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About the Book

1891. London is simmering under an oppressive summer heatwave, the air thick with sexual repression. But a wave of morality is about to rock the capital as the puritans of the London Vigilance Committee seek out perversion and aberrant behaviour in all its forms.

Charles Webster, an impoverished photographer working for famed actor-manager Henry Irving at the Lyceum Theatre, has been sucked into a shadowy demi-monde which exists beneath the surface of civilized society. It is a world of pornographers and prostitutes, coralled under the sinister leadership of master manipulator Marlow, to whom Webster illicitly provides theatrical costumes for pornographic shoots.

But knowledge of this enterprise has somehow reached the Lyceum’s upright theatre manager, Bram Stoker, who suspects Webster’s involvement. As the net tightens around Marlow and his cohorts and public outrage sweeps the city, a member of the aristocracy is accused of killing a child prostitute . . .
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For Bill Scott-Kerr


The only way to get rid of temptation is to yield to it. Resist it, and your soul grows sick with longing for the thing it has forbidden to itself.

Oscar Wilde, The Picture of Dorian Gray, 1891


London, Summer, 1891


Part I


1

Careful to avoid being seen, I left the theatre and followed my usual circuitous route to Marlow’s studio. By ‘usual’ I do not mean that it was a single route, always taken, but rather that it was as convoluted and as seemingly directionless as all the other paths I had ever followed to that place.

Upon first being given these instructions by Marlow – his hand resting loosely on my collar in the lobby of the French Hotel – I had doubted and then silently wondered at the need for such secrecy, believing it to be merely another instance of the man’s desire to exert control over all those who fell within his orbit. But as the months and years had passed, I had come to share in this craving for secrecy, even if only for the undeniable ‘edge’ it afforded our otherwise perfunctory transactions.

Leaving the Lyceum, I turned away from the Strand towards Long Acre and into the Market. From there, a narrow cut through the rear of New Row brought me to St Martin’s Lane. Emerging on the Charing Cross Road, I paused, walked briefly north, and then equally briefly and swiftly south, losing myself amid the converging cabs and buses there. The usual jam of traffic filled the entrance to Trafalgar Square and I moved amid this river of trapped vehicles towards Haymarket.

At first, early in my dealings with Marlow, I was never truly able to convince myself that I was being followed as I made my way to him, or even that I would be able to identify anyone who was attempting to follow me. Needless to say, I have grown considerably more capable and confident in respect of this.

Reaching Haymarket, I turned towards the Prince of Wales and stood there for several minutes reading the advertisements and endorsements. It seemed somehow appropriate and propitious to me to observe these theatrical points along my route. And as I read, I glanced around me, searching for a familiar face, for someone behaving as aimlessly as I behaved, someone who might avert their eyes from my own wandering gaze, and who might then feign a similar, unwarranted interest in the notices.

But there was no one. There had never been anyone. I had been acting out these small subterfuges and dramas for almost three years. And each time I remarked on this to Marlow, he dismissed my concerns and complaints with the amused remark that I knew nothing of what was happening in the world around me; that I was blind and deaf, ignorant of the wider scheme of things, oblivious to all those putative, secretive followers, all those others who sought only to expose and undermine and destroy him. And every time he told me this, of course – every exaggerated word and dramatic flourish – what he did not say, what he did not need to say, was that if he was destroyed and punished, then the same thing, in its lesser way, would surely befall me too.

On one occasion he had grown angry and said that a single error – the two words shouted an inch from my eyes – would undo us all, and he had asked me if I imagined my own fall would be any less precipitous or calamitous than his own. Because it wouldn’t be. Because he, Marlow – and this time he had hissed his name into my face – would make certain of that. No one would escape. We were inextricably bound, he said, inseparably connected. If anything, he went on, growing calm and releasing his grip on me, I might even have more to lose – have more to be taken from me – than any of them, himself, Pearl and Bliss included, because of the nature of my involvement with him, because of my own specific part in our enterprise. He emphasized each word like a threat and I flinched at them all, however softly spoken or wreathed in cruel amusement they now were. Both Pearl and Bliss had been beside him when he’d impressed all this upon me, the pair of them watching him with their own eyes wide, their lips pursed, and their heads nodding in accord with the force of his argument. To conclude this humiliating dressing-down, Marlow had said that he hoped we better understood each other, he and I, and that we never again had to have this same unhappy conversation – as though I had contributed anything to the exchange except my doubts, concerns, fears and silence.

‘Show me what you have for me,’ he’d said the instant his fingertips withdrew from my chest. He smiled at me and rubbed a thumb across my chin, our transaction and the complicity of our understanding once again established and strong in this so-called bond between us.

Beside him, Bliss had turned quickly away, as though to hide any suspicions or uncertainties he himself still harboured, and Pearl alone had held my gaze, gentle confirmation of all Marlow had just said. I remember she’d smiled at me, her lips parted, possible suggestion in her searching eyes, all of which had registered upon me in less than a second.

‘Show me,’ Marlow had repeated.

Pearl had closed her eyes briefly, and when she opened them again, she was looking at him.

I’d immediately slid my hand into my inside pocket and felt the slender package there.

‘You see?’ Marlow said, first to me, and then to both Pearl and the departing Bliss. ‘You see, Bliss? You see what a perfect understanding we all now possess?’

But Bliss had not answered him. Instead, he had continued walking away to the side of the studio, beyond the screens and the women already gathered and waiting there.

I left the Circus via Glasshouse Street, passing the fruit-and flower-sellers, deaf to their entreaties. A woman pushed a bunch of lavender in my chest, brushing it back and forth as I tried to avoid her. The scent stayed with me as I continued walking.

At Brewer Street I repeated my manoeuvre of turning both left and right. A man stood at a corner ahead of me and watched me closely as I approached. When I reached him, he asked me bluntly if I was lost.

I told him I wasn’t.

‘You look lost,’ he said. ‘Where you looking for?’

I smelled the drink on his breath and saw the Bridle Lane public house a short distance away, its doors already open to the warm street.

‘I’m not lost,’ I repeated, moving to pass him and continue towards the Apollo. But instead of letting me go, he put out his arm and asked me why I was in such a hurry. First I seemed scarcely to know which way to walk, and now all this urgency. I pushed his arm down and stepped from the pavement on to the road, conscious of his drunkenness and the need to avoid whatever confrontation he now seemed determined to provoke. A horse made a noise immediately behind me and the man grabbed my arm and pulled me clear of the passing animal. And when it had gone, he released me.

‘Careful,’ he said, winking at me, and before I could respond to this, he took several paces backwards towards the open door of the ale house.

Rather than demand the meaning of this brief and hostile interruption, I resumed walking, unwilling even to glance back at him as he took up his position in the doorway.

A narrow alleyway, no wider than a man, passed from opposite the theatre to Ingestre Place, and it was only as I emerged from this, coming from the cool darkness back out into the summer warmth and light, that it occurred to me that the man might have been one of Marlow’s look-outs, sentinels at the border of his small domain, unlikely gate-keepers to that inner realm to which so few of us were afforded the privilege of access.

The streets here were filled with such alleyways, perfect diversions for the cautious traveller. Look out for breathless men awaiting your reappearance, Marlow had told me. Men exhausted from running the long way round to await your own arrival rather than reveal themselves as followers in the narrow space behind you.

There was no one breathless and waiting in Ingestre Place, and from there I went swiftly to Golden Square, performing my usual full circuit of its railings before turning into the entrance behind the church wall which would lead me to Marlow.

But even here, so close to my destination, the subterfuge was not over.

I waited for a moment beneath the archway, watching the few other walkers in the Square, the two or three carriages waiting at the rank approaching Beak Street, the few shoppers crossing west towards the broad, flowing river of Regent Street.

By comparison with these busy thoroughfares, Golden Square always seemed a lost and abandoned place, calmer, darker, and considerably quieter than its surroundings, a place perpetually overcast – either by cloud or by the circling shadows of its buildings; a place in which it was forever late autumn and seldom summer; always later rather than earlier in the day, whatever time one entered it.

The church bell tolled the hour. The hour of my appointment with Marlow. Not that he was punctilious in his own time-keeping; quite the opposite, in fact. There had been many occasions when he had been genuinely surprised by my appearance and when he had then told me it was impossible for him to see me. Sometimes he had snatched what I had taken to him; at other times he had told me to return the following day, occasionally the following week. And when this happened, I surprised myself by the submissive nature of my acquiescence. But I had returned, of course, either the next day or the following week. I had always returned.

On yet other occasions, I had arrived to be greeted by Marlow as though I were his closest friend in the entire world, someone upon whom he depended completely, someone without whom his whole enterprise might cease to function, someone without whose presence he himself would see little point in continuing. I soon understood what acts these various greetings were, but nonetheless I allowed myself to be convinced by them. Convinced, encouraged, persuaded, flattered.

I was always aware, of course, of all those others Marlow drew into orbit around him, not least of whom were Pearl and Bliss; and those who worked more closely with him in his studio – our circling paths held by the magnetic lode at our centre, each of us spinning on our own predictable course. And this comparison is not entirely fanciful or exaggerated: within only weeks of my having made his acquaintance, Marlow referred to me in the company of Bliss as his ‘rogue star’. Even today I still cannot explain the pride I felt at hearing him say this – announce it almost, to his closest confidant – his arm around my shoulders, a drink lifted from a tray and held to my mouth. Rogue star. Either word would have felt like a recommendation from the man, but together they acquired a potency and a potential that made the blood race in my veins.

Again ensuring I was unobserved, I turned from the archway into the small yard, crossed this and entered the doorway there. The door was unlocked, and the narrow passageway beyond unlighted. I closed the door behind me and waited again in the near-darkness. The space was filled with the noise and faint echo of my breathing. Nothing of the few outdoor noises penetrated the corridor. A follower, Marlow explained to me, would have seen the unlocked door and come quickly to it, imagining me, once inside, to have gone on swiftly to somewhere more secure. And anyone opening this door to nowhere obvious could not then but fail to reveal both themselves and their purpose in appearing there while I waited in the darkness within.

In almost three years of following these instructions and these routes, no one had ever approached the door behind me. Had they been so bold or so stupid to reveal themselves in this way, it would have been a simple enough matter to have either knocked them down in the dark passageway or to have pushed them back outside and then to have departed myself, revealing nothing of my purpose there, or of what lay beyond the passage.

A carriage crossed the Square, and I waited until the clatter of hooves had faded before continuing.

At the end of the corridor an equally narrow flight of stairs – all this narrowness, these pinch-points, these one-man-at-a-time places – led to a first-floor landing, along which were two further doors. I approached the first, paused, prepared myself, and then knocked loudly. Six steady raps, evenly paced, each one distinct from the last, cleanly started and finished. There had been no sound beyond the door at my arrival, no change within as I’d knocked, and no apparent response to my summons upon finishing. I remained carefully silent, conscious too of making no noise with my boots on the bare boards.

Waiting a moment for the note of my final rap to fade completely, I then moved to the second door, ten or twelve feet distant. Here again I composed myself, counted silently to twenty and then gave the same six clear raps.

This time I heard the distorted murmur of voices within. Again I waited. A man who did not know of this arrangement, Marlow said, would be unable to resist knocking again, perhaps calling out, uncertain of what he might have imagined he’d heard beyond this second door. All a man who understood and followed this arrangement needed was patience.

A further full minute passed. The whispering voices no longer sounded, and again all I could hear was the sound of my own breathing. It had long since occurred to me that entering that silent building was like entering an echo-chamber, regardless of its constricted, twisting spaces.

After a further minute, a small panel slid open and an eye looked out at me. This panel was equally swiftly slid shut again and a bolt immediately drawn. This was followed by a second and then a third.

An instant later the door was pulled wide open and the dark corridor behind me was bathed in light. And along with this light – yellow, merging to orange and red across the dull canvas of the opposite wall – there also spilled from the room both warmth and noise, the latter a low cacophony of voices and laughter and music.

And in the doorway, framed by all this unexpected change, was Marlow himself, a dark and sudden outline against the blossoming light. My eyes adjusted quickly to this glare, but I knew even before he spoke to me that the figure in the doorway was definitely him. Knew it was Marlow before he spoke my name or held out his hand to me, before he drew me to him and embraced me, perhaps already feeling for the stiffness of the card in my jacket pocket, and then as he held me at arm’s length and grinned at me.

‘Your heart,’ he said to me. ‘I can feel the beating of your heart.’

I struggled for something to say in reply to this, but before I could frame my answer, conscious of the others in the room now watching us, he said, ‘Which tells me what? That you enjoy all this? That you indulge yourself as much as any of them? Or merely that you know what lies within, beyond that final door, and that – again like the rest of them – you cannot help yourself?’ He laughed at the melodrama of it all, at this small and flamboyant flourish. And then he drew me into the room, ensuring that I faced Pearl, who stood close behind him, as he slid back the bolts on the door and as the silence and the dark was shut out and made to vanish.

Pearl came to me and kissed me on the cheek, but close enough to the side of my mouth for me to feel her lips there.

‘It’s Webster,’ Marlow announced to the others in the room. His close friend and associate Webster. Charles James Alexander Webster. Rogue Star.

Few among these other men paid me any real attention. Pearl stayed close to me, a glass of drink held to her chest.

‘Are you thirsty?’ she asked me.

I ran my tongue along my lower lip, watching as Marlow returned to the centre of his waiting audience.

‘Here,’ she said, and she gave me the glass she held. ‘You’re always so punctual.’ The words were more mouthed than spoken, not even whispered, another motion of her lips.


2

I woke to the sound of Alice’s shouting. I heard her footsteps on the stairs. At first, I imagined she was calling to Cora, perhaps to wake her, or to remind her of an appointment she might be late in keeping. But as she came closer, arriving at the second floor and pausing at the stairs to my room, I heard more clearly what she was saying, and realized that her words and her anger were directed at the new maid she had recently employed. The girl had come to us at the end of the previous week and I had yet to meet her.

A short silence was followed by my door being pushed open.

Alice came into the room and looked around her. My cases and other pieces of photographic equipment lay scattered on the floor beyond my bed. The door into the room beyond – my own grandly titled developing room – lay open. Prints hung from lines across the low, sloping ceiling.

I feigned sleep, sensing my wife’s gaze. She pretended to cough and I, playing my own predictable part in another of our small, common dramas, pretended to wake.

I rubbed my eyes and waited for her to speak.

‘You were late home,’ she said. She looked around her, crossing to the window set into the roof and drawing the curtain. It was another bright morning and a block of vivid light filled half the room. The cramped space beyond was windowless and cast perpetually in gloom. Alice sniffed the air and stepped over-cautiously over the clothes and the clutter on the floor.

‘Midnight,’ I said. I pushed myself up in the bed. ‘I didn’t want to disturb you.’ It had been nearer two.

‘Disturb me?’

I had spent my first occasional night in the attic room five years ago, when I was working late, or when I returned from the theatre in the early hours. In the past month, I had spent perhaps fewer than a dozen nights in the bed in the room directly beneath me.

‘You were sleeping,’ I said, as though I’d been sufficiently concerned to look in on her. ‘You and Cora both. Is that who you were shouting at?’ The remark was intended as a diversion away from the previous evening, though in truth she seldom any longer concerned herself with my unexplained or prolonged absences from the house.

‘Calling,’ she said. ‘Not shouting. And certainly not shouting at. The new girl. As for Cora …’ She left whatever she might have wanted to say about our daughter unspoken. Where Cora, nineteen years old, was concerned, little needed to be said. ‘She’s still sleeping. She needs her sleep.’ Cora seldom rose before midday. ‘I told the girl to bring your tea,’ Alice said.

‘What’s her name?’

‘Her name?’

‘The girl.’

She considered the simple question for a moment. ‘She calls herself Isobel,’ she said. It was too fanciful a name for the girl to possess. She was the third Alice had employed in the past six months, or perhaps even the fourth. ‘It’s not something I shall feel comfortable calling her. Something plainer would suit her better. Something less … less …’

I told her I understood. She came closer to the bed, and for a moment I thought she was going to sit beside me where I lay. But, as usual, she kept a careful distance, and instead she pulled straight the crumpled sheet beneath my arm, which I raised to allow her to fold the counterpane. I’m sure that, in her own mind, these small gestures still passed for acts of kindness between us, intimacies almost.

‘They keep you too late,’ she said. ‘I hope—’

‘It’s a busy time,’ I said. ‘They’re rehearsing two new plays. Irving wants a record of every costume and set. Sixty extras. Most of the outfits are in the depot at Southall. You know him – everything has to be an improvement, everything brand spanking new. There might be twenty near-identical outfits, but he still wants a record of each and every one of them, and with the actors and actresses in full make-up. It all takes time.’ I spoke quickly, this time feigning an eagerness I no longer possessed. Some days – or so it sometimes now seemed to me – my whole life was a contrivance of dramas and performances purely for the benefit of others.

‘Your time,’ she said, interrupting my thoughts ‘Not his, not Irving’s. His time is spent praising himself to the skies and swanning round with his Lord and Lady friends. You’re the one whose time is being burned away.’ She made it sound like a chronic illness over which I had no control.

There was nothing I could say in reply to this. Some lies, I knew, blossomed like crystal salts dropped into water – ever more complicated and yet ever more fragile as they grew and multiplied, always ready to shatter and to disappear, to turn from breathtaking miracle to powdery disappointment at the first solitary careless word or blow.

I laid my arms across the folded sheets, spreading my fingers, putting the tips together. The skin of my hands and forearms was blotched and marked with splashed chemicals.

Seeing this, Alice said, ‘You should take more care.’ And again it seemed like the furthest she could allow herself to move towards me.

I wondered why she had come up to me. It was more usual for her to wait downstairs. I was a light sleeper. She knew I seldom overslept. My days at the Lyceum rarely began before noon, and even then I would be at work before most of the others arrived. At work, unnoticed, uninterrupted.

‘You did remember, I suppose?’ she said. She looked at me directly for the first time, waiting. It was clear to her that whatever I was supposed to have remembered, I had forgotten. ‘Tonight,’ she prompted me. ‘I’m having a meeting.’ She half turned away from me as she said it.

‘A séance?’

‘A gathering. Of the faithful. All old friends.’ They were customers, not friends.

‘Of course,’ I said, relieved that I had forgotten nothing of consequence. ‘I didn’t forget,’ I told her.

‘Like I said, old friends and true believers. Nothing too strenuous. All seekers after a greater understanding.’ Five years ago, there might have been a faint note of irony or even self-deprecation in her voice, but not now. Five years ago, I might have challenged or provoked her with the same note of my own, but not now.

She looked up at the window, turning her face from side to side, warmed by the sun. She closed her eyes.

‘Do you want me to stay out?’ I asked her. It was what usually happened, another of our compromises.

‘I can’t command you to do any such thing.’

‘Still …’

‘Mrs Ellsworth has recently lost her mother. Ten days ago. She hopes the poor soul might still be wandering close enough to return and speak to her. Much longer and she will be beyond all our reach.’ She smiled as she spoke, unsettling me further. I should not have been discomfited by hearing her say these things – not now, after all this time – but I still was. A boundary had long since been crossed by her, and now only I hung back on this near side.

‘What time will you begin?’ I asked her.

She flicked the question away. ‘The usual – around eight. You know how better suited even the summer dusk is to these arrangements.’

It was late summer, light until nine. Any dusk in the house would be one of quartered blinds and drawn curtains, of dim, flickering, shadow-throwing candles and mantles.

‘Are you working tonight?’ She opened her eyes and again looked directly at me. And for the instant that our eyes met, I imagined she understood perfectly everything I was hiding there.

‘Very likely,’ I said. ‘Irving said something about photographing the moments of heightened drama at rehearsal. He’ll want the results before the paper’s dry. I daresay he’ll want us all …’

But she was no longer listening to me, her face tilted firmly away from me, her chin down, her eyes again closed, and with another thin smile on her lips, as though listening to other voices entirely. I had seen her sitting like this, distracted, calm, devoid of all other expression, all too often. To begin with, it had been something she had practised and perfected, something for her customers; but more recently I had seen her like this when she was alone – when I had passed a room and glanced in through the open door, or when I had come upon her in the kitchen, sitting in perfect silence by the range, her closed eyes towards the wall. With some of her private, more profitable sittings, she professed to put her ‘believers’ into a trance using a small glass disc set into ebony which she wore around her neck on a cord, letting it dangle and spin before them as she started one of her hushed routines.

And just as swiftly as she had taken herself into this small trance – unassailable beyond its own vague and shifting boundaries – so she returned from it.

‘How did she die?’ I said. ‘Mrs …’ I had forgotten the woman’s name.

‘Ellsworth,’ she said. ‘After a long illness.’

That’s good, I wanted to say. Good for you. She would already know a great deal about the woman, most of it from the dutiful and desperate daughter anxious now to draw in the reins on her own uncontainable grief. And what the daughter hadn’t already revealed, then the undertaker or doctor might have sold to her.

‘Are you hopeful?’ I said.

‘You know how far beyond my own control these things are,’ she said. ‘If I was able to exercise even the smallest power over the wandering, unhappy dead, then—’

‘Of course,’ I said, unwilling to hear whatever she might have been about to add.

She smiled at me. ‘Cora has another interview for a post.’

‘Oh?’ I was happy to be back on this safer ground, however uncertain and unmapped it too remained.

‘Scott’s the milliners. I’m certain she has a facility.’

Facility? ‘For selling hats?’

She looked at me sharply. ‘For selling whatever she puts her mind to selling.’

‘Of course.’

Since leaving school four years earlier, having achieved and gained little there, Cora had moved from one post to another every few weeks. Service was beneath her – beneath the pair of them – and not even to be considered.

‘Who knows,’ Alice said, ‘she may one day wish to have a shop of her own.’ It seemed an impossible leap to make, but I said nothing.

‘Of course.’ It was the least I could contribute to this hopeless ambition.

‘You should have more faith in the child. You’re hardly—’ She stopped abruptly. I knew better than to confront her on these points, to insist on her telling me what it was that I was ‘hardly’.

‘I only meant …’ she said. It was an apology of sorts, and I accepted it as such.

Neither of us spoke for a moment.

‘She just seems so … unsettled,’ I said. Since leaving school, Cora had spent most of her time in the house and had gained a great deal of weight. She spent considerably more than she ever earned, and she and Alice had grown closer. The girl followed her mother, clinging to her, their arms locked when they walked, even inside the house. And when they were on good terms – when Cora wasn’t sulking or throwing another of her tantrums – she was also becoming more involved in this other world of her mother’s, supporting and encouraging her, helping in small, practical ways whenever Alice’s infrequent gatherings took place.

A month ago, I returned late on the night of Alice’s previous séance to find Cora wiping her mother’s face with a cloth, Alice stretched flat upon the sofa. The girl was making soothing noises, as though appeasing a baby. And Alice had laid there, the same calm smile on her lips, her eyes closed, allowing her daughter to do this. I had gone from the doorway without either of them seeing me.

Alice rose from my bed and returned to the door. She paused at the mantel above the small fireplace. Three photographs stood there, each in its silver gilt frame. A picture of Alice, the first I ever took of her, two years before our marriage; a picture of Cora when she was still a child of six or seven; and a picture of our second, lost daughter, Caroline, aged seven, less than a year before she was struck by illness and taken from us. There were other pictures of her elsewhere in the house, but this one – these three – remained special to me, each of them a weight of loss that I once thought I should be wholly unable to bear.

‘Do you still think of her?’ Alice said, meaning Caroline.

‘Often,’ I said, the word drying in my throat. Of the two of us, I had been the closest to our second daughter, and even at her young age she had showed a genuine interest in what I did. It was a bond I had never felt between Cora and myself. This was something I had once regretted, considering it a failing on my part, but not any longer.

‘Me, too,’ Alice said. She rested her hand on the mantel. ‘Did you ever imagine …’

Did I ever imagine that such an unbearable loss could be borne for so long? Never. Did I ever imagine that the years since my small daughter’s death would pass with so little ease to be gained? Never.

She was about to say more when the sound of crockery being dropped rose up the staircase and we both remained silent for a moment, content to savour whatever memories we had so suddenly and unexpectedly summoned between us.

‘I ought to go,’ Alice said eventually, distracted, caught between emotion and duty.

‘Will you be strong enough?’ I asked her.

‘For tonight? I shall have to be.’

There had been other occasions recently when a particularly vigorous séance had kept her in her bed for the whole of the following day.

‘How can I refuse someone when time may be so short?’

I nodded in agreement. ‘Are you going with Cora to her interview?’

‘Her appointment. Of course I’m going with her. There are perhaps a few things I shall be able to impress upon Scott’s.’

‘Of course,’ I said.

‘Are you getting up?’

I imagined my breakfast tray spilled in the passageway. The noise of someone clearing up whatever had been dropped could still be heard.

‘They’ll be expecting me,’ I said.

‘At the theatre?’

I had once suggested asking either Stoker or Loveday about a position for Cora at the Lyceum, convinced that something would have been found for her, and Alice had simply stared at me, careful to betray no obvious emotion – and certainly not the utter disbelief she so clearly felt – before contriving another of her particular smiles.

I drew the bedclothes from my legs and swung myself upright. I rubbed my face, feeling the rough skin of my palms. When I looked at the door, Alice had gone.
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I arrived at the theatre shortly before noon. My usual side entrance from Burleigh Street was blocked by a group of stage-hands and flymen removing scenery and props. Burleigh Street itself was filled with the horses and open-sided carts on to which all this was being loaded.

I made my way back to Wellington Street, climbed the steps and went in the main entrance. Men were polishing the doors. A man up a ladder threw down dirt and clutter from the bowl of one of the torches. A man below him quickly swept this into the street.

Inside, the day cleaners were still at work on the stairs, pausing in their scrubbing to watch me pass. I walked up the centre of the carpet. I recognized some of the women, and they me.

I made my way across the rear of the auditorium towards the side exits.

Others were already at work on the stage. The seating too was filled with women beating out the padded backs and sending up small explosions of dust into the few beams of natural light which fell into the space, and which, like all daylight in all theatres, was otherwise carefully excluded.

As I arrived at the curtained exit which led up to my workroom, my name was called from somewhere beyond the stage. Bright lights moved back and forth there and I shielded my eyes to see who had shouted.

It was Stoker, his voice muffled by the drapes hanging around him, and drowned further by the voices of the scene-shifters. He came to the edge of the stage and beckoned me to him. I called to him that I was busy, that I had things to attend to. He said nothing in reply to this, merely took out his watch and looked at it pointedly. He turned his back on me and I went to him.

By the time I reached the stage, he had gone back into the wings, where I found him sitting with Jimmy Allen, our chief prompt. The two of them were talking excitedly, and Stoker was laughing. Jimmy held something which I couldn’t see, passing whatever it was to Stoker.

‘Jimmy was showing me his pictures,’ Stoker said, still without turning to me. ‘Something in your line, I imagine. I thought you might be interested to see.’

Whatever the extent of my interest in the old man’s old photographs, they had hardly been Stoker’s purpose in summoning me.

Jimmy Allen passed a few of the brittle prints to me. Sepia gum prints, forty years old, and from poorly processed plates.

‘From Jimmy’s time in India,’ Stoker said. ‘Where he served.’

Where Jimmy Allen was concerned, everything was about his time in India. His Army service was mother and father, history and geography, anchor and sail to him.

I feigned interest in the pictures. Native tribesmen posing with soldiers. Perhaps even a youthful Jimmy Allen himself.

‘See the detail,’ Stoker said. ‘The grouping and composition.’ He knew nothing. Everything was another prod in my chest.

I handed the pictures back to Jimmy Allen.

‘Have you been working elsewhere?’ Stoker said to me, still not facing me directly.

I hesitated, considered my answer.

‘This morning, I mean. You are somewhat late in arriving.’

‘I was in Southall late yesterday evening,’ I said.

‘Ah, Southall. Of course. Henry’s catalogue and pictures.’ He handed me another of Jimmy Allen’s photographs. ‘Look at this one. A rare treat.’ Half a dozen native girls, Cora’s age, naked except for their headdresses and beads and the strips of embroidered cloth at their loins.

‘I bought that one,’ Jimmy Allen said. ‘Not one I took myself.’

‘Another excellent composition,’ Stoker said. ‘Such innocence, naturalness. So unselfconscious.’ He glanced up at me.

‘Heathens, mostly,’ Jimmy Allen said. ‘In their habits, I mean.’

‘But pretty as … a picture.’ Stoker smiled coldly at me. ‘And is everything in Southall proceeding smoothly?’

It was four days since I’d last been there.

‘I should say so.’

‘You should say so. Then I suppose we must depend upon your word, Mr Webster. I was asking Jimmy here how much more is being removed there, and what repairs might need to be made. For the accounts, you understand – my reckoning.’ He gave the word an ominous edge.

‘Oh,’ I said, wondering if I was being asked to contribute to these calculations.

‘And, like you, he assures me that everything is proceeding smoothly and, as always, that the work is in capable hands.’ Everything he said was shaded by suspicious disbelief.

Jimmy Allen glanced at me as Stoker said this. ‘I didn’t … I mean …’ he said.

‘No worry,’ Stoker reassured him. ‘I’m sure the last thing Mr Webster concerns himself with is what people might say about him behind his back.’

It seemed an overtly provocative remark to make and I sensed that Stoker was carefully noting my response.

‘Of course not,’ I said.

‘Are there more like this?’ Stoker then said to Jimmy, who did not immediately understand him. Stoker turned the picture to him.

‘Some,’ Jimmy said.

‘Many?’

‘A few, perhaps a dozen.’

‘Then I should very much like to see them. Native scenes, wild excesses, cannibal islands, all grist to the theatrical mill.’ Stoker smiled again. ‘Of course, I doubt if even Henry could get away with presenting anything quite so – so risqué or titillating, anything quite so close to the bounds of common decency, however innocent or guileless in intent, however nobly nature might be dressed.’

It was all still being said to another purpose, and I was certain that Stoker was aware of my own understanding of this.

‘No,’ Jimmy Allen said. He held out his hand to retrieve the photograph.

But Stoker drew it back from him. ‘May I keep it? Borrow it. This one. Briefly. Just to show the missus?’ He exaggerated the word.

Jimmy Allen looked concerned at the suggestion.

‘Jimmy and Florence are great friends,’ Stoker said to me. ‘Besides, she has not a solitary prurient bone in her body.’ His confidence faltered slightly.

‘Oh?’ I said, my first prod back. It wasn’t the tale told behind his back.

‘Great friends. She asks me endlessly when Jimmy Allen is returning to visit us. The boy, too, is beside himself with excitement. Your Indian swords, scimitars and sabres hold him spellbound. Almost as much as your tales.’

‘Tales of India?’ I said to Jimmy Allen. Whatever next?

‘Tales of derring-do and great adventure,’ Stoker said.

‘My ordinary life,’ Jimmy Allen said flatly.

‘Ordinary life?’ Stoker said, but then he too could think of nothing to add.

‘Keep it,’ Jimmy Allen said, meaning the picture.

Stoker tucked the naked girls into his pocket.

When I’d arrived at the Lyceum five years earlier, the Burleigh Street exit had been for the sole use of Irving and Stoker. The tale is that Irving used it to avoid his crowds of admirers and well-wishers front of house, and that Stoker came and went via the near-hidden door so that he would be neither noticed nor commented on as he embarked on his so-called ‘nocturnal travels’. The dressing on the tale was always that he had a great deal of theatre business to think about and that these long, solitary night-time walks gave him the time, the freedom and the uninterrupted peace to work things out and to make his calculations.

‘Thank you, Jimmy. I’m sure Florence will be delighted.’

I wanted to laugh and to shake my head.

Stoker looked again at his watch.

All around us the men dismantling and removing the sets and flats continued with their work. Dropcloths rose and fell above us, their straining ropes and pulleys squeaking in the wings.

In all the years I had known him, Stoker had only ever called me by my surname, making every single mention of it either a peremptory summons, a dismissal or a correction. I cannot explain this more fully; it was simply how I felt. And yet I had seldom ever heard him call Jimmy Allen anything but Jimmy. Never James. Another part of what Stoker considered to be his common touch, I suppose.

‘What do you want from me?’ I asked him.

‘Want?’ He seemed genuinely surprised by the blunt remark.

‘Other than to remark on my time-keeping.’

‘Oh, please, I had no intention of … We’re all professional people here, Mr Webster. If you imagine I impugned … please.’ He turned to Jimmy Allen, still seated between us. ‘Jimmy, tell Mr Webster.’

Jimmy Allen looked up at me, the rest of his prints held like a deck of cards in his hand.

Before he could speak, Stoker held my shoulder. ‘Please, I meant nothing. I forget myself. How is your own charming wife? In good health, I hope.’

I wondered if he was struggling to remember Alice’s name. Five years.

‘Alice,’ Jimmy Allen said. I heard the dull note of sympathy in his voice.

‘Of course,’ Stoker said. ‘And your daughters?’

Jimmy Allen held my gaze. He had been at Caroline’s burial and funeral ceremony. ‘We’re keeping you from your work,’ he said to me. To Stoker, he said, ‘Was there anything you needed from Mr Webster?’

Stoker shook his head, confused by this sudden switch of allegiance.

Waiting until I had climbed down from the stage, he called after me, ‘Please, remember my book-keeping, my stacking-up, my balances, Mr Webster.’

I raised my hand to him without turning.

A year after my appointment at the theatre, I’d arrived at the far end of Burleigh Street, approaching from the direction of the Opera House, when I’d seen a man and a woman standing close together in the doorway. There was some kind of argument, the woman raising her voice, the man trying unsuccessfully to calm her. I’d stopped where I was, slipping into the shadow of Palmer’s warehouse. The woman came away from the doorway into the dim overhead light. Her hair was loose and her hands empty. She pressed her palms to the man’s chest, lowering and sweetening her voice, and then something passed between them which caused the woman to laugh and then to applaud herself. She walked a further few paces from the door and stood opposite it, her back to the wall. She leaned forward slightly and then spread her legs, as though to prevent herself from falling. All this time, the man merely stood and watched her, careful to remain hidden in the shadow of the doorway. Eventually, he spoke to her, quietly, and the woman shouted back at him that he wasn’t to worry, that she was going, that she’d got what she wanted. It was a simple enough transaction to decipher, and it was only then, as I moved further along the wall of the warehouse to avoid being seen by the woman as she passed me, that I recognized Stoker. He stood for a moment watching the woman go, waiting until she had turned the corner into Exeter Street before unlocking the theatre door and letting himself inside. I wondered if the woman had even been aware of the connection between the man and the place, and if this hadn’t been the thing he had been most anxious to keep from her. I knew better than to reveal myself to him. Besides, it was by then too late. The door was locked behind him, and hidden again in the darkness of the wall.

Now, reaching the auditorium side-exit, I passed through into the corridor beyond and waited there for a moment. I was alone, unobserved, and better able to attempt to understand what Stoker had intended by this contrived encounter with Jimmy Allen between us.

I climbed the stairs into the labyrinth of small upper rooms towards the rear of the theatre, arriving at my own locked door. Other men and women
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