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CHAPTER ONE
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Domhnall and Caitlin

Domhnall was a slipper. His father had been one too and so had his father before him. It was a secret that was handed down through the men of the Donovan line. A secret that was revealed to them on the date of their seventh birthday, of how they could slip from their own world to other places – valleys and mountains, forests and deserts, even coral islands in seas the colour of periwinkle and travel a short distance through them or be gone for days, only to reappear moments later somewhere else in the Big Smoke. How they could use the other places to sneak into houses with locked doors and banks with barred windows and warehouses with armed guards.

“Now listen, Dom,” whispered his father, drawing him close, “better use it carefully. Every time you come back, something’s changed, something’s different. It might be a tiny thing – your dog changes from a Staffie to a Jack Russell, or yer Ma’s favourite teacup and saucer is Coalport instead of Worcester – but you don’t want to take that chance too often, now do you? You don’t want to come back and find the Queen’s a King!” He slapped his knee and roared with laughter.

But Dom hadn’t seen his Da for five years. He had slipped out one night “to do a little job” and he had never come back. His mother had never recovered from the shock. She slowly pined away and died a year ago. Now her Worcester tea cup sat alone on the mantelpiece. 

Now it was his Mhaimeo, his grandmother, who looked after him and his little sister Caitlin, fully four years younger than him. And she kept them on the straight and narrow with a rod of iron and a bamboo cane carpet beater.

“We’ll have none of that slipping nonsense, Domhnall, my boy,” she said in her strong Kerry accent. “It did for your father and your mother both, and I won’t have it doing for you. Do you promise me now?”

“Yes, Mhaimeo,” he said, hanging his head and avoiding her eye.

“’Cause I’ll know if you do. Slipping might be something only the menfolk can do, but the women folk have something even stronger. We’re cailleach and we have the second sight and we can see things that you men can’t. Isn’t that right, Caitlin?”

She nudged Dom’s little sister with her sharp elbow and Caitlin murmured, “Yes, Mhaimeo.”

Mhaimeo Donovan was barely taller than Dom, with two black eyes that burned into you when they looked at you in a face that was wrinkled from frowning, not smiling. Her hair was pinned up under a white mob cap, and her figure, that was much like Dom’s, was wrapped in a long black dress with a long white apron. Since the death of her only son she’d gone back to work as a chambermaid in a hotel “up West” to support the two orphans and she didn’t have time for “any of their nonsense.” And the carpet beater was always handy to beat the nonsense out of them.

So Dom and Caitlin spent a lot of time out of the dark rooms above the horse meat shop in Bethnal Green. They liked to go “Up West” too, and see the bright lights and the fancy ladies and gentlemen. They liked to look at the playbills outside the music halls in Leicester Square and read about Flying Men and Rope Dancing and Highly Trained Steeds and Gymnastic Heroes.

They could read about them, but they could never afford to go in, until one day, Dom read of Chee Sung, the famous Chinese magician, who was going to perform a feat of teleportation at Alhambra Theatre of Variety, stepping into a cabinet on stage and reappearing amongst the audience.

“He’s gotta be a slipper!” said Dom. “Let’s go and see him!”

“But how do we get in? We haven’t got any money,” said Caitlin.

“I’m a slipper too, ain’t I?” whispered her brother, looking over his shoulder, even though Mhaimeo was out working. “Hold my hand, and I can slip with you too.”

“Will it work?”

“Of course. Da showed me before he – you know.”

Caitlin frowned, her forehead wrinkled and her lips pouted. “I don’t know,” she said. “What if Mhaimeo finds out?”

“She won’t – if you don’t tell her. Listen. Don’t you want to see – ” He unfolded a playbill, cleared his throat and read, “‘The Funniest Man on Earth, Songs Old and New from the Belfast Baritone – ’ She pulled a face. He searched the bill. “What about ‘The World’s Most Accomplished Lady Bicyclist?’ Or ‘The Wonderful Performing Seals?’ They play trumpets!”

She brightened up. “Really? Seals?”

And so it was that they sneaked ‘Up West’ in their best Sunday clothes before Mhaimeo got home and Dom sneaked them a secret door tucked away behind the costermongers’ barrows and piles of vegetables and fruit in Covent Garden and they found themselves in a sloping meadow, bounded by dry stone walls and with a lone, wind-bent tree at the far end.

Caitlin looked around in wonder, at the green grass and the clear blue sky, kissed by the sun and stroked by a gentle breeze, with the scent of warm earth and sharp grass in her nose. “Is it always like this?” she gasped. 

Dom shrugged. “It’s not always like this,” he said. “Sometimes it’s beside the sea, or a desert, or a mountain, or a forest. It depends where you want to go in our world.”

Caitlin spun round with her arms out. “If I could come to somewhere like this, I’d never go back to stinky old London!” she cried.

“It’s not all that great,” said Dom. “Doesn’t matter where you go, there’s never any people. Just birds and animals. You’re completely alone.” He didn’t tell her of Da’s warning. He didn’t want to scare her. He didn’t want her to change her mind now.

“Well, it’s still better than Bethnal Green,” she pouted.

“Come on.” He grabbed her hand and set off towards the tree and the top of the meadow.

“How do you know where to go?”

“It’s just a kind of feeling. I think about where I want to go and I can see a kind of path glowing in my mind that leads me to door that will take me there. And our door is – ” He started searching around the twisted tree trunk. “ – here.”

Where the roots knotted into the ground like fingers trying to grab handfuls of earth there was a dark hole big enough to wriggle into. “I’ll go first,” he said. “You hold onto my ankles and follow me.”

With that, he thrust his head and shoulders into the hole and started to crawl in until his body was gone, then his legs until all that was left was his feet. Caitlin grabbed at them quickly and squirmed after him, holding onto his ankles as tightly as she could. She loved the fresh green grass and the bright blue sky, but she didn’t want to be left there all alone. 

And they came out behind a tall roll of old canvas stiff with paint that showered dust on them as they emerged. The light was dim, filtering through gaps in the floorboards above their heads and making the dust dance. All around them were pieces of furniture stacked up, tables and chairs that looked old, and costumes thrown across them, velvet and fur, and rusty swords leaning drunkenly and bits of armour scattered on the floor.

“Where are we?” whispered Caitlin.

“Below the stage. This is where they keep all the props for their plays. Come on – we’ve got to sneak into the auditorium without being caught. Grab something and follow me. Walk like you’re meant to be here.”

He picked up a helmet from a suit of armour and draped a cloak of red velvet and fox fur over her arms. He cracked the door open and peeped out. “All clear – follow me.”

He led her along a maze of winding passages painted with peeling distemper and up uneven stairs lit by hissing gas jets until suddenly they were in a brightly-lit, brightly-painted corridor filled with chattering people.

There were heavily made up women in costumes pink tights and corsets decorated with buttons and bows and flowing silk cloaks, men in baggy suits and big shoes with battered top hats or bowlers with the crown knocked out, all chattering and laughing. There was even a white-faced clown in a black and white costume with one tear painted on his cheek. The corridor reeked of cheap perfume and cigar smoke hung in a haze. Caitlin stopped and gasped in amazement at the magic of it all.

“’Scuse me, ladies, gents,” Dom announced. “Costumes comin’ through.”

He nudged Caitlin in the back and the crowd parted before them as if it were perfectly normal, the women coo-ing and aah-ing over Caitlin, smiling and stroking her cheek and patting her hair as she passed by.

They turned a corner, hurried down some stairs and, at last free of prying eyes, Dom took the cloak off her, wrapped it around the helmet and stashed them both behind a curtain. “Now all we have to do is get down to the auditorium and mix in with the crowd,” he said.

“Is it all as wonderful as that?” breathed Caitlin.

“How would I know,” he muttered, avoiding her eyes. “First time I’ve done it.”

“Liar!” she said. “You’re just afraid I’ll tell Mhaimeo.”

“Will you?” he asked nervously.

“Are you kidding?” she cried. “I want to do this again and again!”

He thought once more of telling her about Da’s warning, but she was so happy he decided not to – not yet. And he didn’t mention the time he’d come back and Mam’s saucer had gone, or the time Da’s flat cap, still hanging on the back of the door had turned into a battered bowler or when his dog’s bull’s eye changed from the left to the right. She wouldn’t have remembered anyway.

They snuck through a heavy door with a brass handle, pushed through a plush red velvet curtain and they were in the stalls. Everywhere was a hubbub. There were men and women standing and sitting in frock coats and crinolines, top hats and bonnets decked with flowers, all laughing and shouting, with smoke from cigars rising up in great clouds to the ceiling high above, all sculpted and curlicued in plaster. In the aisles, hawkers sold bags of roasted chestnuts and winkles in greasy paper bags. Behind them, men stood at the bar, clinking their glass and above their heads, in the boxes and the circle, more people hung over, shouting down and sometimes throwing things down on the crowd below. On the walls, gas jets hissed behind ornate glass globes.

Dom and Caitlin elbowed their way to the front, where they could get a better view of the stage. No one noticed them and they could peep into the orchestra pit. The conductor on his podium wore a suit, but the men with the instruments sweltering down below had their coats on the backs of their chairs, shirt sleeves rolled up and collars unbuttoned. The ones blowing trumpets and tubas looked like their faces might burst as they ran up and down the scales.

The stage over their heads was lit by flaring limelights which shone on the ornate gilt proscenium arch and at the back, painted on a canvas was a scene of old London town, with half-timbered houses and a park with trees and flowers of all different colours.

“When does it start?” whispered Caitlin.

Dom pointed with his chin to a box at the side of the stage that looked like a pulpit in a church. “When the Master of Ceremonies says so.”

She kept her eyes glued there and after waiting for what seemed hours a man in a resplendent evening suit and a purple sash strode up the steps. He waved a silk handkerchief in the air and bellowed, “Once again, Ladies and Gentlemen!”

Caitlin listened open-mouthed as he reeled off a list of acts – there were jugglers and singers, a trick cyclist and a fire eater, animals and magic – “All for your delectation!” He paused and flourished his handkerchief. “But first, a surprise for you all, as due to unforeseen circumstances, Ma’amselle Josephine Dubois, the Parisienne Nightingale is unavailable, instead for your appreciation, I present the enchanting Irish songstress, Miss Kathleen Carroll – Carroll by name and carol by nature!”

Dom frowned. Was this one of those changes his father had warned him about? But Caitlin was entranced and for her first half passed in a blur. The ladies that they had seen back stage came out and danced while the men in the audience cheered raucously and their wives tapped them with their fans. A fat man sang funny songs about marriage and a woman sang songs about love, pointing at an embarrassed man in the front row. The man in the baggy suit and the battered bowler came on stage and kept falling over and the audience roared at that. Caitlin didn’t think it was very funny, but she loved it when the seals played trumpets while a man prodded them with a stick. Then they juggled a ball and waddled off the stage as the curtain came down.

“Is it over?” she asked sadly.

“No, this is just the interval. An excuse to sell more food and drink,” sneered Dom. “Chee Sung starts the second half in twenty minutes.” 

They had no money for food or drink, so they stood with their stomachs rumbling and their eyes as big as saucers as they watched people pouring gin and beer down their throats and gobbling up meat pies. The twenty minutes seemed to last an hour, and then at last the Master of Ceremonies leaped into his box and bellowed, “And now, all the way from the mysterious East, I give you that Oriental master of prestidigitation and legerdemain, the incomparable, the one and only Chee Sung!”

There was a discordant blast of brass music and a clash of cymbals and onto the stage came a man with yellow skin and a bald head and a long plaited pigtail down his back. He wore a luxurious quilted silk coat embroidered with gold thread that went down to his shoes with pointed and curled-up toes. He had his hands in his sleeves and he faced the audience and bowed.

Then, with a flourish he drew out a scroll tied up with red ribbon which he presented with a bow to the Master of Ceremonies, who bowed back. Sung bowed lower and the Master bowed again and they kept on bowing while the audience roared with laughter until the Master snatched the scroll. He unrolled it and read, “Honourable Ladies and Gentlemen. Allow me to present myself – I am Chee Sung who fled from China with many secrets of magic for which the Mandarin of Peking himself has sentenced me to death.”

The Master peered over the top of the scroll at the audience and they all went “Oooo!” He continued, “Unable to speak English myself, my words have been transcribed by a well-known Orientalist and explorer.”

“My first feat will be to physically move my body before your very eyes from this stage and into the auditorium, thus defying all the sciences known to Western man!”

“This is it!” said Dom excitedly, grabbing Caitlin’s arm. 
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CHAPTER TWO
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Chee Sung and Henry Hoskins

Chee Sung strode to the centre of the stage as two men dressed in black Chinese pyjamas with little black skullcaps on top of their bald heads pushed on an ornate wooden box as big as a wardrobe with carved dragons curling and snarling over the top. They spun it round to show the sides and the back while Chee stood quietly by with his arms in his sleeves. Then Chee walked round the box, first one way and then the other, waving his arms and making mysterious signs with his hands. The orchestra blared out and the cymbals clashed.

Doors at the side and the back were flung open, showing it to be completely empty. The second time he came round the box, closing each door as he went, he made a great flourish of his wide sleeves and stepped inside. One of the assistants closed the door and slotted bolts across at the top and bottom, and then they spun it around again, before leaving the stage.

Drums rolled and Caitlin held her breath. Dom was watching closely, and his eyebrows drawn together in a dark frown. “There’s something wrong,” he muttered. “He’s not a slipper. This is a trick!”

Then suddenly, from behind them, there were gasps in the audience, women screamed and men shouted. The trumpets blared again as Caitlin and Dom spun round and saw Chee Sung striding down the aisle towards them, nodding and bowing to the audience as he went. Applause followed him like a wave.

He strode up onto the stage, the assistants spun the box again, slid the bolts free and threw all the doors open. The box was completely empty! The orchestra blew a fanfare and the audience applauded wildly and stamped their feet. Chee Sung bowed.

“Come on,” said Dom angrily, tugging at Caitlin’s arm. “We’re going!”

“Why?” protested Caitlin. “The show hasn’t finished.”

“He’s a fake, that’s why,” Dom snapped.

“But how? He got in the box and he disappeared and then he reappeared behind us and the box was empty! It was magic!”

“Look,” said Dom, grabbing her shoulders and spinning her round. “When he went behind the box, he changed places with one of the assistants – he probably had a pair of black pyjamas on underneath his robe. Nobody noticed it was a different Chinese man who got in the box. Then he went off stage, put on another robe and ran to the back of the auditorium. When he appeared, everyone was so busy looking at him, they never noticed the assistant sneaking out of the box.”

“Oh,” said Caitlin, disappointed. “It was just a trick ... and it looked so real.”

She turned to go when Chee Sung presented another scroll to the Master of Ceremonies which he unrolled with great formality and read in his booming voice, “And now, ladies and gentlemen, I will perform a feat of magic so dangerous that it could result in my death, as it has many other magicians before me. I will invite a member of the audience onto the stage, present them with a musket, allow them to load it and fire it at me and I will catch the bullet ... in my teeth!”

The audience gasped.

Caitlin dragged Dom back. “He’s going to catch a bullet in his teeth!” 

“It’s just a trick. He’s fooling you.”

“I don’t care. I want to see it!” she cried. 

Dom heaved a deep sigh and stood sulkily behind her.

Chee Sung walked to front of the stage and inspected the audience closely, his finger moving back and forth until it settled on a man in a soldier’s uniform in the stalls. The man stood up, pushed along the row and climbed up onto the stage. He grinned nervously at the audience. One of the assistants brought a musket onto the stage and the other carried a bullet on a silver platter. Chee gave it to the soldier to examine.

“Is it a real bullet, sir?” boomed the Master of Ceremonies and the soldier nodded. The assistant brandished a knife. “Would you please scratch your initials onto the bullet?”

The soldier took the knife, and carved away awkwardly and then Chee held his hand out for the bullet. He gave it to the assistant, who poured gunpowder down the barrel and then rolled it down afterwards and jammed some paper down on top of it with the ramrod. The audience were deathly silent, and the only sounds were the clink of metal as the ramrod sliding up and down the barrel. He cranked the flintlock back and poured the rest of the powder into the pan.

Men in the audience who knew something about guns sat forward, trying to spot the trick, and women covered their ears. 

Chee strode across the stage and the assistant led the soldier to the other side and handed him the gun. The soldier looked doubtfully at the musket, and the assistant nodded and lifted the barrel so that it was pointing at Chee. Some women in the audience gasped, and the drums started a low, ominous rumble.

Caitlin thought the tension was unbearable. She clapped her hand over her mouth, her eyes wide, while Dom stood close behind her, tutting and sighing.

The soldier looked at the Master of Ceremonies, who made a shoo-ing motion with his hands, and then he looked at the audience. “Shoot!” they roared, but it was a deep roar because it was mostly the men shouting.

He shrugged, took a strong stance against the kick of the rifle, levelled it to his eye and took careful aim at Chee Sung’s chest. The man billed as “The Marvellous Chinese Conjuror” did not move. The soldier squeezed the trigger. There was a loud bang that echoed around the theatre. Women shrieked and a plume of white smoke shot out of the barrel of the gun.

Chee Sung staggered, the orchestra played a fanfare and people started applauding.

Dom noticed it first. “Something’s wrong,” he said. “He should be waving the bullet about by now and milking the applause.”

The magician hadn’t moved from the spot and the side of the stage. The skin on his face was drawn tight, like a ghastly yellow mask, and he clapped his hand to his shoulder. Dom saw dark blood ooze out between his fingers. The audience saw it at the same time and women screamed. There was a rustling of material as several fainted, and a banging of seats as men leaped to their feet.

“Ring down the curtain!” yelled the Master of Ceremonies.

The curtains rolled together quickly, and the conductor waved his baton as the orchestra struck up a cheery piece of music. 

The Master of Ceremonies rushed behind the curtain and Caitlin could hear the sound of something being dragged and she could see the curtain swelling as something moved behind it, and then the Master of Ceremonies burst through with a huge smile that didn’t touch his eyes. It was just his teeth. She could see the sweat glistening on his forehead. He was wringing his hands and when he noticed, he flung them wide. “Ladies and Gentlemen!” he cried, and this time he gabbled his words instead of rolling them out like precious gems. “The Chinese Magician has momentarily been taken ill, but hopes to return to the stage shortly. In the meantime, please enjoy the avian warblings of the Scottish Songbird, Marie McDonald!”

He led the clapping himself as he drew the curtain aside and almost pulled the singer onto the stage. The orchestra struck up a cheery Scottish tune, the Master of Ceremonies clapped very loudly and the woman started singing with a quaver in her voice, but nobody was listening. 

The theatre was full of bustle as men tried to hurry their wives to the exits. Seats slammed up and voices were raised in anger as people tried to barge their way out. But there were some who were pushing to the front to see what was going on, and Dom and Caitlin were squashed against the wooden barrier around the orchestra pit.

“I can’t breathe!” gasped Caitlin.

“Come on!” shouted Dom and he clambered over the barrier and then reached back and dragged Caitlin after him. They tumbled over a tuba and into the drums with a clatter and a thump and the crash of a cymbal.

Musicians sprang to their feet, angrily brandishing their instruments, but Dom and Caitlin scrambled and stumbled, ducked and dived to the door, tumbled out and slammed it after them. Dom headed for the stairs. “This way! Let’s get out of here!”

Caitlin hung back. “We can’t leave now. We’ve got to find out what happened to that poor man.”

Dom skidded to a halt. “You’ve got to be kidding!”

“I mean it. I’m not leaving ‘til I know he’s all right.”

Dom sighed again. He’d seen that look in her eye before. “All right. The performers’ dressing rooms are this way. Chee Sung’s got a bigger one because he’s important. Or at least, he was,” he added grimly.

Nobody notice two children walking the corridors – they were too busy rushing about or gathering in groups whispering with their heads together and glancing round.

“ ... I heard that it was the Chinese secret police ... ”

“ .... shot was fired from one of the boxes ... ”

“ ... of course, there’s nothing wrong with him. It’s all a put-up job so he can ask for a bigger fee ... ”

At last they came to a corridor with a row of door with names on. The Three Suprendos. The Great Glindo. “Here it is,” said Dom, reading. “Chee Sung.” And he knocked on the door. “Mr. Sung?” He listened and knocked again. “Mr. Sung?” he said again loudly, but there was still no answer and put his ear to the door. 

Slowly, quietly, he turned the handle and the door opened. Caitlin peeped over his shoulder into the dressing room.

It was dimly lit, but she could see a worn sofa against one wall, and a rail with all sorts of fantastic costumes of silk, brocade and gold thread hanging there and along the other wall a sort of dressing table scattered with lots of makeup and a big mirror and a candle burning in front of it. By its light they saw a bald man in a vest with a bandage around his shoulder slowly wiping makeup from his face.

His face was drawn with pain, lines etched deeply into it and his eyes sunken into dark pools. His white face. 

“Oh, sorry,” said Caitlin without thinking. “We were looking for Mr. Sung.”

The man in the chair swung round and his eyes widened in alarm. “Who the devil are you?” he barked. “How did you get in here?” His voice had the soft burr of Cornwall about it.

“Wait a minute!” cried Dom. “You are the Chinese Magician! You’re Chee Sung, aint’cha?”

The man’s eyes got even wider and he held up his hands and waved them, shushing. “Not so loud! Shut the door!”

Dom pushed the door closed behind him warily. “It’s all a fake, just like your transportation trick,” he said with contempt.

With a shaking hand, the man poured himself a drink of amber liquid from a cut-glass decanter and drank it down in one go. He coughed and laughed and choked at the same time. “Of course it is,” he gurgled out. “People pay a lot more money to come and watch an inscrutable Chinaman from the mysterious Orient than Henry Hoskins from Cornwall. What did you think it was? Real? How old are you?”

“Come,” said Dom angrily, pulling at Caitlin’s arm. “We’re going.”

She shook him off. “But you got shot!” she said to Hoskins. “What happened?”

He got awkwardly to his feet and shuffled to the door. He looked a lot smaller and rounder without his robes and his make-up. He paused with his hand on the doorknob, then jerked it open and stuck his head out. He looked both ways like a tortoise in its shell, and then ducked back in and shut the door and turned the key.

He bent down and with his finger to his lips he whispered, “Someone’s trying to kill me.” 

“Of course they are,” sneered Dom.

“No, really they are.” He scurried back to the dressing table and poured himself another drink. “I was lucky – damn lucky. The bullet just grazed my arm, but they’re out to get me, all right.”

“Who are they?” asked Caitlin.

“I’ve no idea, but shooting me was just their latest attempt.”

Dom snorted. “Yeah, but the rifle wasn’t supposed to shoot, was it? It’s all a trick.”

“Well of course, it is,” Hoskins snapped back. “Do you think I’m so stupid as to left a man shoot a rifle at me? The rifle’s got an extra barrel – look.”

Propped up against the wall was the musket that had nearly killed him. Behaving as if he didn’t even want to touch it, as if it might burn him, Hoskins fetched it and handed it quickly to Dom. He pointed from a distance away. “See – my musket’s got an extra barrel. That’s where the blank charge is fired from, and the bullet stays in the rifle. I swap the bullets over with sleight of hand and the one the soldier marked was already in my mouth. And yet – it fired. I’m lucky I’m not dead!”

Dom examined the rifle, turning over in his hands, ratcheting back the flintlock and clicking the trigger and peering down the barrel and sniffing suspiciously. He tipped it upside down and some black powder dribbled from the real barrel onto the floor. After a while he let out a “Ha!” of contempt and thrust the rifle under the magician’s nose. “Here’s your problem, see?” he said. “You’ve been lazy and haven’t cleaned the rifle properly. There’s gunpowder what’s built up in the real barrel. When you fired the blank, you fired the bullet as well!”

He almost threw the rifle Hoskins.

“People trying to kill you – garn!”

Hoskins looked confused. “You mean – you mean it was just an accident?” he mumbled. “But what about all the other times?”

“What do you mean – the other times?” asked Caitlin.

“Well – ” He started ticking off on his fingers. “ – there was the falling scenery at the Tyne Theatre and the open trapdoor at Wilton’s – and then someone tried to push me under a train at Crewe.”

“And I’m the Archbishop of Canterbury!” scoffed Dom.

“It’s true, I tell you!” Hoskins burst out, banging his glass on the dressing table. He got himself under control and pleaded, “Look, would you mind walking me back to my digs? I can’t carry my suitcase, and I’m a bit unsteady on my pins after getting shot.”

“And drinking half a bottle of whisky,” Dom added before Caitlin shushed him.

A gleam came into Hoskins’s eye. “It’s worth a sovereign to you.”

“Done!” said Dom.

And five minutes later they were leaving by the stage door. Dom had the battered suitcase and Caitlin was holding Hoskins’s arm. He led them towards the Charing Cross Road, but as they stepped into the street, a hansom cab came thundering towards them – its wheels rattled on the cobbles, the horse’s hooves were clattering and striking sparks, the harness jingled, the whip cracked and it rose above them like a great black monster, all white eyes, yellow teeth and strings of saliva flying in the wind.

“Look out!” shouted Dom. 
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CHAPTER THREE
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Hoskins and Mhaimeo

With all his might, Dom flung himself back with his arms out, throwing Caitlin and Hoskins to the pavement. They fell among the rubbish that late-night revellers had thrown down – whelk shells, potato skins, pie crusts, fish tails and eel heads.

The iron-bound wheels of the hansom cab crashed past them, inches from their heads and raced off into the night, out of yellow glow of the gaslights and into the darkness.

The three got shakily to their feet, helped up by bystanders who were saying things like, “It shouldn’t be allowed!” “They ought to be banned!” and “Probably drunk!”

Dom brushed himself off, and checked on Caitlin. She was dirty, and shaken, but unhurt. They held each other at arm’s length and studied on another, looking for signs of injury. Only when they were satisfied did they look for Hoskins. 

He was a woe begotten-looking figure, his natty plaid suit stained with grease and his bowler hat dented. His face was ashen and his mouth was opening and closing like a fish. At last he managed to croak out, “I told you they were trying to kill me!”

Dom picked up his hat and knocked the dent out with his fist. “Sorry,” he mumbled as he handed it back.

“Where am I going to go now?” Hoskins asked all forlorn. “I can’t go home – no where’s safe.”

Caitlin tugged at Dom’s arm. “We should take him home to ours,” she whispered.

“Are you crazy?” he hissed back. “Mhaimeo would kill us. She doesn’t even know we’ve gone up west. Anyway, it would take hours to get home without ... you know.”

“I’ll pay for a cab,” said a whisky-soaked voice in their ear.

They spun round and Hoskins was beaming at them, pulling a thick wad of banknotes from his pocket. Dom’s eyes stood out like coat pegs. “I suppose she wouldn’t mind providing a bit of room and board,” he said slowly, adding, “for a price.”

“Of course, of course,” cried Hoskins, clapping him on the shoulder. “That’s settled. Cabbie!” he bellowed and waved his arm at a passing hansom.

Caitlin felt quite the lady as Hoskins held out his hand and helped her step up into the cab, which smelled of leather and cigar smoke. “Madame,” he said with a little bow.

“Why, thank you, kind sir,” she giggled, and then Dom huffed and pushed in after her and plumped himself down in a corner.

“Where to, guv?” asked the cabby, and Hoskins asked Caitlin. She told him and he told the cabby.

“Bethnal Green? That’ll cost you extra,” said the cabby.

“Of course, my good man. Money is no object,” said Hoskins, stepping in and closing the door.

Caitlin had never been in a hansom cab and she loved watching the bright lights of London flying passed the window, ooh-ing and aah-ing as they rattled along. Hoskins beamed benevolently at her, but Dom just sat in the corner and scowled.

But soon the exciting life was replaced by the grim one she knew only too well – tumbledown buildings leaning against each other in the crowded streets and courts, their dark windows gaping blankly at her, and the lopsided doors spilling people and rubbish out. There were the smells that were everywhere in London – coal fires and horse manure, but here there was all the waste from everyday living too – rotted food and night soil. She wrinkled her nose.

A little crowd gathered to watch the hansom cab pull up outside the horse meat shop and as they got out, to gasps of surprise and mocking cheers, Caitlin glanced up and saw the curtains twitch and there in the window was Mhaimeo’s white face, with the burning black eyes and the thin black mouth. She nudged Dom, but when he glanced up the face was gone.

“We’re going to catch hell for this,” he muttered as he shouldered through the crowd with Hoskins following behind, nodding benignly to the crowd.

They climbed the bare dark stairs to their rooms and at the top of the stairs Mhaimeo was waiting with her arms folded. She looked over Dom’s shoulder and pointed with her chin. “Who’s this?” 

Caitlin pushed to the front. “This is Mr. Hoskins, Mhaimeo,” she said, and he swept his bowler off his head and performed a deep bow.

“Delighted to meet you, ma-am,” he declared in honeyed tones. “Allow me to introduce myself. MY name is Henry Hoskins, better known as the Illustrious Chee Sung, pre-eminent magician from the mysterious Orient.”

Mhaimeo looked past him as if he wasn’t there. “Who’s this eejit and what’s he blathering about?” she demanded on Dom, her eyes burning into him.

“It’s true, Mhaimeo,” Caitlin burst out. “We’ve been up West and seen him.”

“You’ve been where?” Every word was a drop of ice from her frozen lips. Her eyes flicked back to Dom. “And I suppose you took her there, Domhnall Donovan, like your father used to take your mother, God rest her soul.”

You knew you were in trouble when Mhaimeo used your full name. She reached past Caitlin and Hoskins and grabbed Dom by the ear and dragged him into their tiny living room. She shook him like a terrier with a rat. “Take a good look around, young man. Is everything the same? Well, is it?”

Dom hung his head as she spun him round to every corner of the room.

“Is it?”

He mumbled, “Yes, Mhaimeo.”

“What?” She shook him again. “I can’t hear you.”

“Yes, Mhaimeo.”

Mhaimeo threw him away and he staggered backwards. “Just be grateful. Now – who is this gowk?” 

She jerked her thumb at Hoskins and he bowed again, deeper than before, with a flourish of his bowler, and announced again, “Madame, I am Henry Hoskins, better known as – ”

“Yes, yes, we heard all that
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