’s not possible.”


	“Did you not hear about the girl who was killed on Tottenham Marshes?”


	“On Christmas morning, wasn’t it? I heard the newsboys hollering about it. Dreadful thing. But, I can’t believe this—they think George Woolfe is responsible?”


	“She was his . . . sweetheart, his intended. He never mentioned her but it said in the paper that they had been courting for months.”


	“I wouldn’t believe everything you read in the papers, my dear. What do they have on him?”


	Clemmie looked confused, her eyes darting from his to the hall where she expected her mother to appear any moment.


	“I mean, on what grounds have they arrested him other than the fact of their courtship?”


	“Oh, it’s a terrible mess,” Clemmie buried her face in her hands. “I just know he can’t have done it but he must have been frightened the police would think it was him so he ran away. He joined the army under a false name. His poor sister had to identify him at the barracks. He’s been kept at Stoke Newington police station since Sunday.”


	Booth handed her a clean handkerchief and sighed deeply.


	“Clemmie, his running away rather points to his guilt, don’t you think so?”


	“It wasn’t George,” she said stubbornly. “He wouldn’t have hurt her. He isn’t like that. Think back to when you met him. He’s a gentle sort of person, isn’t it? Not rough at all. I knew he hadn’t done it but then Milly went to see him and he confirmed it. We must do something to help him. He has no one to defend him but us. They won’t even let his father visit him.”


	Booth’s brow furrowed as he tried to absorb all that Clemmie was saying.


	“Milly went to see him? But why?”


	“I persuaded her to. I couldn’t bear to do nothing any longer. I was waiting for the newspaper to arrive each day, unable to sleep, but entirely impotent. I thought that George would just give up all hope unless he got word that his friends didn’t believe he could do such an unspeakable thing. I thought that if I could get word to him, through Milly, then it would give him strength. So that he wouldn’t sign a false confession.” She handed him the newspaper story.


	If the situation hadn’t been so dire, Booth thought he might have laughed. Clemmie was in such earnest; he wondered if she had been reading too many crime novellas, what with her talk of confessions forced out by desperate policemen. And yet, he couldn’t connect the memory he had of George Woolfe with any sordid murder. If there was something he had learnt from his research, it was that nothing could be lightly assumed about the city’s mass of impoverished. To say that all but the oldest and most infirm were part of the undeserving poor; that sufficient hard work was enough to lift any man out of the mire was a gross injustice.


	He had once dismissed reports that so many of London’s inhabitants were truly needy. He was a Conservative and had despised those that would wring their hands over the city’s poor while they continued to enjoy their own inherited privileges. But when he had embarked on his walks around some of London’s most blighted parishes he had come to agree with those do-gooders, as he had always called them, though he hoped he avoided the worst of their condescension. Those thousands who worked hand to mouth had no source of appeal when they were in trouble with the law. George was now one of their number.


	Mrs. Drew hurried in then and sank gratefully into her chair.


	“Mr. Booth, I do hope my daughter isn’t bothering you with her whispering.”


	She smiled benevolently at the pair of them, but she was irritated by Clemency’s odd behaviour. She’d been huddled talking sotto voce to the maid only the previous day. At first she had been glad to see Clemmie had shaken off some of the torpor that had stricken her since Christmas but Mrs. Drew wasn’t sure she preferred the nervous excitement that had mysteriously replaced it.


	Milly came in then, her cap only just visible above the loaded tray she carried. Mrs. Drew felt a little brighter at its arrival and stood to fuss around the maid while she poured tea into the best cups.


	“Mr.Booth, will you take a piece of our lemon gingerbread? It’s very good. I must say I’ve grown rather partial to it. It warms up the blood on these chilly mornings.”


	“I am very tempted, madam, but the man who makes my suits will thank me if I choose the seed cake instead. Just a small slice please, Milly.” Booth winked at Clemmie who, despite her seriousness, half smiled.


	They ate in silence for a time, Milly hovering near the fireplace straightening ornaments so that she didn’t miss any of the conversation. Eventually Booth cleared his throat and set down his cup with a tinkle of brittle china. Mrs. Drew looked at him expectantly and Milly stopped her tinkering. Clemmie looked down at her slippers and clasped her knees so hard that her knuckles turned white.


	“Mrs. Drew, I felt I must pay a visit when I saw the news. I apologise again for calling in unannounced but I felt that time was of the essence.”


	Mrs. Drew leant forward in her seat, forgetting about her last shard of gingerbread.


	“I never read the papers, Mr. Booth. I find them far too disturbing. There are so many scoundrels abroad—as you might very well know from your perambulations around the city with the police.”


	Booth sighed very quietly.


	“I think it very wise of you not to read the more sensationalist press. You would think from reading them that a person could scarcely go about their business without feeling a blade in their ribs.”


	Mrs. Drew’s plump hands fluttered near her mouth and her eyes widened.


	“My point, madam, which I must get to, is that a great deal of progress has been made in the last half century. Not at any point have I felt especially fearful for my safety, even walking around the worst—the most infamous—streets of St. Giles or Whitechapel. You must remember that at one time these streets were so lawless that not even the most foolhardy policeman would venture down them. Thankfully, that time has passed.”


	“Sir, you surely do not claim that there are no criminals left in London?”


	“Of course not. There are streets, marked in black on the poverty maps I have devised, that harbour many criminals, some of them vicious. The criminal element can never be entirely eradicated. But while those streets are hardly less poor than they always were, I believe they are somewhat safer.”


	Booth became aware that Clemmie was looking intently at him, one of her little slippers drumming with impatience on the floor.


	“Listen to me discussing my work once again. I will drift from subject to subject, and I apologise. Mrs. Drew, I asked you whether you had seen the papers. The reason I enquire is that there is bad news concerning a mutual acquaintance of ours.”


	Mrs. Drew, who had picked up her gingerbread again, let it fall to the plate with a clatter.


	“Oh dear! Tell me quick, Mr. Booth, or I shall faint.”


	“Madam, you must remain calm or I will not risk telling you.”


	Mrs. Drew became very still, her flush fading.


	“I am quite well, please continue.”


	“You remember George Woolfe?”


	She nodded, eyes narrowing with disapproval as she glanced over at her daughter, whose eyes remained downcast.


	“There is no delicate way of saying this. He has been arrested for the murder of a girl called Charlotte Cheeseman. She was a girl he had been courting for some time. Their families believed they would be married soon.”


	“She was the girl who came to see father about George, mama,” Clemmie added softly.


	Mrs. Drew sat stunned, fanning herself with her napkin. Eventually she spoke.


	“I can’t comprehend it. A girl that was here is now dead, and George her killer? It’s impossible. Oh, and that poor baby, murdered too.”


	“There was no pregnancy,” said Booth gently, after a pause and with a look over at Clemmie. “The papers are very quick to report it when there is. That must have been an invention of Miss Cheeseman’s.”


	“Well, I suppose that is something. So . . . he hadn’t thrown her over because she was with child, after all. She lied about it to my husband for what reason, then? Does he say he is innocent?”


	Milly spoke up then and Mrs. Drew remained too shocked to think her impertinent.


	“He swears he never touched her, ma’am, and I believe him. He said he was with her that evening and they quarrelled but she was fine when he left her.”


	“You’ve seen him?”


	“I made her go,” Clemmie spoke out clearly.


	“You? Dear me, this is too much to take in.”


	“Mrs. Drew,” said Booth, “this is a shock to all of us. However, as we sit in this elegant room eating our elevenses, Mr. Woolfe is locked up for a murder he claims he didn’t commit. He has not been allowed to see his family since his arrest; that Milly got in to see him for a few minutes was sheer luck. Until I have spoken to him myself I do not know what I believe, but I do think he deserves that much.


	“The murder happened in the early hours of Christmas morning, on Tottenham Marshes. Due to the timing of it, and the grisly injuries inflicted on the poor girl, the press were clamouring for an arrest. Now they’ve made one, they want a trial and no doubt a hanging shortly afterwards. Remember, George has no recourse to any influence or money. I would like to make sure that justice is served, that is all.”


	Clemmie looked anxiously at her mother, gauging her reaction. She thought for some time but when she spoke again she seemed newly determined.


	“I do believe you’re right, Mr. Booth. I was so disappointed when George let us down but if that poor girl lied about being with child then it puts quite a different complexion on George’s conduct in our house. We must certainly give him the benefit of the doubt, mustn’t we? What can we do?”


	Clemmie rushed over to kiss her mother and almost upset her teacup in her rush.


	“Is this why you have been so secretive, my dear? I thought you must be plotting against me in some way.”


	“I think the most sensible course of action is for me to go straight to the police station and see if I can’t get in to see him,” said Booth. “The Stoke Newington station is not far from here and I know a few of the constables there, thanks to my tours. One of them was very amenable, name of Mason—I looked up my notes this morning or I never would have remembered. By a strange coincidence it was he who brought me to this street in the same week we also toured Stoke Newington. Of course I didn’t tell him I knew it quite well already.”


	“Will you go now?” asked Clemmie.


	“I can see no reason why not. As they say, there is no time like the present. I think I will walk there, it won’t take fifteen minutes and the exercise will do me good”


	Clemmie caught hold of his sleeve.


	“Will you send us news whatever happens? Please, uncle.”


	Booth kissed her hand.


	“I thought you might say that. Of course I will.”


	He strode away in the weak sunshine, waving to them with his umbrella before the bend in the road took him out of sight. Just as he did, a carriage passed close by him. It slowed to a stop outside the house but none of the three women standing at the door recognised the portly man who got out.
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	Mr. Woolfe looked up as Cissy suddenly got to her feet. “I’m going up there again,” she said. “It’s not like I’m getting any work done here.”


	“They won’t let you see him, Cissy.” Mr. Woolfe got up carefully, wincing as he straightened his back. “Do you not think I’ve tried?”


	Cissy put her best hat on and fastened it on with a pearl pin of her mother’s.


	“I know you have, dad. But it’s worth another try, isn’t it? I’ve written out a note to him this time. Perhaps someone will take it down to him, even if they won’t let me see him.”


	Mr. Woolfe nodded.


	“Of course it’s worth a go. As long as you’re feeling up to it. You’re a good girl, Cissy. I don’t think my back will let me go up there today or I’d come with you.”


	The wind hadn’t abated since the previous day, if anything it had strengthened. Cissy’s slender frame was buffeted by it and she had to hold her hat on, the other hand keeping her cloak from billowing out behind her and allowing the wind’s icy fingers to penetrate her thin dress.


	She hadn’t been to the police station yet. She had told her father she was ill, worn out from her nail-biting tour of London, Middlesex and half of Surrey’s barracks with Chief Inspector Pearn. By the time she was forced to identify George in Kingston, her fear of Pearn had turned to hate. She had seen the triumph in his face, a flash of his big white teeth and then everything had gone black. That was the last she had seen of her brother and the truth of it was that she was scared of seeing him, knowing how she had betrayed him and what he must think of her as a result. Her father had said she had no choice but she thought a better, braver sister would have lied to the end. That she had also fainted made her yet more ashamed, when it was George who was in such trouble and not her. She cringed anew at the memory of it as she walked north to Stoke Newington.


	She was not sure what she would do if they did let her down to see him. She had only come because she thought it so unlikely; her father had had no luck and he’d gone every one of the four days since George had been brought there. Her mission was to deliver the note. In it she had explained why she had been such a coward in the barracks, why she had not been able to lie or stop her brain from closing down with the horror of it all.


	The roads close to the police station were leafier than Cissy was accustomed to. In the high winds the topmost branches were being battered. Brittle twigs, long bare of leaves, had already been scattered across the streets. Cissy looked up anxiously at the creaking limbs and hurried on, fearful that she would be crushed if she didn’t.


	When she reached it, the station’s door was difficult to wrench back, the wind pushing obstinately against it. Eventually she tumbled in, the door slamming behind her and the sudden quiet making her remember with a lurch why she was here.


	The man at the desk was young, younger even than George, his hair self-consciously smoothed into place with too much pomade. He didn’t return Cissy’s smile, though she supposed it looked like more of a grimace, such were her nerves.


	“I’m here to ask about George Woolfe,” she said, so softly that the constable leant forward in spite of himself. “I’m his sister.”


	He snorted at that and let out a short, barking laugh.


	“Another sister, eh? I suppose a third will be in tomorrow, trying to fox me into letting her see him. That won’t happen again. Your sister got me into trouble with the Chief Inspector yesterday. No one’s allowed down there without his say-so.”


	“But . . . “ Cissy stopped, utterly confused. She was silent for a moment and then realised it would do no good to ask further questions. The constable had already opened a large leather-bound ledger and was studiously turning its pages, as though she had already left. She fished inside her dress and brought out her letter, warm and slightly warped from the heat of her. She pushed it across the high desk towards the ledger.


	“What’s all this, then?” He picked it up with distaste and waved it at her.


	“If you won’t let me, or his father, see him then at least give him this from us. There’s nothing to say he can’t get letters in here, is there?”


	The constable looked appalled but Cissy ignored him, astonished that she had, for once, been brave. As brave as Charlotte might have been if she’d come here for George. Just as the constable went to toss the letter down in disgust, the door banged open again, the noise of the wind and detritus from the road swirling inside. Just behind them came an upright gentleman clutching an umbrella, who jumped as the door slammed shut again.


	“Good gracious, that wind is fierce,” he said, brushing himself down. Though his figure was immediately familiar, it was the voice that emboldened Cissy to speak out.


	“Mr. Booth, it’s you, isn’t it?”


	Charles Booth stood motionless for a moment before smiling.


	“Of course. George Woolfe’s sister. I know you but I’m afraid I can’t quite grasp the name. The Hoxton constable did tell me. I think I may have forgotten his name too.”


	“It’s Ryeland, sir. And I’m Sarah—Cissy, I’m known as. But fancy seeing you here, sir. What a strange thing. You must be on one of your tours.”


	She blushed, realising she might have to explain why she was here. Booth saw her colour and dropped his voice, mindful of the constable’s nonplussed expression.


	“Miss Woolfe, I am here to enquire about your brother.”


	Cissy’s eyes widened and then her cheeks reddened further.


	“The papers. That’s how you knew isn’t it? He didn’t do it, you know. He wouldn’t have, not George.”


	“Actually, I don’t read the more sensational stories in the press. Even when they’re in the Times my eye seems to shy away from them. My goddaughter alerted me to this terrible business. She’s been very worried about George. Like you, she seems convinced that he couldn’t possibly be responsible for this unfortunate girl’s death.”


	Cissy thought she might cry, but managed to overcome the urge by staying silent. Mr. Booth waited patiently until she managed to speak.


	“She is very kind.”


	“Can I be of assistance to you, sir? Is this young girl bothering you?” the constable was suddenly upon them, having come out from behind his desk.


	Booth frowned at him.


	“Not at all. She is an acquaintance of mine.”


	The constable raised an eyebrow. Cissy realised this was her best chance.


	“I came to deliver a letter to George but he won’t take it,” she said to Booth. “My father has come every day George has been here but they won’t let him in.”


	“I’m under strict instructions,” the constable spoke up defensively. ‘”It’s more than my job’s worth to let anyone down there again. You’ll have to take it up with the Chief Inspector and he’s not here.” He ran a nervous hand over his waxed hair though it hadn’t moved.


	“Still,” said Booth. “There’s no harm in a letter is there? No rules against that, I’m sure.”


	“Well, I’d have to open it and check the contents, of course,” said the constable. “There might be clues in there.”


	Booth laughed and turned back to Cissy.


	“There you are. I will make sure it is delivered to him before I leave.”


	The constable had reappeared behind the desk, his expression sulky. Booth went over to him and rapped lightly on the counter with his umbrella.


	“Now listen here, young man, is there a constable here by the name of Mason?”


	“He’s moved on. Gone south of the river.”


	“That’s a blow, he was a good man, Mason. When is this Chief Inspector of yours coming back?”


	“He said he’d be in this afternoon, some time after two.”


	Booth sighed.


	“Is there anyone else I can speak to about Woolfe’s case? I am rather a busy man.”


	“Not really, sir. Inspector McArthur you could have talked to—he’s working on the case under Mr. Pearn—but he went out not twenty minutes ago. Going out interviewing, he said. Didn’t know when he’d be back.”


	Booth smiled over at Cissy, who had listened anxiously to the exchange.


	“Well then, I shall just have to wait, won’t I?”


	“But you said how busy you are, sir. Why would you . . . ? You hardly know my brother, sir.”


	“My goddaughter is almost as anxious as you, my dear. She is concerned that George should not be bullied into a confession and I must say I share some of her concerns. I would like to hear this Mr. Pearn’s side of it.”


	Cissy shuddered at the thought of him.


	“He’s a sharp one, Mr. Booth. He makes my blood run cold.”


	“Don’t worry, my dear. I have stumbled upon his sort before and am not intimidated. Go back to your father now, and if I learn anything of import I will get word to you. Write your address down in my notebook.”


	He handed her his small silver pencil and the battered notebook. She took her time over her letters, the fingers gripping the pencil feeling clumsy from lack of practice. When she surveyed her work she was embarrassed at the large, childlike script, but the letters were clear and that was the important thing.


	“Very good,” said Booth, scanning the words and then tucking the book back in his pocket. “Now goodbye, Miss Woolfe.”


	She had reached the pavement before she realised that he was calling after her, his voice almost lost in the din of the wind’s ferocious passage through the streets. He pressed some coins into her hand.


	“Please catch a cab home to Wiltshire Row. It is too dangerous to be walking the streets in this gale.”


	“Oh, I couldn’t take your money, sir.”


	“Of course you can, and you will. Someone of your size is liable to be blown into the path of a speeding bus in this weather and what help to your brother would you be then? None whatsoever.”


	Cissy smiled and closed her fist tight around the money.


	“Off you go now. Send my regards to your father.”


	Before heading back inside to wait, Booth watched her go, her arm going up to signal inexpertly at an approaching cab. He would do what he could for the Woolfes, though he wasn’t convinced it was much. What he hadn’t had the heart to tell Clemmie earlier that morning was that it looked rather black for young Mr. Woolfe.
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	“Seems you’ve got friends in high places, Mr. Woolfe.” Pearn was once again stationed at the window while George sweltered close to the well-stoked fire. “I would never have expected it, and I pride myself on being able to anticipate most things.”


	George looked down to hide his confusion. Milly’s arrival the day before had flummoxed him, though he was grateful for it. The worry of the Highbury house being somehow involved in his disgrace nagged at him, though. The idea of the police crossing Captain Drew’s threshold made him queasy. Even if Miss Clemmie remained his ally, along with Milly, Mrs. Drew would surely be furious. As for the Captain, George could only hope he was back at sea by now. News such as this didn’t easily reach a ship in the middle of the Atlantic, or so he hoped.


	“Woolfe, I’m talking to you. Answer me.” Pearn’s face suddenly loomed close and George caught the smell of his breath, the heat of strong peppermint and the sourness beneath it.


	“I don’t know who you mean, sir.”


	“Of course you do. I am referring to the Drew family and, as of two o’clock this afternoon, Mr. Charles Booth. Fancy, little George Woolfe, printer and murderer, an acquaintance of the great philanthropist Booth! Naturally we all wait for the last instalment of his great study of London with baited breath.”


	He smiled over at McArthur who continued to stare at his hands. George stared back at Pearn, entirely lost for words, his mind whirring over the news. Booth as well?


	“You seem surprised.”


	“What did he say? Mr. Booth came on my account?”


	“Evidently so. He wished to know the details of the case. I might have referred him to the last few issues of the Gazette but I didn’t want to seem impolite. He, like the little maid who came yesterday, seemed convinced of your innocence. At least at first. Booth initially seemed to think there had been some sort of gross mistake. I assured him there hadn’t been. I took the liberty—though it is irregular to do so—of informing him of yesterday’s little revelation.”


	George dropped his head again. It was one thing to run away from the police in fright and distress at learning a girl close to you was dead; quite another to lie about when you last saw her on the night of her murder. He had thought of telling Milly about it yesterday but hadn’t had the courage, knowing too well how bad it sounded. There was no easy explanation of his decision to take Charlotte up to Tottenham.


	“Booth went rather quiet after that, poor man. He was quite distracted when he left. I insisted I hail him a cab myself. Altogether, it’s been quite an eventful day for you, hasn’t it? How did you enjoy that pathetic note from your sister? Your real sister this time, I gather.”


	George patted his trouser pocket, feeling rather than hearing the crackle of the paper on which Cissy had inscribed a few lines. He didn’t reply to Pearn. He might take the letter away, burn it in front of him in that wretchedly hot fire. Pearn came to sit down and nodded at his colleague, who passed him a pile of papers in a cardboard sleeve.


	“So, despite the protestations of your remarkably varied circle of friends, I think we have investigated all that we need to in this case. Mr. McArthur has today visited the residence of the Drews.”


	George visibly paled at the words. It could not get worse now.


	“Not a great deal was gleaned from Mrs. Drew, it must be said. She was extremely distressed at the intrusion, as you might expect, and fearful for her and her daughter’s health in consequence. I imagine she might also have been concerned for her reputation. Aberdeen Park is a very quiet street; a very respectable street. It’s not every day that a police inspector visits. Were the net curtains a-twitching, Mr. McArthur?”


	He laughed heartily and then continued, not waiting for any response. Opening the folder he began to leaf through the sheets there.


	“Firstly, Woolfe, we have evidence of a recent falling out between you and the deceased. We also have a note written by you that speaks of ‘getting rid’ of the deceased. You have been identified as the companion of that same deceased in the Park Hotel on the night of the murder, as well as leaving with her some time around half past ten. The same witnesses also claim that you looked angry and seemed drunk. Another witness has told of the scratches seen on your face late on Christmas Eve, and of the metal file you took home from your place of work at Carlisle & Clegg’s Printworks on Christmas Eve.”


	He paused to look up at George, who had folded his arms around himself, his eyes on the fire. Pearn continued in the same deliberately outraged tone.


	“We have learnt only in the last day or so that since autumn you have attempted to inveigle yourself into the home of a good family and probably taken advantage of their maid. A thwarted seduction of the young daughter living there is also probable. Lastly, Mr. Woolfe, and surely the strongest proof of your guilt-wracked conscience is your sudden flight and enrolment in the Army under a false name. I have no doubt that you savagely murdered Charlotte Cheeseman on Tottenham Marshes and I very much doubt a judge and jury will see the case any differently.


	“This morning, while Mr. McArthur paid his visit to Aberdeen Park, I took myself on a little jaunt north. I went to the precise spot the victim was discovered on Christmas morning and consulted my watch. I then took two buses towards Hoxton and walked the final short distance to the Robert Peel public house. It took me 51 minutes. I then did it again. I am a very thorough man, Mr.Woolfe. The second time it took me 53 minutes. Your friend Alfred Jones claims you had both been drinking together some 20 minutes before midnight was celebrated. By my calculations, you had time to leave the Park Hotel, kill Miss Cheeseman and travel from Tottenham to Hoxton in time to meet Jones.”


	George was angered into speaking.


	“But there was no bus waiting at Manor Park and I had to walk from there. It took an hour or more that night. I would have had to kill her in a few minutes. It’s not possible.”


	“So you say,” replied Pearn coldly. “It changes nothing. You said you weren’t in Tottenham with her. You were. You told His Majesty’s Army that you were called Slater. You are not. I have done my work here, Woolfe. Bright and early tomorrow morning you go to Newgate Gaol. I sincerely doubt you will leave it alive.”


	Deep in the fire, below the flames that licked upwards towards the wind that roared around the chimney, George could see a place where it didn’t seem to burn. To him it seemed like a tiny refuge, a miniature cave he wished he could crawl into. Instead he was pulled to his feet by a constable and taken back down to his cell. He wondered if this was to be his last night close to home, and close to Highbury.
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	My dear Clemency,


	

	

	 


	Just as you wished, I am sending this note to you as soon as I could put pen to paper. I am afraid I did not succeed in seeing George Woolfe. I did, however, happen to make the acquaintance of the Chief Inspector charged with investigating the case, a Mr. Charles Pearn.


	I also had the good fortune to meet young Cissy Woolfe. She had been attempting to see her brother as I was, and she had also brought a note for him. It was fortuitous that I arrived when I did. The constable stationed on the desk was treating her rather badly and refusing to take the letter. I soon persuaded him otherwise, I am happy to report. I sent Miss Woolfe on her way in a cab. The poor girl has hardly any flesh on her bones and I was convinced she would blow away in the wind otherwise, like a feather caught in the currents. Perhaps rashly, I promised I would try and use my influence to help her brother in his predicament.


	That is where the source of my happier news runs dry, I’m afraid. Pearn has brought to my attention some aspects of the investigation that I find rather disturbing. It seems that, contrary to Woolfe’s original claim—that he spent only the early portion of the evening with poor Miss Cheeseman and parted from her at the Britannia Theatre—he in fact accompanied her to Tottenham. As you are only too well aware, it was upon the marshes of Tottenham that she was found the following morning.


	Pearn is a cold man, and I found myself immediately forming a strong antipathy towards him. He is rather too gleeful in his bid to have Woolfe convicted for my tastes. Nevertheless, I have to tell you that the matter has taken on a different complexion to me since my visit this afternoon. I have sat awhile, thinking it through, and I find myself uneasy. Until I know more about the finer details of the case, I must reserve my judgement of the boy. I know you will not agree but I feel that caution is the prudent course at this time. I must also tell you that Pearn believes he has now gathered more than enough evidence with which to charge his suspect.


	My dear, you must be brave, but he also imparted the bad news that George will soon stand trial at the Old Bailey for murder. In light of this development, he will also be moved, from the Stoke Newington station to Newgate Gaol. According to Pearn, this is likely to happen as early as tomorrow morning.


	Take heart, not all is lost yet. I mean not only to follow this case but delve a little deeper into its details. If there have been any discrepancies, irregularities or other obstacles to justice—for Mr. Woolfe as well as Miss Cheeseman—then I will be sure to uncover them.


	 


	Your affectionate godfather,


	Charles Booth
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	Sam Jelsey had told George that the walk from Newgate to the Central Criminal Court at the Old Bailey was the longest he had ever taken.


	“You’ll feel like time has got stretched out, like a man on the rack,” he’d nodded the previous day, his features indistinct in the gloom of the exercise yard they traipsed around. George thought he’d miss Sam’s snoring; as on other occasions it was something of a comfort to George that night, when he had remained awake until the moon was high enough to scale the prison walls and illuminate the dark cell with a striped bar of cold light.


	In the event, the walk seemed far too short, the bricks of his cell only briefly replaced with those of the narrow corridor between prison and court. All too soon, he and the accompanying constables had reached a large wood-panelled door, its varnish and lustre shockingly vivid to George after his daily diet of mildewed brick and filthy stone. For a moment it reminded him of the apprehension he’d felt at the heavy door to Captain Drew’s study.


	The courtroom itself, revealed as the door was pulled back smartly by another constable, was far less grand than he had imagined. Beneath the shock and horror of being there at all, he felt something that might have been disappointment. From outside he could discern the sounds of building work; the new courthouse was going up to replace this one, Sam had told him. A façade of Portland stone would be topped with an enormous dome while at the very pinnacle would stand a gold-leafed statue of Justice. Inside, the grand staircases would be laid with cold, smooth marble.


	“The money they’ll spend on it you couldn’t get your head round,” Sam said. “No wonder we’re near as sitting here in our own shit. There’s no coin left to clear up in here. ‘Course, I won’t get to sit in some swank new courthouse.” He chuckled and slapped his leg appreciatively. “I’ve finally used up my nine lives, Georgie boy.”


	The cramped dock, when George was shut inside its wooden box, was the brightest spot in the entire room. Two large gas-lamps hung above him and they were turned up high. It was not a clement day outside and the glass panes of the courtroom were almost opaque with grime. George struggled to make out the faces of the people who had crammed into the gangway, few seats having been provided for members of the public.


	At the very back, he saw a figure that might have been his father’s but it was obscured and he soon lost it. Perhaps he, along with Cissy, would be a witness and therefore be held somewhere else. He felt entirely alone at the thought and continued to search the dimly lit faces in increasing desperation. At last his gaze lighted on two who had secured seats, perhaps by arriving very early. They were better attired than the working men and members of the press who still jostled in the aisle. As before, his view was partially blocked, this time by a lady wearing a large ruin of a hat. He peered harder and a flash of pale dress and gloves answered his question. It was Miss Clemmie and the gentleman sitting beside her was surely her godfather, Mr. Charles Booth. At this sight he felt as though someone had turned a handle inside him and let some of the fear drain out. He remembered Miss Clemmie’s words in her last letter to him, telling him that Mr. Booth believed the case to be flimsy. He had clung to that word as though it were driftwood in a fast-moving Thames.


	His gaze moved now to the benches reserved for the jury. Though he stared hard at the dozen men there, George didn’t think he could have picked many of them out of a crowd of strangers. As one they sat upright, as if the importance of their duty had turned their backbones to iron. One was half a head taller than the rest and his dark brown suit seemed to have been made for another, squatter man, the sleeves a shade too short and the shoulder seam drooping where his frame didn’t fill it. Some of them, the tall fellow not among them, met his eyes as they travelled along the line but their faces remained stolid, impassive.


	The counsel had by now entered, their powdered wigs dull and yellowing in the gaslight, some of their curls unravelling and unkempt. George glanced over at Mr. Windsor, speaking for his defence, but he looked only at his papers or conferred quietly with a colleague, a florid looking man who was unfamiliar to George. He had met his defence counsel for the first time only the afternoon before.


	Mr.Windsor had entered the cell slowly, distractedly. When George had approached to shake his hand, he had started in apparent surprise. They had spent scarcely more than an hour in each other’s company, and George had been alarmed at how few notes Mr. Windsor had made.


	“Do you think there’s a chance, sir?” George had asked as the older man reached the door and rapped on it for the guard.


	Windsor had turned and looked blearily back at him as though he had already forgotten who he was. Just then the guard unlocked the door. Windsor left without answering.


	Back in the court, a scraping back of wooden chair legs and a collective clearing of throats from the cramped gallery made George start. The judge walked slowly in, his expression one of contempt and, possibly, boredom. As he sat down heavily, his rheumy eyes swivelled in George’s direction, who, to his own frustration, found himself looking down. ‘You’re not guilty, you fool,’ he muttered under his breath. Under the bench, out of sight, he legs shook.


	The case for the prosecution was soon underway, and with little ado. The prosecution lawyer, an impeccably turned out Mr. Muir, had a neatly waxed moustache beneath which he occasionally smirked. He was as comfortable in the courthouse as a seasoned actor on the stages of Covent Garden, the watered silk of his cravat shimmering as he stood to call his first witness with a flourish.


	Chief Inspector Pearn marched in with his customary determination. In the box, his expression was inscrutable, though the way in which he twisted the ring on his little finger betrayed some internal excitement. Muir smiled conspiratorially at Pearn as he approached.


	“Chief Inspector Pearn, am I correct in thinking that you have led the police investigation into the dreadful murder of Charlotte Cheeseman?”


	“You are, sir,” Pearn replied with a twitch at the corner of his large mouth. “I have led the investigation from the very start.”


	“What were your first impressions of the crime when you saw the body of the deceased?”


	“I thought that whoever had killed her had done so with great violence. Her injuries were very severe and mostly confined to her face and head.”


	“At this time, did you have any clues to lead you to the murder?”


	“There were no immediate clues to be seen, but my years of experience as a detective threw up many likelihoods. I knew immediately that whoever had done it must know the deceased, and know her very well.”


	An audible hum ran through the gaggle crammed into the public benches at this and Pearn glanced over them appreciatively.


	“How did you deduce this?” asked Muir after a speculative pause.


	“I saw that the deceased’s hat had been torn off her hat and replaced so it covered her face. Only a man who had been intimate with this woman would have felt such shame and revulsion at his terrible act.”


	A murmur went up in the court again and the judge roused himself to rap smartly on his bench with the gavel.


	“It is also true that the majority of these crimes,” Pearn continued, “are committed by those known to the victim. Armed with this knowledge, I knew my next step was to identify the deceased and, from this, identify her husband, lover, or sweetheart.”


	George forced himself to keep still and not look back at Pearn as he spoke, though he could feel the inspector’s eyes boring into him.


	Once Muir had ascertained how George was captured and taken to Stoke Newington police station, the questioning moved onto Pearn’s interrogation and what it had uncovered.


	“During the interviews with the prisoner held by yourself, did he at any time admit to any guilt?”


	Pearn frowned, his signet ring turning faster.


	“No, he did not. However, the multitude of discrepancies in his story told me a clear story of guilt.”


	“What sort of discrepancies?” asked Muir.


	“The most important was when the prisoner admitted he had lied to the deceased’s sister about where and when he had last seen the deceased. Mrs. Matthews was understandably frantic with worry when her sister didn’t return to the house on Christmas Eve but when she spoke to the prisoner, who had gone round to her house, he said he had left her at the Britannia Theatre in Hoxton around seven o’clock. The truth of the matter came out during questioning, however, and in fact the prisoner accompanied the deceased all the way to Tottenham, close to where she was later found brutally murdered.”


	The judge was again forced to bang his gavel, as shocked tones echoed out from the back of the court. Pearn went on to list further ways in which he had cornered and trapped the devious prisoner and George heard them as a stranger might, and realised how damning they sounded. He looked over at the jury as Pearn spoke on and he saw how they were enraptured by the rich assurance of Pearn’s voice, and by the cunning of the detective’s fine mind.


	Eventually Muir was finished and it was the defence’s turn to cross-examine. Windsor took his time in getting up and shuffled over to where Pearn looked imperiously on. Windsor’s spectacles had apparently got smeared and he removed them slowly, putting down his papers to clean them with a creased handkerchief. George bit down on his bottom lip to keep from crying out in frustration. The judge checked the time on the large clock at the back of the court before returning to idly stare out of the windows. Finally Windsor spoke.


	“Mr. Pearn, you stated that the majority of crimes such as this are committed by those known to the victims. Is that correct?”


	“It is,” said Pearn.


	“In using the word ‘majority,’ you admit that not all such crimes are committed by people known to the victims. Is that also correct?”


	Pearn’s nostrils flared minutely. “I suppose it is, yes.”


	“So there is the possibility that Miss Cheeseman was murdered by a stranger, then?”


	“A very small possibility, but all the evidence in this case points to a man who also happens to have been the sweetheart of the deceased.”


	Windsor coughed. “Indeed, indeed. But it is not also possible that the murder was committed by someone other than the prisoner who also knew the deceased?”


	“Are you thinking of anyone in particular?” returned Pearn with the trace of a sneer.


	Windsor searched through his papers for a time then, and George wished he would just sit down. One of the members of the jury had begun absently drawing loops and swirls on his notebook, George could see it from where he sat.


	“Mr. Windsor, do you have any further questions or not?” asked the judge finally.


	“I do, your honour. Ah, here it is.” He pulled a leaf of paper from his messy sheaf and straightened his spectacles.


	“Mr.Pearn, did you ever consider anyone else as a suspect during your investigations?”


	Pearn shifted uncomfortably before answering.


	“There was no one else to consider. As I have explained to Mr.Muir, all evidence clearly pointed towards the prisoner.” He gestured towards George impatiently.


	“What about the deceased’s brother-in-law, for instance? Perhaps he didn’t welcome his wife’s wayward sister in the family home.”


	Pearn smiled condescendingly. “Mr. Matthews spent Christmas Eve first at the Southgate Arms and later the Rosemary Branch, his wife joining him for an hour or two. His alibi was solid; Mr. Matthews is well-known there and if you wish me to I can call a dozen witnesses to attest to his being there, and not on Tottenham’s marshes.”


	Windsor shook his head. “That will not be necessary, thank you. No further questions.”


	George wanted more than anything to place his head on the cool wood of the bench and sleep until it was all over. Forcing himself to concentrate on events around him, he heard the police surgeon announced, a Dr. Wainwright. He looked like a kind man, Wainwright, and he did not remain impassive as he read out his report of the post mortem.


	He talked on for a long time though the gallery remained hushed, the air thick with their straining to catch every grisly word. George tried to concentrate on the most innocuous words or those he didn’t quite understand, to better block out those he didn’t want to think of at all. Some of the medical words seemed quite mysterious to him, even pleasant-sounding. Words such as ‘auricle’ and ‘semi flexed’ and ‘mala’. Nevertheless, some of those he understood perfectly still penetrated. Short, vivid phrases that made him want to cover his ears: ‘covered with blood’; ‘not quite cold’; ‘exposing the bone’; ‘she was not pregnant’. George felt utterly callous for thinking it but he couldn’t help feeling grateful that Miss Clemmie was here to hear the last.


	Again, Windsor had little to say after Muir had finished his questions and so the doctor was allowed to leave the stand. In the brief lull before the next witness was called, an excited hum rose up from the public benches. George looked over to scan the faces there again, hoping to see someone he recognised besides Mr. Booth and Miss Clemmie, but there was no one else and he realised with a churning sensation that almost everyone he knew would probably be called as a witness. That Booth and the Drews had not yet been called for the prosecution was a crumb of comfort.


	A blur of witnesses was then brought forth; people George didn’t recognise but who had still become intimately entangled in the case. One was just a boy, who couldn’t seem to stop himself from peeping at George as he was led to his place.


	“Speak up, lad,’ Justice Grantham scolded as the boy, announced as Harold Edwin Owen, began to recount his discovery of the body, dead in the frozen earth of the marsh.


	“I was playing with a football on Tottenham Marshes on Christmas morning,’ he repeated, with another quick glance in the direction of George. ‘It was near the Great Eastern Railway line, not far from the shunter’s box. I kicked the football into a ditch. I followed it up and found it lying near the dead body of a woman who was lying in that ditch. She was holding an umbrella and had on a green jacket, though it had got dirty. I was with a lad named Fox, Jack Fox, and he came up and then went and found a constable.”


	Mr. Muir sat down and then, as though roused from an illicit nap, Mr. Windsor leapt up.


	“Did you remain with the body while you waited for a constable?”


	The boy nodded earnestly.


	“I stayed with her . . . I stayed with the body until the policeman come back with Jack.”


	“And did you interfere with the body during that time?”


	Visibly blanching, the boy shook his head.


	“No, I did not. I only touched the hat to see her face.”


	George thought Windsor would have something to say about this, but he sat down and the witness was dismissed, his cheeks pale as he passed by the dock and his eyes trained on his feet so he wasn’t tempted to look at the prisoner again.


	The witnesses, some only required to answer a single question, continued to come and go, and George found his mind wandering back to the series of images of Charlotte that had become so familiar. Some of them were real memories of her, others were imagined. The boy’s description of the muddy green jacket he now added to his mind’s picture of her poor body in the ditch; the umbrella another detail he had until now not thought of.


	As he thought this, the name ‘Edward Matthews’ was called out. It took George a second to realise that this was Ted, the man who had led to his capture, the man who always seemed to know more than he should about everyone’s business. George stared at the familiar bulk of him as he came in and took his place on the elevated platform, his nonchalance apparent in his easy posture. His voice, when it came, was low and unhurried. He might have been at the bar of the Rosemary Branch.


	“I live at 10 Avebury Street, Hoxton. I married Annie Cheeseman—the deceased was my wife’s sister and she lived with me. She worked from time to time at Freeman’s, the cigar factory, when she could get a shift.”


	“When did you first miss her?” Mr. Muir smoothed his brillantined moustache and looked eagerly up at Ted.


	“She had a latch-key of her own. She came and went as she pleased. It was Annie who missed her first, on Christmas Day.”


	“Explain to the court the nature of your sister-in-law’s relationship with the accused.”


	Ted’s steady tone did not falter, though he had yet to look towards George in the dock.


	“I have known the prisoner about twelve months. He stepped out with the deceased, I don’t know how long for. The prisoner said he meant well by her and that he would marry the girl, but there was a rumour about that he had done with her what he should not have done.”


	George saw a glimmer of a smirk surface on Ted’s face and felt his fists clench. He kept them out of sight.


	Muir, however, looked deliberately thoughtful.


	“Was there anything else that made you doubt the prisoner’s intentions towards the deceased?”


	“The prisoner and me once had a talk as we walked home from work and he admitted to me that he was paying visits to someone up Highbury way. He wouldn’t say who.”


	George felt his fury rush up to his face and colour it, but he willed himself not to shout aloud and denounce Ted for lying and twisting the truth, just as he always did.


	He was glad when Ted was finally done, but the next person to be ushered in was Annie, the person George had most been dreading to see again. She had lost some weight since he had last seen her, and he could see the lines on her face from where he stood. Her arms were wrapped around her body protectively and he couldn’t understand why it looked so familiar until he remembered that Charlotte held herself in exactly the same way when she was frightened, as though her arms would keep her together in one piece.


	She looked over at George as she spoke her name and he couldn’t read her expression; it was neither vengeful nor hysterical, both of which he’d feared from her. As she continued though, her emotions gradually began to master her.


	“I last saw . . . the deceased about six, it was already dark by then of course . . . She was wearing her green jacket and her best hat . . . She was excited about making it up with him after them falling out and she rushed out to meet him on time. But she did not come home again that night and I never saw her again.”


	She half stumbled then, and a clerk rushed to steady her. She dabbed at her eyes with a worn handkerchief. Muir waited until her ragged breathing had calmed with an approving expression.


	“How long have you known the prisoner, Mrs. Matthews?” he asked.


	“I can’t remember exactly. Must be near a year. I introduced my sister to him when she came to live with me.”


	“And what did you think when he started taking your sister out?” Muir’s tone was smooth, almost oily, and he was reading the questions off the paper in front of him.


	Annie shrugged. “I was glad. Lottie had had a bad time of it when our mother died and I was glad to see her out in company.”


	“Even company such as the prisoner’s?”


	“Yes. George was a steady enough sort and quite quiet. I thought he would be good for her.”


	Muir pursed his lips. ‘Mrs. Matthews, let us move on to the time of the murder.”


	Annie gripped her handkerchief tighter.


	“When did you first see the prisoner after your sister had gone missing?”


	“Well, I went round his father’s place in the morning but George was still asleep then. He couldn’t be woke as he’d come in late. I left a message for him to come and see us when he got up and he did, before noon.”


	“Did he seem surprised or worried that the deceased had not returned the previous evening?”


	“He was more worried than surprised, I would say.”


	Muir smiled encouragingly. “And what did he say of their previous evening together?”


	Annie’s face darkened. “I asked him what had happened, thinking they might have had another fight and they had, so George said. They’d met at the canal bridge and then walked to the Britannia Theatre to see the evening show but he said that when they got there, were about to go in and pay, Lottie—the deceased—changed her mind, said she didn’t want to any more. Didn’t want to be cooped up in there, I think he told us she’d said. They rowed about that and George said he went off on his own.”


	“What time would this have been?”


	“Not too much later than seven as that’s when the show starts.”


	Muir paused and looked towards the jury before turning back to Annie.


	“But the prisoner’s father told you the next day that his son had got in late . . . ?”


	“Yes, I asked him about that. Well, my husband did. He said that when he left her at the theatre he went off to see the World’s Fair by himself.”


	“Did you believe him?”


	“I had no reason not to. I had never taken George for a liar and, besides, he knew all about it, how much the entrance was, what acts he’d seen. My husband asked him about it and he knew.”


	“Did he tell you anything about the World’s Fair that he could not have ascertained from a newspaper?”


	Annie’s faced flushed with incomprehension.


	“What do you mean, sir?”


	“I will put it a different way. Could the prisoner have found out the cost of the World’s Fair’s entrance fee and the kind of acts that would be put on there from a newspaper advertisement?”


	“I daresay he could have done. I never thought of it.” Annie looked down, as though the fault was her own.


	“Not too many more questions now, Mrs. Matthews. Did the prisoner suggest where your sister might have gone after he left her alone close to the theatre?”


	“Not as such, though he did mention the name of an old sweetheart of hers, Joe Bruce. Even then I thought it was just jealousy making him say it but I couldn’t not go and check.”


	“So you went to see this Joe Bruce?”


	“He’s a soldier, Joe. He’d written to Lottie recently, saying he was coming home. I think he was still sweet on her, if truth be told. I knew it was daft, but going to the Bruces’ to see if Joe was home and might have seen my Lottie felt like my last hope.”


	“But he had not seen her.”


	“I didn’t see Joe but his mother swore that until he’d gone out just then, on Christmas afternoon, she’d not let him out of her sight at all and he’d given no mention of Charlotte. He had been at home from lunchtime on Christmas Eve and not gone out at all that night. The whole family were there with him, all night. That was when I decided I had to report her missing to the police and did it straight away.”


	Muir changed his expression to one of deep thoughtfulness.


	“You said that George must have spoken the name Joe Bruce out of jealousy.”


	“Yes, he was like that. Lottie had said he used to get the hump about her having stepped out with someone else before him.”


	“So you would describe the prisoner as someone prone to fits of jealousy?”


	Annie frowned. “It seems a bit strong putting it like that but yes, I suppose he was, in his way.”


	“Just one more question now, Mrs. Matthews. We have proved with witnesses that the prisoner was in Tottenham with your sister until late in the evening, close to the place her body was found. Why then do you think he lied to you about the time and place he last saw the deceased?”


	For the first time, Annie looked straight at George. He realised he hadn’t experienced her direct gaze since he’d sat opposite her in her small, stuffy house on Christmas day, her hope of Charlotte walking in the door unharmed visibly ebbing away.


	“I don’t know,” she said slowly, her eyes still on him in the dock. “I’ve thought about it a good deal since. I think perhaps he was like me—he knew in his guts that something bad had happened to her. My husband thought I’d lost my senses worrying so much when she hadn’t even been gone a day but I knew it as soon as I saw her bed wasn’t slept in. I think George knew it too, and he knew how it looked that he was with her so late and up there in Tottenham, where they’d never gone before. So he got scared and he lied. That’s what I think.”


	George exhaled heavily, her words repeating in his ears. Annie didn’t really believe he’d killed Charlotte. He wasn’t sure why, but this was more precious to him that he could have guessed.


	Muir went and sat down, his face covered with his displeasure. Despite the unexpected relief Annie had bestowed on him, George sighed as Windsor got to his feet and cleared his throat.


	“Mrs. Matthews, when your sister was first introduced to the prisoner, did you believe him to be of good character?”


	Annie nodded decisively. “I did. I encouraged Charlotte to get to know him. I didn’t know him well, but I’d always taken him to be a quiet, thoughtful sort, quite gentle like his father.”


	Windsor nodded shortly. “When you saw George Woolfe on Christmas Eve, when he asked you to ask the deceased to meet him on the canal bridge, what did you think of his manner?”


	“In truth, I couldn’t say. As I said, he wasn’t too big on words. He was very definite about his message though. He was sorry about the note, she wasn’t meant to get it at all and would Lottie meet him that evening so he could make it up to her.”


	“Did you have any reason to believe that he was lying and that he intended anything other than making it up with her?”


	Annie shook her head and let her eyes stray towards the dock once again. “None. If anything, he looked worried. I took that at the time to mean he was worried she wouldn’t forgive him, take him back.”


	“Thank you, Mrs. Matthews.”


	Windsor returned to his seat and George found he was clutching the wooden rail in front of him again, but this time it was with shaky hope. The emergence of the lie he thought would undo him—that he had claimed to see Charlotte last in Hoxton instead of Tottenham—had not sounded quite as dreadful as he had feared.


	George watched Annie being led slowly out though she didn’t look at him again, her thoughts elsewhere. Some of those crammed onto the public benches stretched and yawned in the lull, other craned to see the last of the sister of the deceased, her tear-blotched face drawn and exhausted.


	Mr. Muir’s next witness was a man George had never heard of before and when Frederick Hannaford walked to the stand, George could see nothing familiar in his features. Perhaps he was one of the men who had sat near him at the Park Hotel; he had been so bound up by his own concerns there that he probably wouldn’t have remembered.


	Mr. Muir looked confident as he approached the witness and began questioning him.


	“Where were you on Christmas Eve last, Mr.Hannaford?”


	“I was on my way to the Park Hotel in Tottenham. I was meeting a mate to have a drink or two, you know how it is at Christmas.”


	“Yes, yes, of course,” said Muir with a touch of impatience. “Now, you made a statement to the police that as you approached the hotel you saw the deceased, talking with a man there. Is that correct?”


	“It is, but . . . ”


	“If you don’t mind I will ask the questions, Mr. Hannaford.” Muir smiled towards the gallery, through which a weak titter ran.


	“You have already identified the deceased as the girl you saw, using a detailed sketch provided to you at the Stoke Newington Police Station. For the benefit of the court, can you now identify the man that she was talking to that night?”


	Hannaford paused and there was not a sound to be heard as he did, all the minute coughs and rustlings of stiff fabric entirely ceasing.


	“No, sir, I cannot.”


	Muir had almost asked the next question on his list before he digested the answer. He stopped and turned and then spoke very quietly.


	“I beg your pardon, but what do you mean by that?”


	“I can’t identify him because he’s not here.”


	Again Muir paused, apparently lost for words. Pushing his half-moon spectacles up his nose, he studied his papers again, apparently hoping that a logical explanation would be written there.


	“Mr. Hannaford, let me clarify, perhaps you do not understand the question put to you. You have already made your statement to the police, identifying the accused as the man you saw with Charlotte Cheeseman that night.”


	“I know I did, but I’ve changed my mind. The sketch I was shown weren’t a good likeness. It’s not him. I got it wrong. The chap I saw was taller than this fellow. His face was round, not sharp like this one’s. He was unnatural boyish in his face, I remember that quite clear.”


	Muir was rendered speechless by this statement while Mr. Windsor, George’s own counsellor, looked over at him in confusion before shuffling through his own papers urgently. In the gallery, there was much whispering and George could see that Miss Clemmie’s hands were clasped tightly together, her cheeks stained by two rosy spots. Eventually Muir gathered his wits and approached the stand once again.


	“What time was it that you arrived at the Park Hotel?”


	“Must have been about ten. I’m not sure, to be honest, I don’t carry a watch.”


	“So, on Christmas Eve, at ten in the evening—or thereabouts, as you say—you had only just decided to go out for a drink?”


	Hannaford looked puzzled and then his face cleared.


	“Ah, well you see I’d already had a couple in Edmonton. That’s where I work, in Silver Street. But I said I’d meet my cousin Ned in the Park Hotel later on, see in Christmas with him.”


	“When you say you’d ‘had a couple’, Mr.Hannaford, do you refer to drinks? Alcoholic drinks such as beer?”


	“Of course. I’d had a couple of pints, that’s all. It were no more than two, perhaps three, but anyone who knows me will tell you that I’m hardly the worse for wear after six.”


	“I see. And would you say it was dark in the lane where you saw the deceased and the gentleman you say is not the accused?”


	“Pretty dark, yes. There’s no lamps down there. But I could see well enough. I could see his hand going up to touch her cheek as I came up to them, which is why I took them to be sweethearts. Lamps or no lamps, I remember that face of his, you don’t forget a face like that.”


	“And yet you initially identified the photograph of the accused as that man you saw in the dark lane?”


	“I’ve explained that already. I read about the story in the papers and I wanted to help, that’s all. I went along and I weren’t feeling myself that morning, if the truth be told. The police says ‘we’ve got him already but have a look at this if you like’ and I did and said it was him. But it weren’t and I don’t think it’s right to keep quiet about it.”


	“One last question, just to be as precise as we can be. Was it in fact two or three pints of beer you had taken when you witnessed the couple in the lane?”


	“I don’t exactly remember, sir. I am fairly certain it was no more than three.”


	Muir paused before replying.


	“Thank you, Mr. Hannaford, that will be all.”


	Windsor took his time finding his spectacles amongst the papers strewn across his desk and George wondered if the small victories of Annie’s testimony and Hannaford’s change of heart would now be unpicked.


	“Mr. Hannaford,” Windsor finally said. “This question of identification is very important.”


	Hannaford nodded sagely.


	“Can you once again describe the man you saw in the lane and why you now say he is not the prisoner here in court today?”


	“This man was a head taller than the prisoner here. I couldn’t tell that from the sketch I was shown at the police station and I couldn’t get away from work to go to the identification parade there, though I was told of it. Besides, the drawing was not a good likeness to this man. It was done from the side.”


	“And the man you saw in the lane?”


	“I can see his face in my mind now and it’s not the prisoner. He had a cap on, but the light caught it for a few seconds and it’s stuck fast in my head now, the picture of it.”


	Windsor consulted his piece of paper. “During questioning by Mr. Muir you described his face in a particular way.”


	“Yes,” Hannaford was nodding again. “He had a face like a boy’s even though he had the figure of a man. I remember it clear because of it. It was like his face didn’t match the rest of him. I can’t put it any better than that.”


	“How dark was it down the lane?”


	“Well, as I said before, to the other gentleman, there isn’t no gas lamps down there but there was a clearing of the clouds and the moon come through quite high and bright and shone on his face as he looked up from under his cap. It was only an instant but it was enough.”


	“Lastly, Mr. Hannaford, would you say you had had too much to drink that evening to be a reliable witness?”


	George cringed at the word ‘reliable’ and looked towards the jury for their reaction. All leant forward slightly in their seats, quite intent on the unfolding scene, but he could not read any more from their expressions.


	“I wouldn’t, sir, no, absolutely not. Every man has his limit and perhaps mine is too high than is good for my health at times. But I had all my wits about me that night. The cold by itself would have made a far drunker man than me sober. I know what I saw, and who I didn’t,” he gestured towards George.


	A succession of witnesses then passed in a blur, at least to George. A conductor on one of the omnibuses he and Charlotte had taken towards Tottenham in near silence; a theatre-goer who said he’d seen them exchange hard words outside the Britannia; another drinker from the Park Hotel—all these came and went and still George sat and puzzled over Hannaford’s words.


	Contrary to what everyone else thought there was no confusion, he knew that for fact: he had not spoken to Charlotte in the lane after he had slammed out of the saloon door. She had only caught up with him on the marshes. Whoever Hannaford had seen her talking to, whoever had been touching her face, it wasn’t him. It was this stranger who had done it to her, he knew it. Though the image of her alone in the lane with him made George queasy, knowing what would happen to her after he’d left her to fend for herself, he couldn’t help feel a dawning of faint hope.


	After the last of the prosecution witnesses had left the courtroom, the judge, who had remained quiet for some time—some of it with his eyes closed—abruptly banged his gavel. George, still immersed in his own review of the day’s proceedings, unsure whether it could be considered to have gone well but tentatively aware that it had gone better than expected, jumped.


	“I think that is enough for one day. I adjourn this court until nine o’clock tomorrow.”


	With that, he rose and took his leave without a backwards glance. George looked over to the public benches and saw that Clemmie was looking right at him, a small, tight smile on her face. She raised a small gloved hand in something of a wave and then looked down, suddenly nervous. Next to her, Mr. Booth nodded solemnly towards George and then took his goddaughter’s arm. As they walked slowly out, the chattering crowd taking its time to siphon through the doors to the court, George felt a firm grip take his arm. Soon he was being marched along the tunnel of brick once again.


	It seemed no time at all since he had been walking the other way. He still puzzled over the day’s revelations. During the long, sleepless hours at dawn that morning he had imagined the worst, though he had tried to picture the very opposite as hard as he could—that the case would dramatically collapse as a stranger came to light who pleaded his guilt and he would see the joy and relief on his family’s faces. In the event it had not been like either, not at all. First the courtroom had been smaller and meaner than it had ever been in his head. Then there was the absence he had not had the sense to anticipate of his father and sister in the gallery, those anchors of familiarity he had thought would be a comfort. If Mr. Booth had not been there with Miss Clemmie he didn’t know how he could have stood there and borne it at all.
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	From the outset, the second day had a different rhythm to that of the previous one. The sky outside was perfectly clear, the sunlight a golden portent of a summer George wondered if he would see. It streamed in blearily through the grimy windows and lit upon the varnished wood of the courtroom benches, turning them the colour of burnt oranges. George scanned the gallery as soon as he sat down and was unnerved not to see the reappearance of Miss Clemmie and Mr. Booth. Where they had sat there were now two elderly ladies who had fixed him with gimlet stares, their hands clasped piously over their capacious stomachs. Behind them sat Annie, her face ashen against her stiff mourning dress, and Ted, who was reading a newspaper. In his own gut, George could feel the small breakfast he had forced down begin to churn and liquefy. To try to distract himself, he looked towards the sunlit windows and watched the swarm of dust motes there turn lazily in the light. His head felt as heavy as if he had taken drink.


	He seemed to be the only person in a daze, however. Even Justice Grantham appeared to have lost a decade overnight, his eyes alert and his step brisk as he stepped up to his high chair.


	“We have much to get through today,” he said when the room had quietened. “Nevertheless, I intend that we will conclude both case and sentencing this afternoon.”


	A ripple of whispers eddied along the gallery and George felt more than saw many of the faces there turn to look at him. Though his stomach lurched anew at the judge’s words, he was also grateful that he would know that day. By the time he saw that brick tunnel again; by the time he saw Sam again, he would know. Then it occurred to him that he wouldn’t see Sam if he was proved innocent, because he would be a free man, and the thought made his heart hammer in his chest, his hands dampen with sweat. It seemed too much to be possible.


	Today marked Mr. Windsor’s opportunity to present the case for the defence. Though he still seemed frighteningly vague and doddery in comparison to the hawk-eyed Mr. Muir, he was more alert than the previous day as he called his first witness.


	It was Cissy. She looked even slighter than usual walking amongst the high wooden panelling of the courtroom. When she was seated in the witness stand, only her head and shoulders left visible, she sought out George’s face opposite and smiled bravely at him. He couldn’t help but smile back though he knew that it came out lopsided from holding back a sudden swell of tears. Of all the people crushed into the room, she was the only person who really knew him, who really believed he could never have committed such a terrible crime.


	Windsor’s questions were predictable, even dull for those who had queued outside the court since early morning for some free entertainment, but Cissy answered them dutifully in a clear voice. They concerned his good character, his unwavering devotion to her as a brother, his reliability to bring home money from the print, to have remained loyal and strong in the face of his mother’s fatal illness. Despite all this, George could see that Windsor’s circuitous manner of questioning and re-emphasis had the jury shifting slightly in their seats, adjusting their suit lapels and fiddling with their notebooks and pencils, one even dropping his with a startling clatter at one point. After Cissy had detailed her brother’s evident distress and shock on Christmas day at the disappearance of Charlotte, Windsor seemed to run dry of questions for her altogether and it was the prosecution’s turn.


	As Muir rose, George sensed a new sharpening of the atmosphere in the room, like the delicate breath of cool air on a turgid August day. Though there was little sound, it was as if those on the public benches had collectively said ‘now, this will be more like it.’


	The lawyer seemed congenial as he approached Cissy, but his first question was sharply put.


	“Miss Woolfe, how well did you know the deceased?”


	“Quite well. She’d come by now and then and we’d talk, though I wouldn’t say we were close.”


	“Apart from the note, did you know of any trouble between the two of them of late?”


	Cissy hesitated before she spoke, her face sharp in the bright light at the windows. Her voice, when it came, was still clear and strong.


	“Not as such, no.”


	At that, Muir produced a folded piece of paper and handed it to her.


	“Can you say whether you recognise the hand-writing on this note?”


	Cissy hesitated before answering.


	“It’s my brother’s writing.”


	“Have you seen the note before?”


	“No, I have never read it.”


	“That is not what I asked you, Miss Woolfe. Did you not deliver this note for your brother to where the deceased lived with her sister Annie Matthews?”


	Cissy looked down.


	“It was never supposed to be delivered. It was my fault it was and I never asked George if he wanted me to, I just took it. It was written when he was angry about something else. He never meant me take it round. I should have minded my own business.”


	She looked at George as she said it and he shook his head at her in forgiveness.


	Muir took the note back and turned to the rest of the court.


	“For the court’s benefit I will read it aloud. ‘Miss Cheeseman, just a line. Recently I made the acquaintance of a young lady I admire much better than you. Therefore you had better do the same and think no more of me, if you haven’t done so already. I hope you will take this as goodbye for good. G. Woolfe. PS: I hope I shall never hear of you or see you again, and I am thankful I got rid of you so easily. I have got the date I went with you, so if you find yourself in trouble, or I mean in a certain condition, it will do no good to put the blame on me. I pity the man who ever gets tied to you, but I am glad that I am free at last and now have a chance of being my old self again.’”


	Muir turned back to Cissy.


	“The prisoner refers to a young lady he admires ‘much better’ than Miss Cheeseman. Do you know who this might refer to?”


	“I don’t think it was anyone. I think it was written in temper because Lottie had hurt George’s feelings over something and he wanted to make her feel bad like him.”


	“Are you saying that he invented this other girl?”


	“I am. There was no one else for George.”


	“Why, then, had the deceased hurt your brother’s feelings, as you put it?”


	“He found out she’d got a letter from an old sweetheart of hers. It was only a friendly letter, but George took it the wrong way.”


	“He lost his temper?”


	“I suppose, in a way, and he wrote the note when he’d had too much to drink. Then I took it round before he’d had a chance to throw it away or burn it.”


	“Does your brother often lose his temper when he’s been drinking?”


	Cissy coloured and for the first time her voice shook.


	“No.”


	“Have you ever seen him lose or known him to have lost his temper when he’s been drinking?”


	Cissy paused again.


	“Not that I can remember, no.”


	“Not that you can remember. I see. Perhaps the prisoner has got in a fight before, after drinking?”


	“Once he got lost coming home and went into a rough place by accident and . . . but I don’t really remember.”


	“He got lost coming home? Where had he been?”


	“I don’t know where he is every minute, do I? I’m his sister, not his keeper.” Cissy hung her head.


	“But he got in a fight?”


	“Yes, but he couldn’t help it, he said. He went in to ask where he was and they started trouble because he was a stranger.”


	“And was he angry about this fight when he returned home?”


	“Yes, though you could understand why. He’d been hurt for doing nothing. That’s why he was so angry when he wrote the note to Charlotte.”


	Muir stopped his slow pacing at that.


	“The prisoner wrote the note the same night he was in a pub brawl?”


	“Yes, but—”


	“Thank you, Miss Woolfe. Just a few more questions now. When did you last see the prisoner?”


	Cissy had looked confused at the speed of the last exchanges. Now she looked defiant again.


	“At Kingston Barracks on the Sunday after Christmas. Chief Inspector Pearn took me there and I had to identify him, my own brother.”


	“What did you think when you heard that the deceased had gone missing?”


	“I was worried for her, though not at first. She was no fool, Lottie, so I thought she’d turn up soon enough.”


	“And when she didn’t?”


	“I was sorry for it, really sorry. I liked her and I knew well enough how much my brother cared for her.”


	“What did you think of your brother’s involvement in her disappearance?”


	“I didn’t think there was no involvement. I knew George would have had nothing to do with it.” Cissy’s cheeks were still aflame, her chin sharp in her fury and anxiety.


	‘Even when he disappeared himself; enlisted without a word to you or your father?”


	‘George had talked about enlisting before, lots of times. My father weren’t keen on the idea but when he went, I knew it was that. Straight away I knew it.”


	George’s hand, which he had been resting his chin on, dropped and he stared at his younger sister. He had never mentioned the Army or any desire to enlist in it in his life. She glanced briefly at him and then continued in the same determined tones.


	“Just a few weeks before he had said to me, ‘Cissy, you know I’ve grown tired of working at the print. I can get good money in the Army and I think I might just enlist after Christmas.”


	Muir walked slowly back to his bench and then abruptly turned on his heel.


	“Did you tell the police this? When they came to question him and found him gone?”


	“No I didn’t.”


	“And why not?”


	“I didn’t know for sure and I didn’t know where he would be. Besides, that inspector had already decided he was guilty before he’d even laid eyes on him.”


	Muir’s face turned a mottled red though he attempted a weak laugh.


	“Now, Miss Woolfe, this is too much. Are you saying you lied to the policemen who interviewed you, for your brother’s sake? Your brother who may have murdered a girl not much older than yourself?”


	“He didn’t murder her. This is all a fix-up. George would never hurt anyone.”


	“Miss Woolfe, are you accusing the Metropolitan Police of falsifying evidence and witnesses, of pursuing a vendetta against him? These are very serious accusations. What is your proof?”


	For the first time, Cissy lost her composure and George felt his own temper rise up in him when he saw it. She cried into her hands and George knew it was frustration as much as fear. The judge watched her for a short time and then spoke more softly than he had done before.


	“Miss Woolfe, you must understand that in a court of law no one can be permitted to shout out accusations such as yours without proof. Are you truly saying you believe the police to have ‘fixed’ this, as you put it?”


	Cissy shook her head and half-removed her hands from her flushed face.


	“I don’t have any proof but I saw it in that Inspector Pearn’s face. He thought it was George from the beginning.” She took a deep, shuddering breath and managed to regain some of her former calm. “I’m not making any accusations and I’m sorry if I sounded like I was.”


	Mr. Muir began a new line of questioning but the judge interrupted him.


	“I think Miss Woolfe has answered enough questions for the court, Mr. Muir. Perhaps it’s time you moved onto your next witness.”


	Cissy was still pink in the face as she walked out but she managed to give George another small smile as she passed him. He wished he could hold out his hand to her—she was close enough to have touched it—but he didn’t dare.


	Mr. Woolfe was called next to the stand. He looked fatigued but determined when he shuffled slowly in, a constable gently supporting him. The unseasonably strong sun had moved round so that its rays now spilled directly onto the witness box. Under its glare, Mr. Woolfe’s face was cadaverous, the skin papery and almost translucent.


	Windsor asked similar questions of the father as he had of the sister, establishing the character of a steady young man. As with Cissy, the lawyer skirted around the period of George’s disappearance and sudden recruitment to the Army, concentrating instead on George’s behaviour before the events of those fateful days around Christmas.


	“Would you say your son had any . . . violent tendencies, Mr. Woolfe?” he asked after some ten minutes of roundabout questioning that George feared the jury were not wholly concentrating on.


	Mr. Woolfe’s face cleared at a question he could answer with more than a bare yes or no.


	“No, I certainly wouldn’t. I would say the opposite, in fact. He was a gentle child and is a well-mannered young man. I used to take him up the marshes when he was a boy to help me catch birds to sell with the cages I make as my trade. Even as quite a little boy, he was as patient as an old man, like I am now.”


	The courtroom had grown stiller now, and Mr. Woolfe addressed his words to them rather than Windsor himself.


	“Catching birds needs a great deal of patience. You’re lying in the grass for half an hour sometime, waiting for them to come to the trap. George never scared one of ‘em away for shouting or fidgeting. He was a gentle lad. Once I asked him to take a bird out of its cage and move it to another to use as a lure. I usually did it, but he wanted to try and so I let him. I didn’t warn him how fast their hearts go when you’ve got them there, cupped between your hands, and how soft their bodies are, like they’re no much more than warm feathers and a fluttering heart. He was so afraid of hurting the bird that he let it go free. It took us I don’t know how long to catch it again, skittering around the ceiling. If he couldn’t hurt a tiny bird worth a penny do you think he could hurt his sweetheart?”


	Mr. Woolfe shook his head and grew silent. The jury had been engrossed, now they scribbled in their notebooks. George bit down on the soft flesh inside his mouth shut to stop the tears he felt rise again. He could see them as clearly now as if he was still there, just a boy, his mother’s lips a thin line of disapproval, but his dad laughing as they clambered on the furniture trying to catch that bird.


	Windsor seemed satisfied by the response the answer had got, with some of the ladies on the public benches nodding their heads and conferring with each other, and sat down as the judge called order.


	Muir approached the box.


	“Mr. Woolfe, you have painted a heart-warming picture of your family but we must attend to the facts of this case, not memories a decade old. To return to recent months, then, is it true that the prisoner visited you after he had been missing for nearly a week and was wanted by police for questioning?”


	Mr. Woolfe looked hard at the lawyer before answering. “He did.”


	“And what was he wearing?”


	“He was wearing his uniform. He had enlisted in the East Surrey Regiment.”


	“Had you any previous knowledge of your son’s desire to enlist in the Army?”


	Mr. Woolfe did not pause this time.


	“I did. I didn’t want him to leave the family home, I feared he would be hurt or be killed, and I told him so. But he is a grown man and so when he came to me and said he’d enlisted, I told him it was alright by me.”


	“Two police inspectors visited you later that same day, did they not?”


	“I think so. My memory is not what it was.”


	Muir smiled sourly. “Your daughter complained of the same affliction. Perhaps it is in the Woolfe family blood to forget afterwards what you have and haven’t done.”


	The judge arched an eyebrow at this and looked to Windsor, who remained in his seat until he caught the glance.


	“Objection,” he said feebly.


	“Sustained,” explained the judge. “That was a particularly discourteous attack on a frail witness, Mr. Muir, and you will make no more of them.”


	“I withdraw it,” said Muir meekly, with a small bow. “Mr. Woolfe, when the police inspectors visited you later on the same day the prisoner was seen close to your rooms on Wiltshire Row, Hoxton by a reliable witness, why did you not inform them of his visit?”


	Mr. Woolfe spread his hands and looked towards the jury.


	“I do not deny to this court that he came to see me, but George is my only son. I could not turn him over to those policemen when I knew to my core that he’d done no wrong to that girl.”


	“So you admit you lied to them?”


	Mr.Woolfe looked Muir straight in the eye. “I did lie and I would do it again.”


	The ladies on the public benches sighed in unison and Muir involuntarily grimaced.


	“But how could you be sure that he had not been involved in this brutal killing?”


	Mr.Woolfe smiled sadly.


	“I can’t explain it better or in big words. I just knew he couldn’t have done it and when I saw him he swore it too. There was no doubt in my mind then, and there is none today.”


	George kept his teeth clamped down, his throat sore and blocked with tears. Dipping his head down where they couldn’t see, he swiped at his eyes with the sleeve of his jacket, but the fabric was rough and hardly absorbed any of the moisture that had leaked from his eyes. When he looked up, his vision blurry, he saw that Muir had given up with his father and was returning to sit down once again.


	He looked up at his father, who looked intently back at him. For a second he thought he would wink at him, just as he used to when they’d arrived back home after a day of bird-catching, and he felt a lurch of fear for it in case the jury thought it looked dishonest, like they’d cooked up a plan together to get him off. Instead, his father just nodded and smiled at him before making his way slowly down the few steps of the box. As he passed by George, the constable now on his far side, Mr. Woolfe suddenly reached out and gripped George’s arm with his fingers, still strong from rolling and shaping the metal of his cages. It lasted a mere instant but George knew he would feel the pressure there for far longer.


	As he laid his hand on the place his father had just touched, a familiar name penetrated his thoughts and Alf Jones shambled in, his face fearful. Once installed in the witness box, he kept his eyes lowered though George willed him to look up. The questioning began once Alf had muttered twice where he lived and what his occupation was, so the court might hear it.


	Windsor nodded but then took his time to find the right piece of paper for his next question, the judge tapping his fingers with impatience. While he looked he repeated a question he’d already asked and George caught one of the jurors rolling his eyes.


	“How long have known George Woolfe?”


	Alf answered patiently for the second time.


	“Two or three years, and I’d seen him around for years before that.”


	“Would you say he has a good character?”


	“Yes, I think of him as a firm friend of mine.”


	“Did he ever mention the deceased in conversation to you?”


	“He had, and I had seen them about a couple of times.”


	“When he talked of her to you, what did he say?”


	“I can’t think of any conversations in particular because he never said anything out of the ordinary, just where they’d been and perhaps something amusing she had said.”


	“So he never mentioned his intention of marrying the deceased to you?”


	Alf looked suddenly eager and leant forward.


	“Oh yes, he did say something about that, I had forgotten. He said he would marry her as soon as he could save up a bit so they could get a place of their own. I said with her money from Freeman’s—she was in work at the time—and his from the print, they could get a place as they were but he said he wanted something a bit nicer for them and would hold out for it.”


	“Did he ever say he was planning to ‘get rid of her’ as it says in the note that his sister mistakenly delivered? Did you know of any plan to replace her with another girl, perhaps?”


	“No, he had never said anything like that to me and we talked most days. He never mentioned no other girl to me either.”


	Windsor nodded, seemingly pleased.


	“One last thing: in your statement to police it mentions a small file that the prisoner was in possession of when he left work on Christmas Eve.”


	Alf nodded anxiously, his eyes flitting towards George, who wondered why Windsor had brought this up. Presumably the prosecution were going to make something of it. He had completely forgotten about it; Pearn had said nothing of it to him. It must have been found in the pocket of his trousers when the police searched the Wiltshire Row rooms.


	“What did you think when you saw that the prisoner had taken it?”


	“Oh, I knew he’d just forgotten it. I called after him but he was late for something.”


	“And I suppose, Mr. Jones, it is quite a common thing for one to mistakenly take a tool home?”


	Alf’s brow creased.


	“Well, yes. Yes, it is, I’m sure.” He flushed and looked down.


	“Thank you, no more questions,” said Mr.Windsor.


	Muir stepped smartly up to the box.


	“Before we begin can I just clarify, Mr. Jones, when you agree it is ‘quite a common thing’ to take a tool home by mistake, are we to take it that you yourself have done such a thing, quite commonly?”


	Alf continued to look down at his hands.


	“When I think about it I don’t think I have, but plenty have done.”


	Muir shot an expression of incredulity at the jury.


	“I see. So you have never taken a tool home before?”


	“No,” the answer was barely audible.


	“Thank you, Mr. Jones. Now, after working a shift with the prisoner on Christmas Eve, did you ask him to accompany you and some other men to a local pub?”


	“I did, but he was in rush to get off. I couldn’t persuade him to come along with us.”


	“Yes. In such a rush that he couldn’t be recalled to replace the tool you had noticed was missing. If it was such a very common occurrence why did you feel the need to call him back at all?”


	“It was nothing much, nothing that unusual in it, but when I saw that George had gone off with it I thought he might get into trouble for it.”


	“Remind the court what kind of tool it was?”


	“A file, just a small file. He works on the machines, sometimes in one department, sometimes in another, as many of the men do. You put a tool in your pocket and forget to leave it on your bench when you’re let out for the day.”


	“So when you saw the prisoner had neglected to leave his file behind on his bench, what did you do?”


	Alf coloured and hung his head.


	“I took another fellow’s file and put it on George’s bench. I thought Chas, who was the other fellow, could get a ticking off for it if anyone noticed; he deserved it more than George.”


	“To summarise then, when the accused left the printworks he was carrying a file in his pocket. Is that correct?”


	“Yes,” the reply was almost a whisper.


	“Louder for the court,” cried the judge.


	“Can you describe the file to the court?” asked Muir when Alf had repeated himself.


	“It wasn’t a very large one, but quite heavy, about so big.” He held his hands about four inches apart. “Made of iron, it has rough sides for filing things down, of course.”


	“Anything else?”


	“Not that I can think of.”


	“Did it have a flat end, for instance?”


	Alf shook his head reluctantly.


	“No, they’re sharpened, some of them at both ends.”


	“Thank you. Now let me read something aloud. I quote directly from Dr. Wainwright’s autopsy report. ‘The injuries had been produced by a chisel or a gardener’s knife with a spring to it so it would not close.’ Here is another extract: ‘the wounds on the nose and eye were caused by a very powerful and stubby instrument—a file like this drawing, sharpened at both ends, would cause the wounds if it was very sharp.’ Here is the drawing again, for the benefit of Mr. Jones, who was not here yesterday when Dr. Wainwright was.”


	He held the sketch up for the court to see before laying it precisely in front of Alf.


	“Does that drawing resemble the file the prisoner took from Carlisle & Clegg’s on Christmas Eve?”


	Alf shrugged. “It is something like it, I suppose.”


	He looked then to the constable who had escorted him in, thinking his duty might be discharged, but Muir was riffling through his notes again.


	“We haven’t quite finished yet, Mr. Jones. Now, that wasn’t the last you saw of the prisoner on Christmas Eve, was it?”


	“No, I saw him late on. We met by chance; I saw him walking past the Robert Peel and went out to see him. He came in for a drink and we were there when midnight was called.”


	“Did he say where he had been?”


	“No, I didn’t ask him.”


	“Did you notice anything strange about his appearance?”


	“Not really. He had a few scratches on him, that’s all.”


	“Where were the scratches?”


	“On his face.”


	“Did you ask how he got them?”


	“He said he’d got in a bit of a scuffle with someone earlier that night.”


	“And did you believe his story?”


	“Have you been to Hoxton on Christmas Eve?” retorted Alf. Someone laughed. Muir frowned.


	“I would remind you that you are under oath now, Mr. Jones. This is no time for jokes. A young woman has been murdered.”


	He paused while some of those on public benches and even one juror shook theirs heads disapprovingly before adding, “That will be all, thank you.”


	Alf’s face was red with shame as he stepped down, and though George willed him to look at him as he passed by, he kept his eyes downcast. Once he had been escorted out of the courtroom, George felt any strength that had been transferred by his father’s touch to be diminishing. With it, the power of the afternoon sun was also waning, the light dwindling as the lawyers talked on, their shadows lengthening across the polished wood of the floor. At one point Mr. Windsor read out a brief letter from George’s foreman at Carlisle & Clegg’s, stating that he had been punctual and reliable and honest. Finally, the witness list had almost been exhausted.


	“I have one last witness, your honour,” said Windsor, at which Muir leapt up.


	“Your honour, I have had no warning of this.”


	“Neither have I,” said the judge. “Please approach, both of you.”


	The hushed conferral went on for some minutes, George puzzling over who the mysterious witness might be. Eventually Muir strode away from the bench with a scowl and Windsor moved slowly towards the stand.


	“Call Mr. Charles Booth,” he said.


	George started. It was not such an uncommon name that more than one or two of the others in the court looked up with interest at it. For his part, George didn’t believe it could be any other Charles Booth and watched the door of the courtroom intently.


	When he came in, Booth seemed quite at ease, almost as though he was strolling down Aberdeen Park to pay an afternoon visit to the Drew house. All that was missing was his silver-topped cane or slender umbrella. Those who hadn’t wondered at the name now looked with surprise at the dapper gentleman in the dark grey suit.


	Windsor was obsequious as he asked his first question, his hands flapping as he searched for the right phrasing.


	“Mr. Booth, thank you for coming forward to speak today. Though many of us are aware of your work, can you please tell the court a little about it?”


	Booth, looking faintly embarrassed, nodded. “As you now know, my name is Booth. Though I am a shipping merchant by trade, for the last decade or so I have conducted a study of London’s poor. The last of its thirteen volumes is due to be published next year.”


	Windsor looked as though he wanted to pump Booth’s hand, but restrained himself and attended to his hastily prepared list of questions.


	“Mr. Booth, what is your relationship to the prisoner?”


	Booth looked towards George briefly then, though he didn’t smile.


	“I do not pretend to know George Woolfe well, but I would say I know him a little. I met his father and sister first, whilst on a tour of Hoxton’s streets as part of my research. I bought a birdcage from his father and arranged for George Woolfe to deliver it to the house of some great friends of mine, Captain Drew, his wife and their daughter, my goddaughter.”


	“What were your first impressions of Woolfe?” asked Windsor.


	“I thought he seemed like a polite lad. Quite shy and unsure of himself, but well brought up. He was honest, too. I couldn’t remember how much I’d agreed to pay him for delivery of the birdcage and he asked for the lesser sum.”


	Windsor consulted his list once again. “Did you see him again?”


	“I didn’t expect to, I suppose, but my goddaughter has a habit of befriending people and she came to the door while I was paying him—the cage was to be a surprise birthday present for her. A week or two later, she and her mother met Mr. Woolfe by chance on Holloway Road in Islington. Captain Drew is away at sea a great deal and Mrs. Drew asked if George would carry a heavy item of furniture downstairs from the attic as a favour. He did so and an arrangement was made, of a casual nature, that from then on he would go to the house to run errands and take on small tasks that the women in the house couldn’t have managed otherwise.”


	Windsor nodded energetically.


	“Yes, I see, and thank you, sir, but perhaps you can explain to the court why Mrs. Drew is not here herself to give a character reference for the prisoner?”


	“Mrs. Drew is a very generous woman, but I do not think her nerves would have stood the atmosphere of a courtroom. She, and particularly my young goddaughter, have been most distressed at the events of Christmas Day and the ensuing investigation. Mrs. Drew was interviewed by a police inspector—a Mr. McArthur—in her own drawing room and told him how she had found Mr. Woolfe to be a respectable sort of young man. She wished me to say that on the stand today, on her behalf, and my goddaughter Clemency wished me to say a great deal more for his good character.”


	Most of the jurors and those on the public benches smiled at his words. George gripped the hem of his worn jacket, almost numb with disbelief at the events going on around him.


	“Mr. Booth, what were your first thoughts when you heard that the prisoner was wanted for the murder of the young woman he had been involved with?”


	“Naturally my first reaction was shock. Miss Drew had happened upon the story in a newspaper and sent me a note about it. When I considered the matter more carefully, I found myself questioning the very possibility. The young man I had met seemed so very mild-mannered that I simply couldn’t equate him with the disturbing reports I came to read myself in the papers.”


	Windsor looked even more eager than he had so far. ‘In short, you don’t believe that he did it?’


	Booth hesitated. “Perhaps it would be unwise to put it so strongly. I do not know the minutiae of the case, nor do I know the defendant very well. My goddaughter fervently believes that he is incapable of such a violent act, but I would not being honest if I claimed the same. I can only say this: I liked George Woolfe when I met him, and thought him to be a respectful and respectable young fellow who had a measure of underused intelligence and . . . a finer sense of the world he lived in. More than that I should not like to say, under the circumstances.”


	George was touched and he admired Booth’s candour too. An inner voice told him that what he had said sounded more convincing than if Booth had sung his praises without reservation. He watched Windsor thank the witness and return to his seat. Mr. Muir, when he stood, betrayed none of his previous discomfort at the introduction of this new witness. In fact, while Windsor had been asking his questions, Muir had been entirely absorbed in his papers, occasionally writing on the piece of paper he now took with him to the stand. He smiled unctuously at Booth, who did not return it.


	“Mr. Booth, it is a great honour to have you here with us today, I must say.”


	The judge cleared his throat pointedly and Muir’s smile faded.


	“Mr. Booth, you talked of your goddaughter Miss Drew as a great advocate of the prisoner. Can I ask how old she is?”


	Booth frowned. “She has not long turned sixteen. If she had been older, I am sure she would have insisted on sitting here herself.”


	“Indeed. How well would you say she had come to know the prisoner during his visits to the house to perform small tasks and run errands?”


	Booth took his time in answering, shifting slightly in his seat. “I’m not sure that has any relevance to the case. I have been told that he didn’t visit the house more than half a dozen times.”


	“If you wouldn’t mind answering the question for the court, sir?”


	“I don’t believe he knew her very well. My goddaughter is in many ways young for her age and still forms the fervent attachments of a child. She adores the Drews’ maid, for instance. In addition to that natural naivety is a genuine interest in the lives of others, rather like my own.”


	“Would the prisoner and she have spent any time unchaperoned, perhaps?”


	Booth smiled grimly. “I see now what you are getting at, Mr. Muir. No, my understanding is that my goddaughter’s mother Mrs. Drew was constantly present.”


	Muir nodded and walked slowly away from the box before turning suddenly, as if responding to a sudden thought.


	“You mentioned a maid. Did the prisoner know her at all?”


	“I really couldn’t tell you. I do not live at the house so am not privy to all its inner workings. I presume the maid let him in and out of the house on the occasions he visited, as maids are wont to do.”


	A nervous titter sounded and George nearly smiled himself.


	“Mr. Booth, if you do not live at the house then how can you be so sure that Miss Drew and the prisoner were always chaperoned?”


	Booth’s hands curled momentarily into fists.


	“I know because I have discussed it with Mrs. Drew.”


	“And was this a discussion that took place because you were concerned that her daughter was vulnerable to the prisoner’s . . . influence?”


	Booth remained silent and Muir smiled thinly before waving away the question.


	“Are you aware, sir, that the Drew’s maid made a visit to Stoke Newington Police Station in a bid to visit the prisoner? A bid that was successful, I might add.”


	“I was informed of it, yes.” Mr. Booth was by now looking distinctly uncomfortable, something George would not have expected of him in any situation, and something he felt wretched for now.


	“According to police records of that visit, the maid claimed to be the prisoner’s sister. Leaving that falsehood aside, we must look to the reasons she had for visiting. What do you think they were? Do you think Miss Drew bid her go, to take a message perhaps? Or do you think the maid wanted to visit the prisoner for her own, personal reasons?”


	Booth shook his head. “I think they were both concerned for the prisoner and also rather . . . caught up in their own proximity to the case. They could not imagine the George Woolfe they had known to have been responsible, but could not rest until they had heard what he had to say in his own defence. It was a rash plan, but one that grew from good intentions, I would say.”


	Muir turned back to the court.


	“You will remember the note that was written to the deceased from the prisoner, and the reference within it to the prisoner having ‘made the acquaintance of a young lady’ he admired ‘much better’ than poor Charlotte Cheeseman. Mr. Booth, do you have any thoughts to who this young lady might be?”


	Booth shook his head again. “None whatsoever, it might have been anyone or no one at all.”


	“I put it to you, sir, that it was Miss Drew, or perhaps even her maid, with whom—we trust—he had rather more opportunity to see alone.”


	“You have no proof of this. It is nothing but scandal-mongering,” said Booth sharply.


	George clutched at his stomach as it twinged painfully. The afternoon sun was low now; he had thought the trial would be over soon, and without having involved the Drews. The elation he’d felt when he saw Mr. Booth take the stand for him ebbed away, leaden guilt taking its place.


	“Before today, Mr. Booth, when did you last see the prisoner? asked Muir.


	As George watched his face, he could see Booth’s irritation swiftly replaced by resignation.


	“On Christmas Eve, at the annual gathering hosted at the Drew house.”


	“The prisoner was invited?” Muir looked skeptical.


	“He was, by Mrs. Drew. Captain Drew had returned from a long stint at sea and Mrs. Drew must have thought it was a good opportunity for her husband to meet the young man who had been helping around the house. Woolfe had only a few days before assisted with the erection and decoration of the tree.”


	“I see,” Muir’s face almost gleeful. “And what was the result of the meeting between Captain Drew and the prisoner?”


	The judge raised his head at this point and George and Mr. Booth looked hopefully in his direction.


	“Mr. Muir, you are taking a great deal of time to get to a point I can only presume exists. This is a murder trial; we are not here to discuss Christmas decorations and soirees.”


	“I am coming to it, your honour, and I believe it is key to the case, to establishing the dubious character of the prisoner.”


	“Well, get on with it then. I’m sure Mr. Booth has his books to return to.”


	Muir bridled at that but quickly recovered. He drew closer to the witness box.


	“Let us move directly to the point then, Mr. Booth. In the course of Inspector McArthur’s interviews at the Drew household, it was revealed that the prisoner, after a short interview with Captain Drew in his study, was ejected from the Christmas party. Is that not correct?”


	Booth looked over at George for an instant, who found himself hanging his head.


	“Yes, that is true.”


	“Am I correct in saying that this expulsion was deemed necessary by the Captain because he was concerned for the . . . welfare of his young and rather gauche daughter?”


	Booth nodded once, his face closed.


	“Please explain to the court why Captain Drew, who had only just returned home from a long absence, could possibly have reached this conclusion so quickly?”


	Booth remained silent and the judge made no move to make him speak so Muir continued.


	“The fact is that there was another visitor to the Captain’s study only that morning, a young woman who had requested an interview with him so she might warn him of the danger she believed his daughter to be in from the prisoner.”


	A burst of excited murmuring went up around the room and George braced himself for what he knew would come next.


	“Tragically that young woman had only hours to live. Her name was Charlotte Cheeseman.” Muir almost bowed as he said the last words and had to catch himself, his eyes modestly lowered to the varnished boards beneath his polished shoes.


	There seemed little reason to extract any more information out of Mr. Booth, and he was shortly dismissed. As he left, he did not look at George or anyone else, his face still closed, impossible to read. After that, it did not seem to take much longer until the case for the defence came to an end.


	Over the course of two days an unexpected variety of witnesses had been called, questioned and cross-examined; the jury asked to pore over photographs provided of the Park Hotel and timetables of the bus service between Tottenham and Hoxton; in short, every intricacy of the case had been explored and, at least in the case of the prosecution, exhausted. George no longer had any notion of whether the jury would find him innocent or guilty, though the painful cross-examination of Mr. Booth so close to the verdict could not have helped. A perverse part of George was looking forward to the verdict being read out and the sentence passed down. It was the waiting that he felt might drive him out of his wits.


	There was no separate room for the jury to confer in, and so they conferred awkwardly with each other not ten feet from where he sat. As he waited, he found that keeping entirely still was impossible. He felt he might burst out of his own skin if he tried. Out of sight, he tapped his foot as fast as he could, the rhythm of it something of a distraction, measuring out the time remaining before he knew his fate in quick, bearable chunks.


	When his father and sister were led back into the courtroom, finding space to stand at the very back of the already overcrowded room, he knew that the waiting was almost over. The judge, beneath his stern expression, looked faintly bored, and George found himself wondering what he would do when this was over. He caught a fleeting glimpse of the man suddenly devoid of his robes and powdered wig, ordering a nip of whisky at his club and settling down with the day’s newspaper. Was it too late for the verdict to be in the last edition, George wondered? He supposed it would be in the morning’s paper instead.


	Strange to think too of the man who would write the words of the story, perhaps forming sentences that described the date and manner of an execution, a man that was probably making notes in the courtroom now. Curious also to think about the typesetters at the print, men skilled like those he knew at Carlisle’s, who would pick out the letters with their oil-streaked fingers and lay them out in the correct order. To them it would be simply more words, more work: lineage brief enough not to impinge on the guttering, nothing more.


	Just then a hush descended that drove him from his own thoughts and back to the reality of the present.


	“Have you reached your verdict?” asked the judge of the jury’s foreman, whose ill-fitting jacket sleeves now exposed his thin, milk white wrists.


	“We have, your honour,” he replied and the hands attached to those pale wrists shook slightly as he did.


	“And how do you find the accused?”


	The juror paused then, as if he knew a moment of dramatic tension was deserving of those who had turned up to court for the day with their knitting and notebooks.


	“We find him guilty, your honour.”


	His eyes met George’s as he said it, and George thought he looked more embarrassed than righteous. He heard a girlish voice cry out softly and wondered if it was Cissy, though he could not manage to move and look her way. He kept his eyes instead on the judge, or more precisely the judge’s hand. As he knew it must now, he watched it move towards the square of black fabric that must have been placed there by a clerk that morning. Once it had been part of a larger bolt of cloth, rolled up in a back room, waiting for the scissors to scythe through it. The judge laid it on his head, where it perched, slightly askew.


	“George Woolfe, you have been found guilty of the murder of Charlotte Cheeseman. This was a particularly vicious murder, exacted on a woman who had her best years of life ahead of her, and who wished only for you to marry her. You took her trust and murdered her on deserted marshland on the eve of Christmas, for what reasons we shall perhaps never know. By pleading innocent you have shown no remorse for what you did, nor given your victim’s family an opportunity to close this terrible chapter. I sentence you to be hanged by the neck until dead. The High Sheriff of the County will fix the execution date, which will be set tomorrow. Before you are taken down to the condemned cell, do you have anything to say?”


	George inhaled shakily, his head spinning, though he hardly felt the jolt of surprise at the judge’s words. Even as they had been spoken he felt as though he had heard them a dozen times before, and in one way he had—in his sleep and in the wakeful hours before dawn. He searched the faces turned towards him for his father and Cissy. Though Cissy’s legs had apparently buckled, her small body wracked with sobs and only held up by their father, he was looking straight at George, a stricken expression on his face.


	George gulped noisily before speaking so softly that almost every person in the room involuntarily leaned in his direction.


	“I can assure you, sir,” he began, his voice growing stronger. “That I have committed no crime and certainly not such an atrocious crime as this to upset my poor father’s home. I say again, I am innocent of it.”


	As he fell silent again, two burly constables left their posts at the courtroom door and approached George, who suddenly gripped the wooden ledge in a panic.


	“Please, sir, your honour, let me see my family before they take me down. I beg you, please. Just for a minute.”


	The judge’s face remained impassive for a long moment, the only sounds in the court echoing in from the distant outside world, everyone inside the room seemingly holding their breath. He exhaled slowly, looking up at George and then over to Mr. Woolfe and the inconsolable Cissy.


	“Mr. and Miss Woolfe may approach the dock and speak with the prisoner. Give them five minutes,” he said.


	Mr. Woolfe wasted no time, and half-dragged Cissy towards George past the rest of the public, the court reporters and jury, all of them transfixed and immobilised by the scene. George found he could not move until his father reached him and gripped his hands tightly in his own. They stared at each for a long moment, until Mr. Woolfe’s faded eyes filled. Still he did not drop George’s hands but let the tears spill freely down his creased cheeks. Cissy, who had been clinging to her father’s waist, managed to straighten up and go round to the entrance of the dock and let herself in. One constable moved as if to stop her but then changed his mind and stepped back. Inside with George, she embraced him fiercely from the back, the side of her head pressing into the cleft between his shoulder blades.


	Still George didn’t cry, which was strange, as he’d had to fight the urge to many times during the previous hours. He thought the tears would certainly come later, when he was locked up in the condemned cell, and not even within earshot of Sam Jelsey’s snoring, as he’d foolishly thought.


	“I didn’t do it, dad, but they won’t listen,” he whispered as his father pulled him close, the hard ledge of the dock between them. “What will I do? They will hang me soon but I have not done it. The man who has is still walking about out there, as free as a bird, and I will hang in his place. Dad, you must help me. I cannot bear this.”


	Mr. Woolfe composed himself and then nodded. “I will go and speak to Mr. Windsor, ask to see Mr. Booth, see what can be done. There will be something we can do. There must be. Justice has not been done here today.”


	The allotted five minutes were up. The constables approached once again. Mr. Woolfe kissed his son on the forehead, holding his head gently between his hands, just as he had done on the day George had arrived at Wiltshire Row in his new uniform, and a hundred times before that when George was a boy.


	“Cissy and I will visit you tomorrow,” he said, an unsteady smile on his lips. “I will have some news for you by then.”


	Cissy was still incoherent, her entire frame shuddering with emotion and shock, and Mr. Woolfe had to prise her fingers from her brother’s waist before leading her slowly away. George watched them go, his father’s head held high as he passed out of the courtroom with his arm firmly around his daughter, his cheeks still defiantly wet. When they were out of sight, George turned to the constables and offered himself to them before they could step up into the dock to take his arms.
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	On waking the next morning, it took George half a minute to remember where he was. As soon as he realised, taking in the bars on the windows, the damp walls and the coarseness of his blanket, he felt as though he had been winded. Glancing over his shoulder he saw that the two prison officers guarding him were slumped fast asleep against the far wall, their regular breathing just audible now George was fully awake. It was strange having them there. He knew their job was to stop him committing suicide but even that sort of company was preferable to George than being alone.


	He had passed the night surprisingly easily. He had expected a succession of dreadful nightmares featuring the gallows but none had come. It was clever what the brain did sometimes, he thought, saving you from yourself when you least expected it. It was quiet without the rich suck and blow of Sam’s snoring next door. George guessed it was still very early, but it was difficult to tell now the long winter nights had begun to recede.


	The condemned cells were in a different part of Newgate. Situated on the ground floor of the building, the clamour that had risen up from the shops and businesses of Newgate Street to reach his last cell was muffled here. The room—twice the size of a normal cell and with two barred windows instead of one—seemed to catch the sun in early morning. Despite everything, that fact served to lighten George’s mood. It would be a fine day outside.


	Being careful not to scrape it against the stone floor and wake the guards, George moved his narrow cot so it was in the path of the soft light and lay back down again. The longer he was awake, the tighter the nerves in his stomach seemed to knot themselves; he didn’t think he would be able to manage any breakfast.


	The prison chaplain has visited him the previous evening, after he had been taken from the courtroom. He had seemed a kind man, but George didn’t believe in any of that and so he hadn’t stayed long. When George was young he had simply accepted the religion his mother had inherited from her own parents. He knew the language of it and its rituals were old friends; if anyone had thought to ask he would certainly have said he was a Christian. But after his mother died it had all seemed rather foolish, and imbued with no deeper meaning than the widows who displayed their grief with black crepe dresses in the latest fashions. When his mother had died he had looked on her body and seen a pile of flesh and bones that would start to smell if left, just like any other meat.


	That seemed to him to be the truth of it. Of course he had hoped that her soul had departed to heaven, as he had been taught to believe, but his doubts wouldn’t be quieted. In the end, he’d pushed away the guilty thoughts and refused to think about it at all. Now, faced with his own imminent death, the leap of faith that others made so easily had yawned even wider for George. He wondered if it was precisely because he needed it that it had turned its back; that needing it had somehow exempted him. He believed he would be quite alone in death, and he didn’t see how anything or anyone would convince him otherwise.


	He lay in something of a trance for the next couple of hours, his face turned towards the nearest window while the colour of the sky turned from the buttery shades of dawn into a pale, cloudless blue. The now familiar noises of the prison coming to life echoed around him. The early dawn was the quietest time of the day; in the dead of night there was always someone screaming or bellowing.


	He was just thinking about getting up before someone delivered his breakfast when footsteps approached along the corridor. The two guards began to stir, one opening his eyes and grimacing at the sunlight that fell across his face. George sprang up and straightened the blanket before pushing the bed back against the wall. Its metal frame left white scrape marks on the stones that he scuffed at with his foot as the rattle of keys sounded at the door.


	“Keep it down, Woolfe. I’ve only just bleedin’ woke up.” It was the larger of the two guards George had seen for the first time the previous evening, his vast shoulders straining at the seams of his uniform as he got up and stretched. “What time is it?” he asked his companion, shaking him when he didn’t answer.


	Another guard came in then, having wrestled with the heavy lock.


	“You need to twist to the left first,” said the big guard, taking the breakfast tray he’d brought in. He put it on the end of the bed.


	“He’s got a visitor,” said the new guard, tilting his head in George’s direction. “She’s coming up now.” He left.


	“You hear that, Woolfe? You’d better look sharp.”


	George couldn’t imagine that Cissy had come on her own without their father. For a moment, the faces of the two Drew women flashed across his mind but he dismissed them. Miss Clemmie had shown her support during the trial, but he was now a convicted murderer; he wouldn’t hear from them again, he was sure of it. Milly was the only other person he could think of, but that didn’t seem likely.


	The guards had gone to wait in the corridor, chatting amongst themselves and not bothering to lock the door while the visitor made her way through the maze of twisting corridors and staircases, so deliberately confusing that even they, the warders, had been known to lose all sense of direction. George stood up, trying to feel ready. He had attempted to smarten himself up, spitting into his hand and trying to smooth his hair back with it, but he knew how thin and drawn he must look. The breakfast tray lay untouched, but he would have time enough to eat it after the mysterious visitor had gone.


	When she came in, he was still half-expecting to see Milly appear there, his eyes already anticipating her slight frame. Instead it was Annie who stood before him and he felt quite disorientated. Up close, she looked as gaunt in the face as George thought he must. Worry and grief had melted much of her bulk away and, when she walked in, she had also lost her bustling manner. George realised with a horrible pang of loss that without the extra flesh padding her face and neck she looked more like Charlotte than he had ever realised. The same sharp chin had emerged in Annie’s pared down face and even her eyes, which George had never noticed before, seemed elongated, just as her sister’s had been.


	“Annie, I didn’t expect you,” George said eventually, after the door was locked behind her, the guards apparently willing to give them some privacy. He was unsure whether to approach or keep his distance.


	“I’m sure you didn’t,” she replied, but her voice wasn’t angry.


	A silence fell between them and, absurdly, George hoped neither of the guards was eavesdropping outside. Just as he was summoning the nerve to ask how she was, Annie crossed the small cell to one of the windows.


	“Ain’t much of a view, is it?” she said softly. She looked back at him then and he found he couldn’t look away, her intense gaze was so like Charlotte’s.


	“Do you miss her?” she asked, the words so quiet he almost didn’t catch them. “I do. I think of her every day. She’s the first thought on my mind every morning, and the last when I go to bed.” She laughed bitterly. “I suppose everyone grieving says that.”


	“I do miss her,” George said. “I’m like you. She’s so often in my thoughts that I only notice it if I haven’t thought about her for a while. And that doesn’t happen very often. Annie—“


	“Don’t, George,” she interrupted. “I know what you’re going to say and I know it already. That’s why I come here. I know you didn’t do it.”


	George sat down on the bed, the contents of his breakfast tipping slightly so that he had to put the tray on the floor. Annie came and sat next to him, though not so close that they touched.


	“When I found out you’d lied about where you’d last seen her, I had my doubts,” Annie continued. “Ted was convinced, of course. But the more I thought about it, the more I couldn’t make it fit together in my head. I thought the trial would make my mind up for me and it has, but not in the way I thought it would.”


	George looked down at his hands, which gripped his knees as she talked. Next to him, Annie had adopted the same position.


	“You didn’t do it, did you?” Annie had turned to look at him and George met her familiar eyes.


	“No, I never could have . . . hurt her,” he said. “I didn’t always treat her as I should’ve done. My own stupid jealousy got in the way sometimes. Too often. But I’d never have beaten her or . . . “ His voice tailed off.


	“I knew it,” said Annie, and when George looked he could see tiny coals of comfort glowing in the depths of her eyes. “I hated to think it was you, that the last thing she thought was that you hated her enough to kill her. Perhaps I shouldn’t say so, but I’d rather it was a stranger. It’s not so much of a betrayal that way, at least that’s how I see it.”


	George nodded. “Yes, I see what you mean, but I can never forgive myself for leaving her there on her own. He must have been nearby, whoever did it. He might have seen us, seen me go off without her.” He looked desperately at Annie and she leaned over to pat his hand.


	“I know well enough how Lottie could be in a fight,” she said. “She couldn’t let anything go and she’d keep on until you lost your temper. It was better to go off than stay and hit her, like lots of other would have done.”


	“Can you forgive me, Annie? Not just for leaving her by herself but for not telling you the truth on Christmas Day too?” He bowed his head, not wanting to see her shake her head.


	Annie sighed. “I’ve thought about it for a long time and I know why you lied. You were frightened, weren’t you? And out of your wits worrying about where she could have got to as well. You knew everyone would think you had something to do with it, and you were right. I don’t blame you, George. My poor little sister was already dead by Christmas morning. Nothing you said to me later could have changed that.”


	“I know,” said George, his voice shaking. “But if I had just gone back instead of getting on that bus. Or if I hadn’t thought of going up to Tottenham at all . . . ”


	Annie laid her hand on George’s again. “It’s no good thinking like that. It’ll send you mad, especially in this place.” She looked around her and shuddered. “Look, I’ve got to be going now. Ted don’t know I’m here and he would go spare if he knew. Listen, George, I know it was him who got you found at those barracks and I’m sorry for it. I would rather you were hundreds of miles from here. You might never have come back here and had a fresh start, made a new life for yourself. He didn’t tell me he was going to do it or I’d have tried to stop him. He’s a vindictive man, Ted. I don’t know how I didn’t see it before.”


	She got to her feet, shaking her head. “He had a grudge against you two, though I can’t think why. If it wasn’t for my Eddie . . . ” She left the words hanging in the air and crossed to the window again.


	“I went to the police yesterday, you know. Said I didn’t think it was you, that it didn’t add up you being like that when you’d always been so good and patient with Lottie. They wasn’t interested, though. Said it was ‘an irrelevance,’ that big fair-haired one did. Pearn. I’m sorry, George.”


	He went to her and clasped her hand to his chest. “You’ve got nothing to be sorry for, Annie. I’m so grateful that you came. It means a great deal to me to know you think I never did such a terrible thing. It will help me when it comes to . . . that day.”


	Annie shivered again before kissing George on the cheek. “Goodbye now, George. I won’t come again, but I’ll think of you.” She walked quickly to the door and rapped on it, her fingers trembling as they tried to locate a handkerchief inside the sleeve of her plain dress.


	After she’d gone and his two guards had resumed the previous evening’s game of cards on a bench by the door, George found he could eat a little of the bread on his tray. He felt stunned by Annie’s unexpected visit and, though fear still lurked in the pit of his stomach, it had slightly diminished because of it. For the moment, he felt almost calm. Lying back down on his bed, the air in the cell warmer from the still-climbing sun, he slipped gratefully into a dreamless sleep.
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	The rest of George’s first full day in the condemned cell passed surprisingly quickly. His father and Cissy came for an hour in the middle of the afternoon but were so choked with emotion and fear for George that he was almost relieved when they left. His predicament seemed easier to bear alone, or as alone as he could be with a couple of guards sharing the cell with him.


	By and large the guards in this part of the prison were more amenable than those George had encountered while waiting to go on trial. He had learnt that the guard with the broad shoulders was named Reynolds, and that he usually worked the night shift paired with a wiry man called Pitt. Horwood had relieved them during the morning, after Annie’s departure, and George hadn’t caught the other guard’s name. Reynolds liked cards, George quickly discovered, but the day guards preferred to talk quietly amongst themselves, or took turns to doze.


	Though the two-man guard had been deemed necessary some years before, to prevent the condemned escaping their just punishment by taking their own lives first, George couldn’t make much sense of it. Within the spartan cell there seemed scarcely any means to cause harm to anyone. Apart from the bench the guards used, his own bed, some writing materials and a slop bucket, there was not a stick of furniture to be seen. He doubted the frayed and half-rotten laces from his boots could have been fashioned into an effective noose. Even if he had managed to tie them to the thick metal window grates, his weight would have severed the threads before he’d felt so much as a tightening around his throat. Besides, even if a man did manage to hang himself in his cell one night, how was that any less of a punishment than being led to the execution shed the next day? As George saw it, the result was the same.


	The next morning, after another meagre breakfast, George was told he must take his exercise for the day. It had been forgotten yesterday, what with his visitors and his recent introduction to the condemned corridor, and so he hadn’t been out under the sky since before the trial. He wondered momentarily if he might catch a glimpse of Sam Jelsey but then dismissed it. Sam had never pointed out any condemned prisoners to him before; they were probably taken out at different hours.


	In fact, he wasn’t to go to the yard he had plodded around before at all. Instead he was taken to a narrow walkway with flagstones underfoot and bare bricks at the sides. The roof was formed by a latticework of wooden struts that admitted the light from above in thin, uniform bars. As he was led up and down what was no more than a corridor of thirty feet in length, the intermittent slanting of the light across his face made him feel dizzy. It was then that he remembered what Sam had told him in his first week at Newgate. This was the place Sam had called Birdcage Walk.


	“Of course the ones who’ve been found guilty and sent to the condemned cells have it very differently,” he’d said, as he and George climbed the stairs to the uppermost gallery where their cells lay. “The food’s a sight better, or at least there’s more of it, but you never get a minute to yourself. The turnkeys don’t even let you piss on your own in case you try and drown yourself in it. You don’t go in the exercise yard like us either. We might not like going out there much when it’s brass monkeys but all those poor sods get is Birdcage Walk.”


	George had felt a wrench when Sam said the words, his mind going straight to those childhood days on the marshes and the image of his father at work with his cutters and files. “That’s a strange name for it,” he’d said sadly.


	“Not if you’d seen it,” replied Sam, shaking his head sagely.


	George didn’t see how Sam himself could have seen it and lived to tell the tale and raised an eyebrow.


	“Oh, I’ve got my sources, lad. The thing about Birdcage Walk is that it’s just like them long, squared off cages you see at the bird market down Sclater Street. You been there?”


	George nodded. “I know what you mean.”


	“At first it looks like it’s just a corridor,” continued Sam. “But then you look up and there ain’t no proper ceiling, it’s opened up to the air, d’you see? Going across is it is rows and rows of thin beams, just like the bars of a birdcage—or the bars on our cell windows, come to that—so that even when you’re outside you ain’t really.”


	Now seeing it for the first time with his own eyes, George had to marvel at the accuracy of Sam’s description. One of the guards with him, the one whose name George didn’t know, took him firmly by the arm then and, in this manner, he took his paltry exercise. After twenty minutes he was taken back to his cell, the hour when he might receive a visitor scarcely any closer.


	In the hours that followed, George tried to occupy himself by drawing, the first he’d done in some time. His pencil was blunter than he’d have liked and Horwood had shaken his head and laughed loudly when George had asked for a knife to whittle it into a sharper point. Sitting on his bed, he leaned against the wall and drew the most interesting part of the cell: the windows and the pattern of light their bars created on the floor. The sky was hazier than it had been the previous day, but the contrast between the places where the light pooled and the shadows encroached was still stark.


	Just as he had found in the rooms above the Regent’s Canal, time moved at a different pace when he was occupied in a sketch. He was just making the last strokes to his picture, rubbing and softening the cross-hatchings of the shading with his thumb, when he heard the key being turned in the lock. Horwood leapt up from his doze and crossed to the door.


	After an exchange with the guard there he looked back over his shoulder. “Seems you’ve got a whole visiting party out here, Woolfe,” he said. “You’d better tuck your shirt in and put them drawings away.”


	George got up and, once again, tried to make himself look decent as he wondered who it could be. He’d expected his father again, and perhaps Cissy too, but no one else.


	Charles Booth strode in first, the metal tip of his umbrella ringing on the flagstones. Close on his heels was George’s lawyer Mr. Windsor, whom George had never thought to set eyes on again, while Mr. Woolfe and Cissy made up the rear of the party, Cissy’s eyes red-rimmed and round like saucers in the intimidating surroundings. She rushed forward when she caught sight of George and as he held her tightly he could feel her tears soak through his shirt.


	“I hate to see you like this, in here,” she whispered. “I can’t bear it.” Mr. Woolfe stepped forward then and gently pulled her away.


	“Now Cissy, come away,” he said. “George don’t want to see you all upset, does he?”


	“Besides,” Mr. Booth said, removing his hat and looking in vain for somewhere to hang it, “we may be bringing George some good news. Or at least what we hope will be good news.”


	As George stood there not knowing quite what to do, Booth bustled about, finally depositing his hat on the bed and then instructing the guards to fetch chairs for them to sit on.


	“And a table if it isn’t too much trouble,” he called after their retreating backs. George was amazed at their acquiescence, even the bluff Horwood only rolling his eyes before doing as he was bid. Within a few minutes the three older men sat perched on rickety wooden chairs while George sat side by side with Cissy on the bed. No table had been forthcoming but Mr. Woolfe and Mr. Booth had between them dragged the guards’ bench over, on which they now laid a pile of papers.


	George looked between Booth and Windsor expectantly but the latter kept his eyes lowered. Booth spoke first.


	“Now, Master Woolfe, you will be wondering why such a strange party as ours has come today,” he said. “I will explain as quickly as I can, we do not have too long before your visiting time is over. In short, I have consulted Justice Grantham, as well as Mr. Windsor here, about the possibility of mounting an appeal.”


	George looked confused. “An appeal, sir?”


	Booth nodded sternly. “Yes. A petition against the verdict of the trial. I, and others who bore witness to it believe it was no less than a travesty of justice. Every last piece of evidence brought against you was circumstantial. The prosecution did not have a single, indisputable fact that makes you the murderer beyond doubt.” He paused and looked hard at George. “I presume you maintain your innocence.”


	George nodded fervently. “Oh yes, sir. I’ve never said anything else, even when Pearn had me in that room for hours on end without a moment to think straight.”


	“Yes, I can well imagine,” Booth said wryly. “I’ve had the pleasure of meeting Mr. Pearn myself. As I view it, your presence in Tottenham on the night of the murder, your courtship to Miss Cheeseman, and a tool in your pocket does not a watertight case make. The verdict, as it stands, is unsafe. Would you agree, Mr. Windsor?”


	The old lawyer flinched as if he had been pricked with a pin. “Yes, yes,” he muttered. “I’m sure you’re right.”


	“Grantham is an acquaintance of a good friend of mine and I took the liberty of using that connection after the conclusion of the trial,” continued Booth. “When I heard he had allowed your father and sister to have a short interview with you after the sentencing was read, I wondered if he might be pressed into privately admitting any doubts in the way the trial was presented. We talked over the matter for some hours in his club.”


	George looked even more bewildered and Mr. Woolfe cleared his throat. “If the petition goes in,” he said softly to George. “There’s a chance of a reprieve. Or else the sentence could be . . . commuted, I think it was called, or reduced so you wouldn’t serve so long.”


	“You mean, I might not hang?” asked George, his limbs suddenly weak.


	“We shouldn’t be too hasty,” said Booth, frowning slightly. “It might come to nothing and you’ll have to be prepared for that. To have your hopes put up only to be dashed in a few weeks’ time will be a terrible thing to bear, but there is a small chance of a different outcome. There is no hope of a new trial, only a judgment on a point of law which we hope will lead to a reprieve. In this case, it is two-fold: the circumstantial nature of the evidence and the retracted identification of the prosecution witness Hannaford—though the former is much stronger, of course, and may be more persuasive by itself.”


	George stood up and put his hand out to shake Booth’s.


	“Thank you, sir. I’m not sure I know why you have decided to help me and my family, but I am very grateful for it. I am willing to take any chance if it means I might . . . might show that I am innocent. I know why it might look like I did it, but I didn’t. That is the truth of it. The real murderer goes free while I am in here, in a condemned cell.”


	“I happen to believe your plea,” said Booth. “But that is only part of the reason I am here. I do not wish to serve a country that deems it acceptable to hang a man who has not been sufficiently proved guilty. Of course,” and his eyes began to twinkle, “my goddaughter would never forgive me if I didn’t at least try to help her friend George Woolfe using what small influence I may have.”


	George smiled shyly back at Booth, the movement of the muscles in his face feeling rusty and unfamiliar. “Please thank her for me. She’s been so very kind. She has never doubted me.”


	“Once the petition for reprieve is lodged, we can only wait,” continued Booth. “I have stated my views in a strenuously worded letter, which I have asked Mr. Windsor to include in his submission to the Lord Chief Justice and the Court for Crown Cases Reserved, from whence it will be considered by the Home Office.”


	It wasn’t until they had left, the two guards resuming their posts close to the locked door, that George allowed himself to absorb the significance of Booth’s words. He himself knew nothing of legal procedure and he struggled now to understand the difference between circumstantial evidence and any other kind. He had a vague notion that it was like those clues you were given by the author in a mystery—enough to rouse suspicion and apparently damning in any quantity, but which could quite possibly turn out to be a red herring in the end. That was what he was in all this: a red herring. The one set up to look as though he must have done it, arguing in public with the victim, writing her a spiteful note, leaving work with a sharpened file in his pocket. No reader would credit it if his story was just that, a fiction; he was far too obvious.


	Booth hadn’t said much more about the petition, not yet knowing the intricacies of its procedure himself. British law stated that three Sundays had to pass between the sentencing of any condemned man or woman and their execution; Booth seemed to think that the result of the petition would be decided within this period and not exceed and prolong it.


	George remembered how he had felt sitting in the dock, knowing that he would shortly be told whether he was found guilty or would be set free. When he’d heard the foreman of the jury say ‘guilty’ he had thought the not knowing, and its sensation of being suspended in mid-air, was over. Now he had just over three weeks to wait to find out if he would live or die, with nothing but the monotony and horror of Newgate to distract him from counting down each and every minute. He would never have declined the chance, and he could not have been more grateful to Booth, but yet, at the same time, he wasn’t sure he would be able to bear it.
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	A brisk knock at the door roused Charles Ritchie from his doze. He rubbed his eyes and looked about him blearily. It was Monday, he remembered. It had grown dark as he slumbered in his chair and the one desk lamp that was turned up in the room was casting menacing shadows on the walls. The knock came again, slightly louder this time.


	“Come,” said Ritchie, his voice thick with sleep. He struggled to rise from his chair, cursing the effects of England’s chilly evenings on his joints. Crossing the room, he began to turn up the gas lamps mounted on the walls flanking the fire, which had almost gone out.


	“Good evening, Home Secretary,” said Perks as he came in. “I’ve brought your evening drink, just as you like it. Let me see to the fire, sir.” He put the tray and its cut glass tumbler of Scotch down on the desk and hurried over to the marble fireplace.


	Ritchie allowed Perks to fuss around the room, lighting the rest of the lamps and stoking the fire until it roared up the chimney. When he had left, closing the door silently behind him, Ritchie went over to the window. He could feel the wind’s sharp fingers stealing in through the casement. Below him, Whitehall was busy with carriages and men walking purposefully away to catch their trains. He glanced over at the clock to see it was just past five. He had slept for two hours. Beyond Whitehall, he could make out the dark stripe of the Thames, and the specks of light that must be the last of the day’s river traffic. Beyond it was the southern bank, and the dimly glowing bulk of Waterloo station.


	Taking the papers he’d been working on over to the fire, he lowered himself into a leather armchair and groaned softly as the heat of the flames seeped into his bones. He would be glad when spring had deepened into summer and he could take his usual month in Biarritz. He felt like a young man again there, able to get out of bed as soon as he woke, with none of the gradual and tentative persuasion his joints required on a cold, grey morning in London.


	He turned to the front page of the document before him and began leafing through the pages, wondering how much of it he had managed to absorb before his nap. Woolfe, the young man due to hang, was from Hoxton. Ritchie’s constituency was now Croydon but the first seat he was returned to Parliament for was the Tower Hamlets, not too far away from Hoxton, both in terms of geography and social conditions. His eyes skimmed down the pages of depositions, taking in the confused matter of Woolfe’s identity. The petition for his reprieve had mentioned it, citing a Frederick Hannaford as the key witness; a man who had sworn under oath that George Woolfe was not the man he saw at close quarters with the victim on the night of the murder. A murder that took place on Christmas Eve, Ritchie noted for the first time. He reached for his glass of whisky.


	Hannaford, on balance, did not seem a credible witness. Ritchie scrawled a question mark in the margin next to his transcribed statement. He was clearly a heavy drinker and there was a good chance he was mistaken on the night. Other witnesses placed Woolfe in Tottenham at the right time and there was the matter of the scratches on his face, of course. What man scratched another’s face in a brawl? Only a woman would scratch, with her long nails. Ritchie crossed through Hannaford’s words with his pencil.


	The question of the evidence being circumstantial was more difficult. It was undeniable that it was and yet . . . who else would it have been but the poor girl’s sweetheart? As far as Ritchie could see, there was such a great deal of circumstantial evidence that it quashed all reasonable doubt. The jury had certainly thought so too. Nevertheless, the fact remained that, strictly speaking, the law required more. As he pondered, the whisky soon drained from his glass, another knock sounded at the door. Ritchie sighed.


	“Come,” he said, knowing who it would be before he entered. Jakes, Ritchie’s least favourite under-minister, scuttled in, smiling obsequiously.


	“I am sorry to disturb you, Home Secretary,” he said, his dark eyes flicking towards Ritchie’s empty glass for an instant. “Unfortunately it could not wait any longer. The press have grown most insistent.”


	“I presume you refer to the Woolfe petition?” Ritchie said wearily. “I have it here. I have been working on it this afternoon.”


	“I’m sure you have. As you know, the boy is due to hang tomorrow morning. The press are agitating for a decision on it so they can insert it into their late edition.”


	“He is not a boy, Jakes. Woolfe is 21.” Ritchie looked back down at the sheaf of papers spread across his lap. “My feeling is that it could only have been him. It is true, according to the letter of the law, that the evidence is strictly circumstantial but I do not think that in itself warrants a reprieve. There is no other suspect and no new evidence—alibis for Woolfe and so forth—has come to light.”


	Jakes stood patiently as the Home Secretary talked on. It was clear he was trying to convince himself as much as anyone else.


	“All in all,” Ritchie concluded, “I can find no clear reason to go against the jury’s original decision and Justice Grantham’s subsequent sentencing. We cannot allow ourselves to be swayed by the prisoner’s relative youth, nor Mr. Charles Booth’s curious involvement—which I can only assume stems from a misguided—perhaps even dubious—attachment formed in the course of this . . . survey of his.” He sighed and absentmindedly began to smooth down his dark moustache, a gesture that belied his apparent decisiveness.


	“Is that how you would like your statement to the press to read, sir?” Jakes stood poised with a small notebook and a sharpened pencil.


	Ritchie tutted impatiently, his hand still at his upper lip. “It needs to sound more thorough than that, and of course Booth mustn’t come into it. Write something like, ‘Having considered—having carefully considered all the depositions and . . . documents concerned in the case, I can see no ground for interfering with the due course of the law.’ Say nothing of the hanging itself. Let the newspapermen do that. Will that do for you, Jakes?”


	“Very good, Home Secretary.” Jakes backed towards the door, half bowing as he did. The smile was back.


	When he had gone, Ritchie returned to the window. Despite the warmth of the fire, which was still high and fierce thanks to Perk’s expert ministrations, he felt old again, chilled through to his very core. He thought he would scarcely have the energy to leave the room and order his carriage home. Looking north-east he could make out the sharp bend in the river and Balzalgette’s Victoria Embankment, with its necklace of ornate lamps. Further on, the electric light of the Savoy Hotel blazed out gaudily. East of that, he knew, lay Newgate. He wondered how long the news of his decision, made in this comfortable room over a glass of Scotch, would take to reach Woolfe.
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	When he had thought about his last morning—and he had, many times during the last weeks—George had imagined it would be sunny. He had thought of waking up to find honeyed sunlight pouring into his cell, the guards already awake and in a jovial mood, the stones warm under his feet as he dressed for the last time. He had thought the fine weather would make it seem unreal—too nice a day for so grim an event—and therefore more bearable.


	His first mistake was in expecting to sleep the night before it. He supposed he must have drifted off for some of the time because a number of disjointed dreams had come to him. Most of them were dark and full of awful, discordant noise, but one, the last, was different. In it, he had been outside, lying on his back with nothing to see but a huge sky draped with wisps of fast-moving cloud. He could feel the prickle of summer-dry grass beneath his body but he was quite comfortable, cradled by the warm earth.


	When he woke from this, a dawn as thin and grey as gruel was seeping into his cell. That the dream was just that; that there was no field he could lie in, idling away the day because there were countless others ahead, made him feel more despairing than he had yet. Unable to keep still as panic rose in his chest, he got up, the flagstones damp and icy underfoot. Crossing to one of the barred windows he looked out, craning his neck to see a small portion of sky. He found he could see barely see the upper windows of the prison. A thick fog had already descended and seemed to thicken and swirl even as he watched. In each breath of it he could taste cold salt water. It wasn’t one of the dirty yellow fogs London was accustomed to; a good wind had blown this one straight down the Thames from the east.


	Just then a movement on the periphery of his vision made him start. A small blackbird had alighted on the top of a high wall to the right of George’s window. Its orange beak was a dash of bright colour in the drab day. As George watched, it wasn’t still for an instant, its senses alert to sounds and movements George wasn’t aware of. He hoped it would hop closer to his windowsill and, for a few minutes, he kept as still as he had with his father on the marshes. But the blackbird stayed where it was until, quite abruptly, it took flight, quickly disappearing into the folds of fog that hung over Newgate.


	When he turned round the guards were still asleep. He knew the execution was to take place at nine, so that meant he had perhaps three hours left. It was hard to tell what time it was with the sky so wreathed in mist. There was already some noise echoing through the prison’s uninsulated corridors; the clang of gates and the scrape of stubborn locks. George went over to the hard wooden chair he had been permitted to keep after Booth’s last visit. On it he had arranged his sketchbook, some letters and the few other items he had been able to keep with him.


	He had got his watch back the previous evening, when Reynolds had told him of the Home Secretary’s decision. Sitting back down on the bed, he buffed the back of watch’s case with a corner of his blanket. It was scratched and would only shine up so much. He cursed how careless he must have been with it, a present from his father for his sixteenth birthday. It had been his father’s before him and George remembered that his first thought on receiving it was that it was too large and old-fashioned. He gripped it now, the shape and weight of it in his hand so familiar, but its soft tick more insistent than he remembered.


	The following hours passed uncomfortably quickly, George glancing often at his watch, believing that he could see the minute hand glide faster and faster around the face. His breakfast of coffee and bread and butter seemed to be of a better quality than usual, the butter spread thicker than he ever had at home and the coffee almost aromatic. He couldn’t force much down, though. The bread got stuck in his throat, despite the grease on it. He gulped down the hot coffee gratefully enough, though. The burning sensation on his tongue gave him something else to think about.


	At half past eight, the chaplain arrived. He looked as though he was expecting George to send him away and hovered in the doorway for half a minute, his fingers anxiously working at the bible he clasped. Eventually George nodded towards him and he came over to stand by the bed. He remained quiet while one of the guards fetched him a chair, and George suddenly realised he was glad of the company. Good manners told him he should say something.


	“Is it just me today, then?” he asked, smiling ruefully as the panic inside threatened to overwhelm him again.


	The chaplain smiled sadly and patted George’s knee. “Yes. I’ll stay with you, if you’ll let me.”


	“I feel as though time is going too quick, and yet I want it to be over too,” said George in a rush.


	The chaplain nodded and waited for George to speak again.


	“I didn’t do what they say I did, you know,” he said, his voice loud and urgent enough to make Horwood and the other guard glance over. “I would say now, wouldn’t I, if I had? It wouldn’t make no difference to say it now, when I am going to be dead in an hour. I could ask you for God’s forgiveness if I confessed. But I didn’t do it so I can’t. I didn’t kill Lottie. I loved her, you know.” He hung his head and covered his face with his hands. It was difficult not to scream.


	When he had recovered himself enough to take his hands away and look up, the chaplain was looking quietly back at him. George couldn’t read his expression, but it made him feel a little calmer so he continued to hold the older man’s gaze. George wanted to ask him if he believed his story but decided not to. He didn’t want to despise anyone else, not now.


	There was still a quarter of an hour left when Horwood got to his feet. He nodded solemnly at George.


	“It’s time now.”


	The chaplain helped George to his feet, his grip surprisingly strong and warm. The other guard, whose name George had never found out, made to take his other side, but Horwood frowned at him until he stepped back.


	“He won’t give us any trouble,” he said. “Will you, George?”


	The use of his first name distracted George for a moment and, before he knew it, he was being led down Birdcage Walk and out into the open yard, the chaplain’s right arm now around his shoulders, his left still gripping George’s wrist. The fog seemed to wrap itself around them as they crossed the yard and when George looked down at his sleeve there were a thousand pinpricks of moisture beading on its fabric.


	“Horwood, where will my family be?” he suddenly cried.


	The big guard turned and pointed into the mist. “Just over there is where they wait,” he said. “If you took the walls down they wouldn’t be too far away.”


	George looked in the direction Horwood had pointed and there, atop a different brick wall, was the same blackbird he’d seen at dawn. Even through the opaque air he could make out the gloss on its tar black feathers. As he watched, it took to the air once more and flew over George’s head. Though it had disappeared into the fog again, it must have landed somewhere close; George suddenly heard its flute-like song pierce the thick air.


	They reached a large shed. The execution shed, George realised. Even Sam hadn’t known much about it; it was the one of the few places in Newgate he hadn’t seen, or been told about second-hand. Inside, the bricks had been painted a grubby white, a livid green moss staining it in places. In the centre of the shed, otherwise empty of furniture or ornamentation, were the gallows.


	To George they looked a little bit like goal posts, with two struts pointing upwards and another, longer length of wood across the top. The illusion was spoiled by the pulley hanging from the centre of the top beam, through which the rope for the noose would be threaded. Below it lay the wide pit, its doors closed. To one side was the lever that would open them in a few short minutes.


	Apart from his two guards and the chaplain, who remained close, George didn’t recognise any of the other men there. An older man, smartly dressed, he took to be the governor of the prison. He stood next to the prison doctor, who George knew from his arrival at Newgate. A couple of guards he had never seen before had gone to close the large double doors behind him. The other two men, not dressed in uniforms and barely older than himself, he could not account for, until he saw what one of them held. It was a coil of rope and he was winding it slowly around one of his elbows in a figure of eight.


	“That’s James Billington’s son, William,” said Horwood softly to the other guard. “You can smell the drink on him from here.”


	Even as he was led towards the gallows, where Billington began the pinioning process, George half expected a reprieve to come. It was only as he felt the rope go around his neck, the rough feel of it exactly as he’d imagined all those weeks ago, standing near Annie’s house in the pouring rain, that he knew he was finished. He glanced up to the ceiling of the dank shed, its rafters strung with heavy cobwebs, and thought he could hear the trill of the blackbird above. He wished he could see the sky.


	 


	 


	 


	*  *  *


	 


	 


	 


	It wasn’t even half a minute after the drop that Newgate’s doctor approached the gallows and its creaking rope. He checked his watch.


	“Twenty-five seconds,” he said. “That’s the quickest yet.”
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	June, 1904 


	 


	All that was his had been placed in a single cardboard box. Cissy stared at it until her father spoke, making her flinch.


	“It won’t bite you, love. Open it up. Go on.”


	She removed her gloves first, laying them out on the table and resisting the urge to smooth the soft kid with her fingers. The lid came off too easily, as though it should have been paired with a larger box. Inside there wasn’t very much. The familiar red sketchbook, a perfectly round blot of ink staining its leather. The watch with its scratched and dented case, its hands stilled. A couple of clean, frayed handkerchiefs. A pile of envelopes, their fronts blank and their flaps unsealed. Cissy placed them carefully down on the table and checked the box; there was nothing else.


	They had received the box that morning without any warning. It weighed almost nothing and had been carelessly tied up with parcel string. Neither Cissy nor her father had thought such a thing existed. Mr. Woolfe had requested his son’s effects after that fog-bound day in 1902 but had been sent away, told they were lost.


	Newgate had been closed a few weeks later, its remaining prisoners transferred to Pentonville, and the Woolfes had tried not to think about the place again. When they talked of George, which was often, it was in reference to happier times, when Newgate had been nothing but a city landmark, albeit a grim and forbidding one. They had been told by Mr. Booth that its long-planned demolition had begun a week earlier; it could only be assumed that the box had been found when the prison’s contents were stripped out.


	Cissy picked out the envelope at the bottom of the pile of unposted letters and pulled out its single sheet of paper. The new clock on the mantle sounded very loud in the silence of the room. Before she started to read the words written in cramped black ink, she looked up to meet her father’s gaze. He looked levelly back at her and nodded, almost imperceptibly. When she spoke, her voice was clear and didn’t tremble.


	 


	 


	Newgate Prison, 5th April 1902


	 


	 


	Dearest Lottie,

	

	 


	My thoughts are very disordered tonight so I will not make much sense, I fear. This will be my last letter, though that sounds as if I had written you dozens, when it has only been a few. 


	I have spent the last three weeks in a condemned cell on the ground floor of the prison, not high up as I was when I wrote before. When I came here, after my trial, I was given some new writing materials, but have found myself unable to do more than sketch and sleep and walk up and down Birdcage Walk when the guards tell me I must. Perhaps it has been fear of them seeing what I write to you, and laughing at me over it, that has stopped me before tonight.


	When I came down here first, one of the guards, a large fellow named Horwood who is kind despite his rough ways, saw the letters I already written to you and asked who they were meant for and why I didn’t ask to have them posted. He said he would do it for me if my family wouldn’t take them. I just shook my head and said nothing and he thought I was being unfriendly. I couldn’t say to him that they couldn’t be posted, that the girl they were meant for couldn’t receive them where she was, lying cold in the ground.


	It wasn’t Horwood but Reynolds who came in just now to tell me the news. I will hang tomorrow after all, it seems that no good has come of Mr. Booth’s appeal. You know nothing of any appeal, of course, nor my trial and the sentence that was handed down at it, but it doesn’t much matter now. Each day since the appeal was lodged, I have been waiting for this news. Now it has come, it is almost a relief, though one that has turned my limbs to lead. I wouldn’t have thought it was possible to be on tenterhooks for almost three weeks but I’ve jumped, my heart in my mouth, at the arrival of every visitor and every tray of food for the last nineteen days. I am sure that the Home Secretary must have a great deal to worry about besides George Woolfe, but I didn’t think he would wait until the very last evening.


	As a condemned man, though one who had some small hope in his belly until ten minutes ago, I have been allowed more visits than before. Cissy and my father have come every day, and even Annie came once. I’m glad you can’t see her though, she is almost unrecognisable from her old self since you were taken from her. My father you wouldn’t recognise either, though for happier reasons. He has come quite out of himself during this bad business and, if there’s one thing I feel glad about, it’s that he and I have got back something of our old ways with each other. He is the father I remember from my boyhood, when I thought the world of him, and he of me. Along with you and Cissy, I will think of him tomorrow morning, when I am taken from here for the last time.


	I wish I could write on and on, to fill these final hours and take me right through the night and out into the morning, but there’s not much more I can think to say. Perhaps I will be wrong in my beliefs, after all, and I’ll see you again tomorrow, Lottie. It is a comfort to me that you know I didn’t do what the most of the world thinks I did.


	 


	Your loving George.


	 


	 


	

	 


	Cissy tucked the letter back into its envelope and sighed shakily, her cheeks wet with tears. Her father had turned his face towards the bay window, where the sunlight was filtering in through a pair of pretty net curtains.


	“We can read the rest later, can’t we, dad?” she said, getting to her feet and smoothing out her skirts. “It’s time we got going.”


	Mr. Woolfe got up carefully and held out his arms. “Come here to your old dad for a minute.”


	Cissy went to him and they were quiet for a time, the ticking of the clock no longer strident but soothing in the bright room. The house wasn’t large—a tall man could have walked its width in three strides—but it had its own door and it was in a nice street, where people had placed boxes of flowers on the window sills and the curtains were as frothy and pristine as Cissy’s own. The combined associates of Mrs. Drew and Mr. Booth had ensured that Mr. Woolfe’s birdcages were now sold in a handful of west-end shops, where they fetched far more money than they had in the markets near Hoxton.


	Cissy, who was learning how to make cages from her father, now only went to the market during the warmer months. Every other Saturday she retraced her brother’s steps to Highbury and the Drews’ house, where Clemmie took great pride in sharing her paints and brushes with the younger girl. In the small, deft watercolours Cissy had made, Mrs. Drew and Clemmie agreed that she showed some of George’s talent.


	When they were properly attired, Cissy fussing over the father as she once had over the brother, they set off into the sunshine. The journey wasn’t a long one, and the bus arrived at their stop almost as they did. They reached Newgate Street in less than twenty minutes. Cissy shivered as they approached what was left of the huge granite edifice, its stones blackened by soot, and Mr. Woolfe pulled her to him.


	The last time they had been there, Cissy had barely been able to tell where the prison ended and the sky began. When the black flag had been slowly hoisted just after nine o’clock, the death knell ringing out as it went up, it had been too weighed down by the fog’s moisture to catch the breeze and flap. Instead it had hung there limply, in a horrible parody of the event it marked.


	Two years on and a different crowd had gathered on the corner where the Woolfes now stood, just as crowds had gathered many times before to see the black flag raised. In earlier years they had come together in their thousands to witness the execution itself. Now they came to see the old gaol fall. A collective exclamation went through them as another section of wall toppled inwards, the dust as it landed rising up to meet the clear blue sky. Cissy watched it, trying to follow the plume as it dispersed outwards across the city. Mr. Woolfe squeezed her arm and turned to go. Cissy was about to follow when she hesitated, glancing back up to where the trail of dust had been. There was nothing left of it now and, but for a couple of birds gliding high on a current of warm air, the perfect sky was empty once again.
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