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Prologue

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.



 

Part One



 

Chapter One

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.



 

Chapter Two

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.



 

Chapter Three

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.

* * *

24 February 1902

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



 

Chapter Four

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
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