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Water’s Edge

Off the Ratcliffe Highway, London, November 1861

Nell wasn’t ordinarily the first to awake in the cramped, frigid attic above the Water’s Edge. At ten years old, and four years since she slept in a bed made up by a mother’s kindness, she had got used to the shifting of bodies around her, the sulphurous stenches that too often populated the night. But last night had been different. The rain sluicing through the roof slates and collecting in the tin pails, the wind roaring along the backstreets of Ratcliffe – all of that meant she hadn’t slept at all. Instead, she’d reached into the straw mattress, pulled out the two satin slippers she kept hidden there and stroked them, imagining the possibilities of the world that used to be.

Then, before another soul awoke, she pushed the slippers back into the mattress and waited for dawn. No sleep tonight – not for Nella Hart.

That was why she was the first to the river that morning.

That was why it was Nell who found the body, washed up on the shore.

She was poking it with a stick when the rest started arriving, pouring out of the lodging house attic with their bellies full of bread and beer. Storms worked strange magics on the river. The waters danced wild, and things were dredged up from below – not just the coal and iron ingots that were their usual trade, but treasures which had sunk to the bottom and lain undisturbed with the years. Plenty of treasure in that river, said old Murdstone. Find me a treasure and it will transform your life.

‘What you got there, Nell?’ asked one of the older boys. His name was Noah. He said his father had danced the turncoat’s waltz at Newgate, but the others said he’d too often been seen selling himself at the Executioner’s Dock for that to be true.

Nell shrugged. They’d all seen dead bodies before. You didn’t spend your life picking through the tidal mud of the River Thames and not, occasionally, see the half-face of some unfortunate staring back at you. She poked it with a stick again. It was bigger than most. From a distance, she’d thought it the hull of some sunken river barge; it was only when she got close that she understood it was a man. Most of his flesh was covered in silt, but there was no doubting the enormity of the creature. Twice as tall as old Murdstone, and three times as broad. He could have closed one of those enormous hands around Nell’s neck and touched fingertips on the other side.

‘Well, go on then,’ said Noah, ‘into his pockets, Nell.’

Nell looked back. Most of Murdstone’s crew were here now, but not yet a sign of the old man himself. A collection of eleven ragged faces looked curiously upon her; eleven pairs of eyes egging her on.

Murdstone said there was no such thing as ghosts. You couldn’t desecrate the dead because the dead had done their own desecrating, by leaving their mortal bodies behind. ‘So get digging,’ Murdstone used to say. ‘Pockets and linings. Belt buckles and bootstraps. Take the coat off his back, if it’s worth a thing.’

Nell got down on her knees, then lifted the man’s enormous arm so that she might reach the pockets of his overcoat. Most of these were filled with river mud as well.

‘You’ll have to do better than that,’ Noah scoffed. ‘He’s got a belt, ain’t he? Check his teeth. Might be a false set in there. Murdstone’ll buy you a fish supper, for a set of false teeth.’

Nell recoiled at the idea of reaching into the man’s jaws, but the thought of a fish supper was, at least, a restorative. Noah seemed sweet on the idea himself; he was ready to reach for the cadaver when one of the other boys shouldered him out of the way, grunted, ‘It’s Nell what found it,’ and goaded Nell on with his eyes.

Nell crawled to the head of the corpse, whispered a plea for forgiveness, and took hold of the man’s lower jaw.

Almost immediately Nell knew something wasn’t right. She’d never felt a man’s face like this before. His jaw seemed more prominent than it ought, his brow ridged and starkly defined. She supposed the river could do terrible things to a body. Or perhaps he’d been brutalized before being tossed in. She screwed her eyes against the slimy horror of it, pushed her fingers between his lips – and then felt the whisper of something on her fingertips, the whisper of something that was surely not the wind.

‘Go on, Nell!’ Noah crowed. ‘Get your hand in there, or by God, I’ll—’

‘Stop!’ Nell cried. She was suddenly aware that, of all the faces gathered on the shore, she was the youngest – and, by rights, had no cause to be shouting at anyone at all. But she knew what river wind felt like: cold and sharp, coarse with the touch of sand. This thing she felt on her fingertips was warm and dewy. It came from within.

‘He’s alive,’ she said, and dropped her head to his breast to hear the distant tolling of a heart. ‘I don’t know how it happened, but he’s still alive!’

Benjamin Murdstone – former rag-gatherer, former inmate, former gentleman, and current master of mudlarks from Woolwich to the Wapping dock – would have been at the river already, if only Tetterby the nightman hadn’t been waiting. Directly outside the Lowood coach house where Murdstone spent his nights, Tetterby stepped into the road, thrusting a young woman in front of him. By the porcine look they both shared, Murdstone took her immediately as his daughter. ‘You’ve got to take her,’ Tetterby began. ‘You swore you’d help an old friend.’

Friends, thought Murdstone. At the estimable (and estimated – for how can a foundling ever tell?) age of seventy-three, he’d made a lot of friends. Lost a lot too. He’d had friends in the street dens, friends in the palaces of Mayfair, friends in the rankest cells of the Marshalsea – and the one thing he’d learned was that friendship was just another kind of trade. ‘What’s wrong with adopting her father’s profession?’

‘It isn’t work for a girl.’

Murdstone said, ‘You’ve let ideas get in your head. Never a more dangerous pastime than that. Who’s to say it’s no trade for a girl? I know a dozen pure-finders on these streets, and all of them women. If there’s a healthy living in what foul dogs leave behind, there’s a healthy living in night-soil as well. I don’t see how it makes a difference what hand scoops it up.’

Tetterby shuffled closer. ‘She’s a hard worker.’

‘She’d get her hands dirty with me as well. You can’t keep ’em clean for ever. You’re forgetting, Tetterby – there’s as much slurry in what she’d do for me as what she’d do for you. The river flows with it.’

Murdstone would have marched away, if only his body had let him. He limped, instead, along the Lowood road, leaning heavily into his driftwood cane. Tetterby, leaving his doleful daughter behind, had little difficulty catching up.

‘You think you’re better than me, Murdstone. Better than my family.’

This barely needed stating. Life, Murdstone had often observed, was made out of choices. A man ought not to be judged on the misfortunes that bedevil him, but on the choices he has made. And there stood Tetterby the nightman, a man who had spent twenty years chained to his barrow – choosing, every day, to go begging door to door for shit. There was no shame in sewage; Murdstone himself had waded through enough. The difference was: Murdstone and his mudlarks sifted in the filth of the river for the treasures that might transform their lives; to Tetterby and his ilk, filth was the treasure itself.

Murdstone looked again at Tetterby’s daughter. He supposed he could always use more hands on the river – but more hands meant more mouths, and more mouths were always a problem. Some trades were worth it; some trades were not. That, when the biographers finally came to write it all down, would be the story of his life.

‘Not this time, Tetterby,’ he said, and laid his three-fingered hand on the nightman’s shoulder. ‘I’m sure there’s enough shit to go round.’

‘So, Nell, what’s it to be?’

Ankle-deep in the mud, Nell tried to focus on the man underneath her. Now that she sensed life in him, it was easier to see the faint rise and fall of his breast; easier to know that he was not flotsam washed up by the storm, but a man with a history of his own. She tried to focus on that, instead of the eleven sets of eyes. They’d never asked her to make a decision before.

‘You’re wasting time, Nell,’ sniped Noah. ‘Tell her, Gander.’

Gander was the eldest among them, seventeen years of age and six of those spent sifting the river flats on Murdstone’s account.

‘It’s Nell’s choice,’ Gander pronounced. ‘It’s no different to a piece of coal come out of the muck. River rules: sell it, keep it, them who finds it decides it. But listen, Nell, Noah’s got one thing right – you got to make your mind up. Once Murdstone wanders onto this stretch, there’ll be no deciding either way. You’ll lose your chance.’

Nell looked at the great misshapen man. She’d cleared a little mud from his face, revealing fronds of black beard beneath. The man’s eyes were swollen, as if he’d been set about with lengths of lead pipe.

‘Ain’t he suffered enough?’ Nell whispered. Then, when it was obvious none had heard her, ‘He’s already been robbed once. Who are we to rob him again?’

Bursts of chatter broke out among the eleven who watched. Noah was remonstrating with Gander, claiming they ought to at least take his boots. ‘Boots like that, it’s sausages all round!’ Packrat Jack thought, at least, that it was one in the eye for Mr Murdstone – while Potato Rot, who’d lost his old name when the measles made a mess of his looks, hung his head and said, ‘Murdstone’ll find out. Murdstone always finds out.’

‘It’s decided,’ said Gander, silencing the crowd with a look. ‘What next, Nell?’

Nell hated this feeling. She wasn’t good at making decisions. She’d never had to be. Right now, she was back on her knees, trying to wash the sludge from his hair. There was something wrong here too. On either side of the man’s head, just above his temples, his skull was raised in two hard protrusions, like wounds upon which the scar tissue had calcified.

What next? What next, indeed. Her mother would have known what to do. And Nell realized, then, that it was those memories which were driving her, right now. She thought of those slippers again, secreted within the straw mattress, and the memory of how her mother had cared for her – back when there was more to the world than the river and its ceaseless mud – coursed through her.

‘He needs a place. Somewhere out of the wind. Somewhere we could build a fire.’ There was only one place like that that they knew. ‘The seaward cave?’

‘The seaward cave,’ rejoined Gander. ‘Right then, Nell. You lead the way.’

It took eight of the eldest to lift the man from the mud. Gander took one shoulder, Packrat Jack the other, and with the others crowded around, a strange convoy of the bedraggled and destitute started wending their way along the river.

They’d known the cave since long before Mr Murdstone first brought Nell, six years old and eyes bright with terror, down onto the mudflats, with the story that her mother was gone and the girl entrusted to Murdstone’s care. A mile around the sweep of the river, where the wharfs had been burned back and the riverbank was steep with crooked rock, there was a fissure in the stone wall. It was not, at first sight, much of a cave; inside revealed only a den, fit for children or smugglers. But the incline kept the cavern floor dry, even at high tide – and the angle of the opening, facing as it did the faraway sea beyond the city, meant that any fire lit within was almost entirely obscured from passing rivermen.

Nell approached the cave at a scurry, then heaved herself into the fissure itself. They’d have to hold the man at an angle to get him through – but at least the hollow of the cave was vacant. The ashes of old campfires pockmarked the ground, and in the corner a pile of dried-out driftwood. Kindling for a fire. By rights, it ought to have been handed to Murdstone, then sold on the streets along with every other scrap the river gave up. But Murdstone couldn’t get murderous over things he didn’t know.

The man was buffeted back and forth as the others bore him into the cave. The fact he didn’t stir, even then, gave Nell a singular sad feeling, as if he was already too far gone to be helped. She made sure his head was positioned where the stone gave way to sand, then brushed the hair out of his eyes. She’d never seen a face like this. The eyes were too far apart, the skull shaped like no other. It was more than truncheons that had done this to him; there was swelling here, but underneath that a disfigurement that must have lasted a lifetime. She couldn’t even tell how old he was.

Packrat Jack was the best at fires. He stirred one up in a circle of stones. Then Nell, still aware that the others were expecting her to tell them what to do, scampered out of the cave, down to where rocky outcrops caught water in their depressions. At least here she didn’t have to live up to their expectations. She filled the weather-beaten pail they kept in the cave with water and ferried it back inside. There, she got to her knees and, stripping out of her ragged shirt, began sponging water onto every inch of flesh she could find.

Gander did the same. Taking a pocket handkerchief – his one token of gentility – from his trouser, he wet the man’s bruised lips. Nell hardly noticed, not until she sensed some flickering of movement in him. She’d been flushing the mud out of the shell of an ear – of all the things about him, it was the smallest, almost preternaturally so – when a tiny convulsion worked through his body.

She looked up.

The man’s lips were parting, as if asking for more.

In the seaward cave, Murdstone’s mudlarks held their breath. Then, ‘More,’ Nell said, and eleven bedraggled souls watched Gander drip more water into his throat.

The will to live – Nell remembered it well. She remembered how quickly it faded too. Vivid memories streaked across her – how, once upon a time, it had been Nell herself bowed to a patient like this, six years old in the room where she used to live, her mother in the throes of her final fever. ‘Don’t waste your time here, Nell. There’s pennies in the pot. Your father’s pocket watch. Take it to the river. To Mr Murdstone. He promised he’d—’

Nell had to battle the memory away. The memories of six-year-olds are indistinct things, filled with fabrication and fantasy – but this she knew as gospel: she’d done as her mother asked. That was why she was here, crouching in a riverside cave with the dirty faces of her new family around her. That was why she hadn’t been there, in the moment her mother slipped out of the world.

‘He’s too cold,’ said Nell, still stroking the hair on his brow. ‘Bring more driftwood. More water. We’ll have to warm it.’

Two of the older girls were quick to obey. Soon, a relay had been established – the pail up and down to the rock pools, the boys ferreting around for what scraps of timber they could find. If Murdstone knew, they’d all be quartered; every scrap of firewood had a price on the streets. But Nell continued her work as the others came and went.

His clothes were too wet. They were keeping the fire’s warmth at bay. She worked with Gander to roll him, levering one enormous arm out of his greatcoat, then the other, to reveal a dirty workman’s shirt and moleskin trousers. At this size, the shirt had to be tailored – and indeed it seemed to have been patched together from older garments – but that was not what drew Nell’s eye. She trembled as she peeled back the discoloured fabric, to reveal three puncture wounds in his midriff. ‘Get it off him. We need to clean them.’ She’d seen it done. They all had. There’d been skirmishes before, with rivermen and other mudlarks. Murdstone would know what to do, but if Murdstone was here, it would be off with his boots, off with his belt, and down to the dolly shop for whatever they were worth.

Nell worked feverishly, daubing yet more water onto his face to reveal what was left of his features. She was still working at the dirt on his neck when Sally-Anne, who’d busied herself at the rock pool, returned to the cave mouth. ‘His teeth,’ she whispered. ‘Nell, dear, step back from him now.’

Nell did not listen. She’d listened to her mother, telling her to leave; since then, she’d grown deaf to pronouncements she didn’t judge right.

‘Nell, sweetpea, look!’ Sally-Anne insisted, more fiercely now.

So Nell did. Now that the man’s lips had parted, she could see the enormous teeth within: big, yellowed incisors and molars half the size of a baby’s fist. The disfigurement in his jaw made him seem mulish somehow, his jaw jutting forward like a beast of burden.

‘And those things on his head,’ Potato Rot tremored. By his tone, he’d been wanting to say it from the start. ‘I never seen a devil before.’

‘He’s not a devil,’ Nell snapped.

‘Devil or not,’ said Noah, slinking back into the cave, ‘he’s a decent pair o’ boots.’

‘You’re not taking his boots!’ Nell reared up, upsetting the water pail. ‘He’s still living. That isn’t mudlarking. That’s plunder.’

‘Pah!’ Noah snorted. ‘You been in and out of the barges often enough not to care about a little thieving.’

‘That’s not the same.’

‘Look here, Nell, if this old devil’s about to drop anyway, what’s the difference if we have full bellies tonight on account of . . .’

A high-pitched whistle soared across the shoreline. Upon hearing it, even Noah – who hadn’t yet wrestled a boot off the giant’s foot – scrambled out onto the shale. Some distance along the beach, one of the others was waving their arms. Nell reeled down the rocks to find the rest already flocking that way.

‘Murdstone,’ Noah whispered. ‘He’s on the beach. You’re for it now, Nell. Now’s your last chance – own up to those boots, or—’

‘It isn’t just boots,’ Nell replied, trying to stop shaking. ‘He’s a man.’

‘A man with boots,’ Noah muttered darkly as he left.

There was nobody in the cave now – only the giant, in his fitful rest. Nell lingered at his side. At least there was more colour in him now. But those teeth . . .

She was still holding the giant’s hand when Gander appeared, on a whisper of wind, and said, ‘Nell, he’s going to ask where you got to. If you don’t come, you’re going to give him up.’

Nell, who felt herself back at her mother’s bedside, said, ‘Gander, do you think he’s a monster?’

‘I think there are different types of monsters in the world. And Mr Murdstone’s waiting.’

By the time they made it back along the river, Murdstone was already holding court. Along the way they’d ferreted a length of railing out of the mud, the better to show how they’d been spending their time, while Nell wriggled back into her sopping wet shirt.

And there was Murdstone, framed against the city with the rest all gathered around. His wild white hair, stained by pipe smoke, flew around him like he was the son of the storm itself. He’d shrunk with the years, and leant more heavily on his old driftwood cane, but no matter how much he aged, the sight of him still summoned a strange brew of emotions in Nell. Saviour and captor, sanctuary and prison; she’d never understood that a man could be all those things, with neither one of them contradicting the other. To look at him, he was certainly not monstrous, certainly more human than the creature she’d left in the cave, with his bitter blue eyes and patricianly airs – and yet the way his gaze took each of them in seemed to speak of other, more nuanced monstrosities. The riverbank was Murdstone’s domain and the mudlarks his subjects. His were the wrinkled hands that fed them, clothed them, made sure there was a safe corner for them to sleep in at night. In return they owed him: everything.

This morning, the look in his eyes was of epiphany and great expectation.

‘Let me tell you a tale,’ Murdstone was saying as Nell drew near. Each one of them knew which tale this would be, for Benjamin Murdstone had but one, and he its hero. It was the story of the Seven Trades, the trades by which Benjamin Murdstone had risen from the dirt. ‘Picture me now, a rag-gatherer like you: no mother, no father, raised on the charity of London – a charity denied to me by the time I was ten years old. I had nothing, as you have nothing. But I did have the river.’ He paused, pitching forward on his driftwood cane. ‘It was a morning like this. The dawn after the storm. What were the other boys bringing out of the mire? Pieces of timber, and coals by the bucket. A windowpane and iron hooks. Bounty enough, we all thought. Until I reached down and drew from the dirt the treasure that changed my life. And that treasure was—’

‘The ivory sundial,’ one of the eleven piped up.

‘A gentleman’s curiosity,’ Murdstone went on, ‘but it had fallen to me. That night, selling our wares up and down Blackfriars, I made a trade of that sundial, for a wheelbarrow of my own. With a wheelbarrow, I could ply better trade. Run better roads. It served me, for a time, until – well, you may tell me the rest.’

‘The wheelbarrow for a corpse,’ somebody said.

‘A corpse for a bounty,’ someone else went on.

‘A bounty for a bookseller’s.’

‘A rare book for a diamond.’

‘A diamond for a bride.’

And here Murdstone reclaimed the telling of his own tale, ‘My name for another. Sir Benjamin Murdstone. Seven trades, to lift a man from squalor to the highest station in the realm. It’s happened before. It can happen again.’

Nell and Gander settled on the shale, Murdstone propped on a boulder above.

It can happen again, thought Nell – and, for the first time since that figure washed up on the shore, her mind wheeled back to the slippers hidden in her mattress, and all the promises her mother used to make. Murdstone could be monstrous, but he could be inspiration as well – for, if one man could rise from the river, why not another? And if a boy had done it once, then why not a girl?

‘How did Mr Murdstone lose everything?’ Nell whispered. ‘If he climbed that high, why is he here, back on the river?’

Gander’s eyes darted around, to make sure no others were preying on him. ‘He made a bad trade.’

‘What was it?’

And Gander whispered, through gritted teeth, ‘He got married.’

‘Don’t dream of things that cannot happen,’ Murdstone pronounced. ‘Dream of things that will again. That’s why we keep coming to the river. That’s why we wait for days like these, when the stars are aligned – not for the rich men in their counting houses, not for the moneylenders and merchants of the Royal Exchange, but for we free folk who grub about on the river, we dreamers who play at pitch-and-toss every day, come sweltering summer or wilds of winter, so that we do not miss our chance. All it takes is one moment. One hand delved into the dirt, to come back with the promise of riches untold.’ Murdstone’s eyes picked each of them out, from eldest to youngest – until, at last, they fixed upon Nell. ‘All we’re waiting for, you and I, is for something nobody’s seen before to wash up on these beaches. Something so special and unique that its power cannot be denied. And there is every hope it will happen today. Perhaps it’s out there, even now, begging for its chance to upend our world.’ Murdstone smiled – and it struck Nell, then, that his teeth were perfect and aligned, just like the teeth of the man she’d left lying in the cave; only, unlike the monster’s, Murdstone’s teeth were false.

‘My dears,’ he grinned, ‘all we have to do is find it.’
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The Labyrinth of the Mind

Ratcliffe and Beyond, London, November 1861

That touch of water on his lips. He’s felt it before. It is nothing less than the memory of living.

‘Who are you?’ whispers a voice.

A single droplet of water lifts him from the blackness, restoring him to dreams. In their depths, he starts thrashing around. He wants to hear that voice again, but these dreams are too vivid, and soon he is lost in their twists and turns, their landslides and dead-ends. Now he stands on the barricades of a city he somehow knows is called Carthage, and watches as siege engines are hauled into place. The sandscape is awash with blood. He feels the eruption as the first boulders crash into the fortifications, sees men tumbling around him – but he himself stands rigid, three feet taller than they are and in proportion vaster still. He reaches out to save a spearman from plunging, and when he sees his hand close around the grateful soldier it is not the hand of a man, but more like the paw of a beast, ridged and furred, with wide, yellow nails.

He lets go in horror, and the spearman falls.

‘Please wake up,’ the voice entreats him, ‘I’m here, here—’

That voice changes everything. The sandscape crumbles, plunging him back into different dreams. Visions rush at him from every side – but, as long as he can hear the voice, he knows there is a string he can follow, to lead him out of his dreams.

A string . . .

The low winter sun shone through low tide and high. It spilled over the palaces and counting houses, the boarding houses and madhouses, its rich, buttery light undimmed by the pillars of black that billowed above Charing Cross. Down on the river, it lit upon the mudlarks as they reached, blindly, into the silt, plucking out bones and coals, scraps of iron – and, more often than not, nothing at all.

But Nell saw so little of it – for instead she stayed at the stranger’s side, clasping his hand in the seaward cave.

She’d returned soon after Murdstone left them to fan out along the river. The idea that he’d perished while she was gone had blossomed inside her – and it wasn’t long before her feet picked a path, over rock pool and submerged girder, back to the cave. Inside, she crouched at his shoulder. The wounds in his side were hard, livid mounds, raging with heat.

‘Aren’t you afraid?’ Sally-Anne asked. Periodically, one of the others appeared to coax her back to the water.

‘Afraid of what?’

‘He might wake.’

She pressed the wet rag to his brow. ‘He’s still in there. I know he is.’

Not one of them understood. She wasn’t afraid that he might wake.

She was afraid he might not.

Some new idea seized her. She rose on her knees and, daring to finger the crust around his eyes, started teasing back one of the lids. Dried river mud crumbled at her touch, but then his eye was open – big, dilated and black; inside it, all the infinite depths of his world.

‘Who are you?’

‘Who are you?’

The voice whispers in the trees above him. He stops, suddenly, and looks into branches heavy with leaf. But he cannot stop long. The sound of hoof-beats thunders behind him. The hue and cry of men and dogs. He staggers on, bouldering into a forest wreathed in mist. Left he turns; then right. Forward he ploughs; then back. It is strange how the whole of the Black Forest devolves down to the few inches in front of your face, the ability to put—

‘Please . . .’

This time, he feels breath in his ear. Startled, he crashes to the earth, where great boulders harbour empires of lichen. His body, so vast it shatters roots, has all the breath pounded from it. He has to lie there gasping, the air forming ragged plumes at the end of his muzzle.

His muzzle . . .

When he looks up, three trails lead into the outer dark. He knows not which one to take.

‘I’m here,’ says the voice, and down one of the trails he sees the mist shifting, making shapes. For one fleeting instant, a giant, lidless eye is staring directly into him.

A curious thing: he feels a tiny hand in his own – though, in truth, there is nothing there.

‘You’re not finished yet.’

No, he thinks. Not quite.

It took three of them to tempt Nell away, and only then because they promised they’d sit with him in rotation, never leaving him alone. ‘But you’ve got to find forage,’ Gander told her. ‘If you’re out on the streets by nightfall with nothing to sell . . .’ He let the thought linger.

In the paling sunlight, she carried her tin kettle to the water’s edge. The prize would be a lady’s gold locket, hurled into the river by some spiteful lover. In the years since she’d come to the river, she’d dreamed of dredging up something so special: her own ivory sundial, to change her own life. By rights, of course, it would go to Murdstone – ‘compensation, girl, for all the good I’ve done you’ – but in her flights of fancy Nell herself was the one who traded it to a better life. Her mind spun back to the slippers secreted at the Water’s Edge. How many times had she pictured herself, running – no, dancing – away from the river, gliding over the wharfs with those slippers on her feet, out into the west and all the playhouses and palaces where her mother used to stitch?

Dreams like that were foolish enough, but today – when life ebbed and flowed in the seaward cave – they felt more foolish still. Thinking of the stranger brought her back to earth. Two coals would be bounty enough. Mr Murdstone liked his omens; he was fond of saying that a comet had arced across the heavens on the night that he was left, a squalling babe, on the steps of the Foundling Hospital. But the storm of last night had not presaged great treasures on the shore. The others had dredged up the spokes of a cartwheel, a coil of rope, six twisted copper nails; splendid enough for a night, but not for a lifetime. There’d be no ivory sundial today.

She’d planted a single coal in her kettle when she saw something else cresting the mud, a tiny crab scuttling around it in exuberant circles. It took all her strength to drag whatever it was out of the dirt. The river always put up resistance.

Then she plunged backwards, with the soiled thing in her lap.

What luck to find two bodies in a day? This one was surely dead. She marvelled that the rats hadn’t yet taken its eyes. Rats loved to do that to their mortal enemies – the cat. This one had been plump in its lifetime. If they survived long enough, Ratcliffe cats often were.

Nell cleaned it up. It might not set him back on the road to righteousness, but Mr Murdstone would be happy with that.

The sun hovered over her as she picked her way back to the seaward cave. She could hear the halloing of rivermen, somewhere out on the water; chances were, the rest had been onto their untended boats, stealing whatever they could find. The moral definition of ‘salvage’ was fiercely debated between Thames rivermen and mudlarks.

Inside the cave, Noah was already itching to be back on the water. ‘He’s a brute, isn’t he?’ he muttered darkly, bustling off. ‘You want to be careful, Nell. What is it Murdstone reckons? You dine with cannibals, you’re bound to get eaten.’

That was what Murdstone said about the rich nobs he’d once been at banquets with. The men who owned merchant armadas. But the man lying in front of her was no cannibal. He was wounded, left for dead, rescued by sheer circumstance – and the hands of a little girl.

This time, when Nell took hold of his hand, she was certain she felt it tense up – like a child, desperate not to let its mother go. Like Nell had been, in the once upon a time.

‘I’m right here,’ she said. ‘I’m waiting.’

And, somewhere – in a dream of fire and smoke – the same words echoed over a desperate man. ‘I’m right here . . . I’m waiting . . .’

Nell looked him up and down. At least his breathing was less ragged now. He didn’t moan and fit like her mother had done.

Then she saw his feet.

They were huge, livid yellow with bruises and hard callused nails.

But that was not the thing that made her heartsick.

The thing that made her recoil was that they were naked.

Noah was already a hundred yards along the river when she scrambled out of the cave. She didn’t have to catch him up to see the boots in his hands. He was swinging them as brazenly as a piece of driftwood. Delighting in his theft, trilling a tune like birdsong as he kicked his way through the shale.

*

‘I’d wager you’d rather be on the river, Sir Benjamin.’

There were valid arguments either way, Murdstone conceded. In one scenario, his body put up a bitter complaint as he levered his way through the river silt, relying on the steadfastness of his driftwood cane; in the other, he stood exactly where he stood now: stark naked and shrivelled up, on a dais in a physician’s study while Dr Bantam took in every wrinkled crevice.

Benjamin Murdstone had rotted for six of his years in a dank cell in the Marshalsea prison. A little nudity, in the company of a respected physician – a man who owed Murdstone his life, like so many others – would not unsettle him today. He barely condescended to flinch when Bantam took his manhood in the cup of his hand and, first considering the lively weight of the appendage, inspected it for discolouration and boils.

‘I can’t say it’s the old problem, Sir Benjamin. If your days of romancing are over, you can be assured in that regard. These things travel by vice. If the body denies sin, the flesh denies corruption.’

‘I’m just so damnably tired. And I haven’t been a Knight of the Realm in twenty-one years. I’d thank you to stop reminding me.’

Bantam released his grasp and looked up. ‘Our joke, Mr Murdstone. Now, turn if you please.’

Murdstone turned, presenting his mottled posterior for the good doctor’s inspection. He put up no resistance when the physician asked him to adopt a pose more suitable for exploration, uttered no complaint when Bantam did what was necessary to ensure the unobstructed flow of his body’s waste. ‘A little engorgement, perhaps, but nothing considerable for a man of your age. Now, might you—’

The doctor had handed Murdstone a small glass phial, with which Murdstone retired to a corner. These days, it always took much longer than it used to. He hadn’t realized, when he was a young man, that one day he would have to push.

Some time later, Bantam swirled the phial around, looking for sediments and silts, then consulted one of the manifold charts on the wall. ‘Neither too dark, nor too light. In fact, I might say – a perfect vintage. Have you –’ and here he began throwing Murdstone his undergarments, ‘– considered the obvious?’

Murdstone had always had a quelling eye. He rolled it darkly at the doctor now.

‘There’s no panacea for age, Sir Benjamin,’ Bantam pronounced. ‘Grief comes riding for men younger than you. My prescription is clear: a warm bed, a warm fire. Mr Murdstone, isn’t it time?’

Murdstone, still half-naked, seethed, ‘I never had a mother, Bantam. I’m not looking for one now.’

The doctor put up his hands, acquiescing to the anger.

‘I came here to know that my heart wasn’t rupturing in my breast. Now you’ve assured me of that I’ll—’

‘Oh, Sir Benjamin, I rather think your heart ruptured long ago.’

Murdstone wrenched his driftwood cane from its place by the desk and marched to the door. ‘Fine words, coming from you. Or have you so easily forgotten? Eight years old, you were, and thieving from my shop. Who was it who looked at your plight and decided to make something of you? Who gave you a roof and indulged your love of letters?’ Murdstone was not finished yet; he faltered only because he had started labouring for breath. He clutched his chest and, oblivious to the haunted look which had suddenly coloured Bantam’s face, went on, ‘If I had no heart, boy, you’d have been apprenticed to the gutter, like all the rest – not the Worshipful Society of Apothecaries. You’d do well to remember that when—’

‘Benjamin,’ Bantam ventured, moving past all pretence by dropping the knightly title, ‘might I look?’ He ventured near, daring to put his hands to Murdstone’s temples – where, beneath curls of white hair and faded birthmarks, a vibrant vein had started throbbing.

‘Off!’ ordered Murdstone.

‘Let me listen to your heart,’ the physician dared say. ‘I’ll bleed you, if I must. Some humours get misaligned.’

Murdstone scoured him with his eyes. The doctor had already acquired some strange apparatus from his desk; it hung around his neck, a single metallic disk dangling from a tube.

‘Mr Murdstone?’

Murdstone had conquered his breathing. ‘No, boy,’ he muttered darkly, ‘I’ve been bled dry too many times.’

On the Holborn high road, he hailed a hackney carriage and had it take him to the water. There, with London Bridge hulking over the Thames, he finally felt composed. There was no promise in a physician’s study; only the promise of diagnosis and death. Out here, where the river sparkled, there was nothing but promise. The catalyst that brought about his life’s second elevation might already have been found. It could be anything: a pocket watch, inscribed with the initials of some gentleman desperate to have it back; a killer’s confession, sealed into a bottle and cast into the river’s murk; a golden coin, bearing the legend of Julius Caesar. He could have it all back – the townhouse on Hanover Square, the servants to do his bidding – if only the hour was right.

The only thing he couldn’t have back was time – and, as soon as he thought about that, the strange tightness returned to his breast; he had to sit, watching some rivermen rescue their barge from the mud, while he remembered how to breathe.

In the legends, there were men who lived for ever. Methuselah lived for nine hundred and sixty-nine honest years. But Benjamin Murdstone’s body was full of betrayals. It was the river life that did it. Every year on a river cost a man seven in a pampered Mayfair maisonette.

By the time he reached Ratcliffe, the touch of dusk was in the air. He gathered the crew where he always did, between the storehouses south of the Highway. Last of all came Nell, her freckled face and mousy curls curiously clean of all grime. Balanced on her tin kettle was a drowned cat.

He could feel the anticipation building in his breast – so different from the panic and constriction of Bantam’s study. The streets were coming to life as evening approached. Here were the rag-gatherers and the cat’s-meat carriers, the rubbish carters and refuse-mongers, the beggars, the barrow boys and bone-men. Here was London, vast, outrageous, free.

‘Tell me, what did the river provide?’

One after another, the mudlarks set down their baskets, their caps, Nell’s tin kettle.

Murdstone saw coals and pieces of pottery, shreds of canvas, chunks of fat tossed overboard from a ship’s galley.

He wandered among his wards, still seeking his diamond in the dirt.

Not one of them wanted to catch his eye, but his silence compelled them. ‘There has to be more. The storm upturned the river.’

He reached into one of the pails, and came back with a piece of driftwood still rimed in effluent. They’d tried to fill out their finds with stones and cockle shells. But no silver glinted in the bottom of any basket. No ivory sundial hid in the sand.

‘Do you want to live like this for ever?’ he breathed.

And again he thought: time, time, time – the only resource he had left, and every day it was being wasted.

‘Well?’ His eyes landed on Nell. Nell, who was the smallest of them all. Nell, who still carried hope and good feelings in her heart. She’d be truthful with him – if not out of gratitude, then out of fear.

‘Was there nothing else on the river today, little Nell?’

Nell’s head had been hanging. It was easier to lie when somebody could not look through your eyes, directly into your soul. But now she looked up.

Murdstone was not the only one staring at her. Other eyes kept flitting her way, desperate to know what she might say.

‘Not a thing, Mr Murdstone. I’m sorry,’ she trembled, ‘we worked so hard.’

A trade had been made: one lie told, in return for a stranger’s life. But Benjamin Murdstone did not know this, not quite yet, so all he could do was sit back, half-destroyed, as the mudlarks fanned out into the streets to hawk their wares.

Every day, a trade: one more day of his life, for the promise of a better life to come.

But how much life did Benjamin Murdstone truly have left?

*

The gloaming stole like a thief along the river, bringing with it the advancing tide. The sky was clear tonight, its blackness punctuated only by the fires jostling the wharfs.

But slow down now. Sneak a look inside the seaward cave. Sail, like little Nell’s voice, into the dreams of a dying man. Old memories, too phantasmagoric to have ever been real, are being unearthed tonight.

Through the knotted passageways of some abandoned monastery, there staggers a man. Left he turns; then right. Forward he ploughs; then back. Some passageways taper into tiny points of nothingness; others open into great overgrown atria. But wherever he turns, the monastery only goes on.

And yet – he knows there must be a way. If only he could hear the voice, it might guide him. It’s guided him before, lifted him through the layers of his dreaming. He’d be panicked, trapped, uncertain which way to turn – and there she’d be, his angel on his shoulder, whispering into his ear.

That voice breathed peacefulness into his heart. It beckoned him along the right path.

But it’s abandoned him now. He cries out, into an echoing antechamber, but there is no response.

‘Hello?’ he hollers.

‘Are you there?’ he cries.

‘Please help me . . .’ he falters.

But the girl’s ghostly voice is gone. Now it’s just him and the silence, lost in the labyrinth of the mind.

‘Don’t go out at night,’ her mother used to tell her, ‘for at night the devil steps out of men.’

Childhood scares, for a childhood night. Nell’s memory of sitting in the upstairs window, her mother bent over her needlework as they waited for her father, was never as vivid as it was with the coming of the winter dark. The others said they scarcely remembered the time before Murdstone. Nell herself clung onto it, with the same faith that the once-upon-a-time Benjamin Murdstone had clung onto his ivory sundial. If she’d forgotten which house it was they used to live in, the memory was no less powerful. She could still hear her mother counting as she ran stitches along a hem. Once, Nell had dreamed of conjuring beauty out of dull fabrics, just as her mother used to do. There was sorcery in stitching. Now, she lugged her tin kettle from door to door, searching for those who wanted cheap coals.

There were regular places she went to. When she dared venture into Bluegate Fields, she could ordinarily offload coals to a boy the others said was sweet on her. The hag who lived above the ironmongery could afford coals from no-one other than a scavenger. But tonight, as darkness hardened, she stood outside the haberdashers at St George in the East and gazed into the window. She’d followed her mother through those doors too many times. On some commission for a lady better than they were, seeking buttons and lace, rolls of thread. A fantasy land for a little girl – until death came knocking, and snuffed the magic out.

She was gazing into the window when she heard the same discordant whistling she’d heard on the river that afternoon. She froze, watching his reflection pass behind her. There was no reason for Noah to be this far away from the corners he usually hawked his finds along Knock Fergus – except, of course, the cobbler’s shop at the end of the row.

She turned, just in time to snag him by the sleeve.

‘You took those boots,’ she said, severely.

In reply, Noah jangled the coins in his pocket. ‘You got your thinking all wrong. I was sat at that devil’s deathbed nearly an hour. Think of what that hour cost me, out on the river. No, little Nell, I took what’s mine by right.’

The measure of a bad soul was how easily he convinced himself he was doing right. ‘But when he wakes, he’ll need them.’

‘Might be they got lost in the river. Could have happened.’

‘But it didn’t.’

This conversation was boring Noah. He stooped directly to her ear. ‘I’ll not feather Murdstone’s bed tonight. Won’t be a single coin in my pocket by the time we reach the Water’s Edge. It’ll all be in here.’ And he gripped his distended belly with the ferocity of an assault. ‘You tell a soul, Nella, and he’ll know what you’ve got sleeping in that cave.’

This was how secrets were kept: not by trust, but in fear. She found herself nodding, though every bit of her resisted.

‘Come on then,’ said Noah, ‘you’re skinny as a stick. I’ll buy you a fish supper.’

Her body cried out for it. There’d be bread at the Water’s Edge, and gravy for dipping, but the thought of hot fish ignited corners of her she hadn’t known existed.

She was about to go with him, when she thought again of the stranger’s hand, tensing in her own.

Then she stepped back.

‘Suit yourself, Nella. There’s one of us’ll be sleeping sound tonight.’

She ran, legs windmilling wildly underneath her, back through the tangle of alleys, back beneath the vast starry vaults from which her mother and father looked down. She was not quite the first up the boarding-house stair, but she caught no-one’s eye as she flung herself onto her straw mattress, buried her face and sobbed hot, urgent tears.

They were still coursing out of her as she pulled the paper package out of the mattress innards. Then, alone in the corner – and having first licked her fingers clean – she stroked the contents as gently as her mother once stroked her hair.

The two satin slippers were bound together in soft peach ribbon. Their leather soles untarnished. The darning around their toes perfected by her mother’s hand.

She didn’t often look at them, except in the dead of night. But now, for some reason she couldn’t quite fathom, she needed to feel them. She needed to run her fingers along each stitch, knowing that her mother had done the same.

She’d worn them only once.

It was the day her mother had given her a dream.

The attic was filling up now. The whisper went round: Murdstone was in the boarding house below. Then he too appeared, climbing crookedly up the ladder to receive his tithe.

Nobody noticed Nell. That was why it was easy to slide the package back into the mattress. She waited her turn to approach Mr Murdstone, then slunk back to her cot.

‘Better tidings tomorrow,’ Murdstone moaned, as he beat his way back to the trapdoor. ‘But how many tomorrows have we got?’

More than you was the whisper that went round, after Murdstone was gone. Nobody doubted that the old man’s passion was undimmed, but all harboured doubts that his body compared.

‘You’ve been crying, little one.’

It was Sally-Anne. She’d come to sit at the bottom of Nell’s bed, while they waited for fodder from the boarding house below.

Nell shook her head. ‘He took the boots. Noah, when he was playing nurse.’

Sally-Anne shuffled a little closer; then she said, without a hint of malice, ‘Sweetpea, that man will be dead before morning.’

Every inch of Nell tightened. ‘You don’t know that.’

Sally-Anne brushed one of Nell’s curls from her eyes, as if to wipe away her tears. ‘Sweetpea, there isn’t a thing you could do better. Your heart doesn’t have to break for him.’

But it did, thought Nell. She wasn’t sure why, but it did. The storm had given him to her to protect. She didn’t want to walk away – not this time, no matter what anyone said.

‘I want my mama,’ said Nell.

So did so many who gathered in this attic, but you learned to live without.

See the small child, her face pressed forlornly to the glass . . .

Dusk had deepened to the black of night. From the attic alcoves came the sounds of sleeping bodies, lost in labyrinthine dreams of their own. There wasn’t a soul here, not even Noah, who wasn’t visited by some devil while they slept. That was why Nell sat at the window in the attic eaves. In her hands: two satin slippers from a time long ago.

She’d waited too long already. She’d realized it, the moment Murdstone had gone. All of her duties dispensed for the day, and still she sat here, praying. But what use was prayer? Sally-Anne said prayers every night. Murdstone prayed for his miracle in the mud. There were angels looking over the good Christian souls of London, but not for those who dwelt in its attics and cellars.

Not for those who clung onto life in the seaward cave.

So she stole among the sleeping bodies, through the attic trapdoor – and off, into the night.

What place was London for a child? The city changed under starlight. By night, every footfall was a peril. The hour of housebreakers and cutpurses was upon her. But by the river she found her courage.

The tide was high, but she knew the river rocks too well to fear it. Sometimes, the water surged around her knees; on the approach to the seaward cave, she plunged to her waist – and thought, for a moment, that she had lost the satin slippers to the tide. Tied by their ribbon around her neck, she wore them like a genteel lady’s necklace – and there they remained as she lifted herself from the water and crawled towards the fractured rock.

Inside, the embers still glowed. That was a good sign. She reeled past, dropping at the prostrate figure’s side. Her trembling fingers balanced on his breast, long enough that she could feel its stuttering rise and fall. There was still life in him, then. A heart was still beating.

‘I’m sorry,’ she said. ‘I shouldn’t have left. But I came back. I’m here now.’

Words she wished she’d said to her mother. At ten years old, there was already so much in life she wanted to take back – so, as if in penance, she untied the ribbon from her neck and settled the slippers in the crook of the stranger’s arm. Her mother’s token. Sorcery in the stitching. Yes, that had to mean something. It just had to . . .

‘I’m here,’ she promised. ‘It’s your Nell. Wake up for me now.’

In a cavernous underworld, where roam the spirits of the dead, the stranger staggers blindly, seeking something, seeking anything, just a sliver of light to show him where to go.

Loneliness is both intimate and vast. He’ll live it for ever, if he can’t find his way out.

And then: ‘I’m here,’ says a voice. ‘I came back.’

He whips his beast’s head around. Two tunnels open in front of him. Two forks in a road.

‘Please,’ he utters, ‘I don’t know which way to go.’

‘Open your eyes . . .’

Nell turned back to the fire, crumbling a length of driftwood into the ashes as she sought to bring new life to the flames.

‘My mother made them for me,’ she said, if only to keep her teeth from chattering. ‘There was a seamstress she worked for, somewhere out west. My mother had been an apprentice, once upon a time. That was before she knew my father. And when he got sick, she needed more work. So I went with her, one day, to call on her old mistress. We took the omnibus out west! I’d never seen such things. There are palaces out there. Playhouses and parks. And my mother, she went to the old shop, the one where she’d apprenticed – only it wasn’t a tiny shop any more. There were ball gowns hanging in a window. And inside . . .’ Nell looked round. She fancied she could hear the stranger’s breathing, more laboured now – as if he’d been running, perhaps. She took a rag, doused it in what was left of the water, and mopped his brow. ‘My mother’s old mistress had started making gowns for the playhouses. There was dancers come to London, all the way from Paris – and when they saw what my mother could do with her thimble and thread, they wanted no other. Come and work for us, they said. So that’s what my mother did – stitched their frocks and gowns, and these dainty little slippers, soft enough for dancing . . .’ She faltered in the telling, then wondered why she was telling it at all. She’d never told a soul in the attic. None of them carried tokens with them of their former lives. Plenty of scars got carried around, but rarely a hope, rarely a dream. ‘There was a day, just weeks before she sent me to the river.’ Nell didn’t want to say ‘died’, for there was death enough in the air around her. ‘The new playhouse had opened. The Alhambra Circus, that’s what it was called. My mother had never taken me before, but I didn’t have a father by then, so off I went – to carry her bag, she said, and speak only when I was spoken to, because these were fine ladies, finer than we’d ever be. French ladies – ballerinas, come to dance on the stage.

‘I’d never seen a place like that. You dream about palaces, places for kings and queens, but you can’t imagine it until you see it. There are other worlds – and there I was, in the middle of one. My mother was taking measurements and holding up fabrics. They liked her, those dancers, even though they were so much better than us. And I know she told me not to speak, not to touch – but she didn’t scold me when one of those dancers took me up on stage. I suppose it was charity. Yes, that’s what it was. The last time there was charity in this life. “But I’ll show you how to dance,” she told me. And there I was, on a stage, standing on my tiptoes like she told me, then up – up in the air, balanced on her palms like it was me flying. Me . . .’ Was ever a memory as vivid as this one? Pure and absolute; incorruptible, no matter what the depredations since. A memory like that could be tossed into the river’s dark waters and never lose its shine.

She had been so caught up in its telling, eyes mesmerized by the rising flames. Now, she turned to the sleeping giant. Her eyes lit upon his blistered lips. ‘Wait there,’ she said suddenly, ‘I’ll be back.’

*

‘No,’ he moans, ‘not again, don’t leave me again.’

I’ll be back.

I’ll be back.

I’ll be back.
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