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In memory of Alan, who grew up in a house full of birdsong, and Albert, my aunt’s first African grey parrot
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Lady Franklin’s Lament

We were homeward bound one night on the deep

Swinging in my hammock I fell asleep

I dreamed a dream and I thought it true

Concerning Franklin and his gallant crew

With a hundred seamen he sailed away

To the frozen ocean in the month of May

To seek a passage around the pole

Where we poor sailors do sometimes go

Through cruel hardships they vainly strove

Their ships on mountains of ice were drove

Only the Esquimaux with his skin canoe

Was the only one that ever came through

In Baffin’s Bay where the whale fish blow

The fate of Franklin no man may know

The fate of Franklin no tongue can tell

Lord Franklin alone with his sailors do dwell

And now my burden it gives me pain

For my long-lost Franklin I would cross the main

Ten thousand pounds I would freely give

To know on earth, that my Franklin do live
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Prologue

London, June 1841

She still can’t believe they’ll hang him, even though she can see the hook is dangling from the gallows, ready for the noose. She turns her head away; she doesn’t want to look. She didn’t want to come at all, but Frank insisted and she’s been here since the muggy dawn, jammed between her brother and the belly of a drunken stranger. And now the crowd is seething. A seller of rotten apples boos, impatient for the kill, then shoves her aside to get a better view. She stumbles, almost slips beneath the crush, steadies herself and gulps a mouthful of stale air that tastes of piss and sweat and porter.

‘I’m leaving,’ Birdie says.

‘You’ll stay,’ Frank replies.

‘I feel faint.’

‘Don’t tell me you’re going to have one of your funny turns again.’ He grabs her arm, twists it behind her back and digs his hard fingers into her thin flesh. ‘Get a grip. Be proud of Da.’

She jerks her arm free of her brother’s spiteful hand, lifts her gaze and sees a solitary magpie perched on the gibbet beam, scolding the mob below. The bird is the only creature to give her any comfort in this squalid London street.

*

St Sepulchre tolls the quarter hour. The crowd roars as the Debtor’s door swings open and the wardens and the hangman spill out from the rotten mouth of Newgate prison. She barely recognizes the gaunt figure that shuffles behind, his limbs tethered like a beast. She can’t fight back the tears. How can they hang an innocent man? She knows Da is not a murderer; the coppers are all liars. Fired with sudden desperation, Birdie strains to see Da’s face and wills him to return her gaze with a reassuring grin that says he can fix this sham; he’ll soon be home with them. He doesn’t meet her pleading stare. He seems half-dead already up there on the platform underneath the gallows – more cadaver than man.

A corpulent gent with a walrus moustache leans from a window above her head and screams ‘Hang the bastard,’ his face apoplectic with exertion. Others take up his chant, heckling the gaolers, demanding Da is scragged without delay. Someone lobs a missile – half a mouldy potato – and suddenly the air is thick with wormy fruit, stones, shit and whatever else that can be scraped from the filthy cobbles of Old Bailey. The wardens duck and retreat to the shelter of the prison door. The hangman yanks a white hood over Da’s head, eager to finish his business fast in case there is a riot.

‘Calcraft,’ Frank says in her ear. ‘The best squeezer in London.’

Calcraft pulls the sacking so tight she can see Da’s mouth moving, in prayer or pain she cannot say. The hangman loops the noose around Da’s neck, adjusts the rope.

‘Stop fuckin’ around,’ a bespectacled man shouts.

She curses him.

St Sepulchre strikes the toll of eight. The last chime fades. The feral pack is still. In the dreadful silence she hears the magpie flap as it deserts the gibbet beam and ascends to the top of the prison wall. She trains her eyes on its glimmering feathers so she doesn’t see Da drop. She holds her breath. Her legs quake, her vision blurs. The trapdoors fall with a sickening thud. The ground shifts beneath her feet. The crack of the rope blasts like a cannon and shakes her bones. She struggles for air. An elbow whacks her in the face. She lurches and catches sight of Da twisting and twisting, neck broken, red-stained white hood. She howls. The crowd erupts with lustful glee. City gents lob their black hats upwards. The beaver-skin toppers cloud the sky before they flip and drop on the street like carrion crows descending. A pack of baying yobs rushes toward the gallows, eager to reach Da’s swinging body and snatch a piece of his shirt so they can keep it as a talisman. Frank runs with the savages.

She takes her chance and throws herself against the horde. She shoves and ducks and, finally free from the jostle, hurtles along the streets, lungs aching and outgrown boots pinching as she flees south toward the Thames. Across the bridge to the Surrey side, the river sullen and grey below. At the Borough, she strikes west, risking a short cut through the dank maze of the Mint where sagging eaves touch overhead and banish any daylight. Thick smog creeps through the narrow alleys. Breathless, she dives into a dead-end courtyard, disoriented for a moment until she hears Da’s canaries trilling in the distance. She lined their cages along the ledge of the open garret window before she left for Newgate that morning. On she runs, more confident of her direction now she is guided by their siren song until, at last, she reaches Blackfriars Road. Almost home. But something is wrong. She halts, disturbed by the lack of birdsong. A sudden and terrible twittering erupts. Her pulse races; she fears a cat has been let loose in the attic room.

She sprints the last few yards, grubby petticoats catching her shins, bursts through the front door and runs straight into Uncle Dennis. What’s he doing there? Still, she’s comforted to see someone she knows; she flings her arms around his waist and buries her face in his chest. He picks her up, sets her on the stairs and bids her wait quietly, for he has to finish speaking to a kind gentleman who is going to help their family. Her most of all. She senses a presence, eyes assessing her cheek in a way that makes her skin crawl. She looks past Uncle Dennis and glimpses the tall figure looming in the parlour doorway.

‘God, she’s pale,’ he says.

The coldness of his voice sits oddly with his concern. She cranes to see his face, but he swings away and steps into the parlour before she can catch his features.

‘Who’s that?’ she demands. ‘What’s his name?’

‘It’s not important.’ Uncle Dennis rubs his hands and glances over his shoulder. ‘Now go to your room.’

He retreats and leaves her standing in the dingy hall; the air holds a musty smell that she does not recognize or like.

The twittering of the canaries above reminds her of their alarm. She pounds the rickety stairway to the top of the house, finds the garret door open wide. The birds quieten as soon as she whistles the melody Da taught her, soothed by the familiar tune. She breathes a sigh of relief, savours the comforting scents of feathers and seeds; here among Da’s canaries, this is where she will remain, tending them forever, just as he bade her the very last time they spoke. And she’ll have a special care for the Little Prince, the prettiest of the lot with those two black feathers marking his golden crest. Frank had goaded her about the birds and said he’d offered them to the cat’s-meat man, so he could skewer and sell them for a farthing a stick. I’ll tell Da, she said. He laughed cruelly. Da’s a dead man, he replied.

She’s not afraid of Frank, she reassures herself as she scoops a handful of seeds from the sack. She will nurture the Little Prince, teach him new melodies, and one day he will become the Canary King, the sweetest songster in all London. Even before she completes the thought, she realizes what’s wrong: the Little Prince’s cage is missing. Along with Da’s wooden serinette. The seeds drop from her hand and patter on the bare attic floorboards. Her eyes dart into gloomy corners as she tries to comprehend what has happened. Voices drift up the stairwell; the stranger’s harsh pitch cuts through the burble of Uncle Dennis. She careers down the stairs, shrieking. The front door slams. Uncle Dennis stands in the hall, blocking her path.

‘There, there. Stop the hollering. The neighbours will mistake you for a banshee.’

‘What have you done with him?’

She pummels his chest with her fists. He tries to catch her wrists, but she’s too fast and furious. She breaks free, opens the door and charges into the street just in time to see the rear end of a Hansom cab rattling away at speed. She returns inside, looks around for evidence of the visitor. Nothing, except for that odd, musty smell.

‘He’s taken the Little Prince.’

Uncle Dennis shakes his head. ‘It was for the best. A small price to pay.’

‘Why did you do it?’

‘He’s a good man. A Christian man. He’s going to help you.’

He holds his hands behind his back when he says Christian and Birdie suspects there is something he’s not telling her.

‘What does he know about keeping canaries?’

The feel of the stranger’s eyes on her cheek, regarding her like a slab of pork, makes her doubt he has much care for any creature.

‘He’ll look after your Little Prince; he said he’d teach it to sing the finest tunes. And he said he’ll find you a school place. Think of it – a proper education. You’ll go far with a little learning – a clever girl like you.’

She won’t be mollified. ‘I don’t want to go to school. I want to stay here forever with Da’s canaries.’

‘You don’t know what you’re saying. He’ll help us.’

‘I don’t want to be helped.’

She storms to the garret room, eyes wet with bitter tears. Da is dead and the Little Prince is gone. The bird will never become a Canary King. She is at the mercy of her uncle and brother and strange men who take whatever they want without asking. In a haze of grief and anger, she pushes the windows wide, holds the cages aloft one by one, opens the wire doors and tips the tiny birds into the air. At first, they plummet and she is afraid they cannot fly, then a breeze catches their wings and they seem to get the hang of it. They flutter and, as they ascend, they sing. She leans over the sill; the heavens above are blue, the streets below tainted by the city’s perennial vapour. The canaries flock and circle high above the rooftops. They fill the air with joyous trills and dazzling feathers until, suddenly, they burst apart and rain on the grimy streets below like a shower of golden stars bursting from a firework. She watches until the glowing yellow specks fade to ash, then closes the garret window. At least they’ve avoided the fate of being skewered by the cat’s-meat man.


Chapter 1

London, May 1855

Grey mist rises from the water and shrouds the hulls of anchored ships.

‘Shh. I hear something,’ Fedelm says.

The scrawny lad tuts. ‘There’s nothing.’

He thinks he’s clever. He questions her knowledge of the river even though she’s been dwelling here for years. There was a time when folk paid her views some heed, but these days even the filthy mudlarkers disregard her word. She should scold him for his lip, but not now when she needs to hear the warnings. She holds her tongue and listens to the slurry trickling through the sluices and the creak of rigging in the swirling vapours. Nothing untoward. And yet, some instinct keeps her standing guard awhile.

The bells of St Magnus strike four; the dead hour between dark and dawn. The leaden sky takes on a tinge of pewter. A faint rush of wings fills the air as starlings stir from bankside roosts. The first market wagon creaks across the bridge. Perhaps she was wrong about the boatman after all. She’s about to turn and seek a dry corner to rest when she hears another sound: the regular splash of a vessel advancing through the water. She yanks the seat of the lad’s shabby trousers, drags him to the bottom of the barge. He collapses on top of her and they flounder in a dank heap of rotting rags and slush.

‘What d’you do that for?’

‘Keep yourself hidden.’

Only evil souls and dark spirits travel the river at this hour and Fedelm has no intention of alerting them to their presence. She drags a sodden tarpaulin over the boy’s head. He yelps.

‘Quiet, you fool. Unless you’re wanting us dead.’

He snorts.

The lad’s a pain, for sure. Fedelm rescued him from a culvert near the Neckinger and brought him to the shelter of the barge and she’s beginning to wish she’d left him where she found him. She turns her back on his cocky sneer, crouches and finds a peephole in the greening timbers. The boy squirms at her side, searching for a crack through which he too can spy. It’s a pity the boy is watching; he’s a gobby little sod. But she can’t do anything about him now without creating a kerfuffle – the sharp prow of a vessel is already piercing the mist. And it’s pointing in their direction.

The vessel sits low in the water as if it holds a heavy secret in its belly. It’s long and narrow and steered by a single man with a double-headed paddle, like one of those covered canoes that arrive with the ships from America in the autumn. Their brown-skinned owners overwinter on the river, and pass the days paddling around the timber ponds of Surrey Docks in their animal skin coats. Esquimaux Indians, folk call them – nobody too bothered about their exact race. Aboriginals. Natives. Name them what you will. Just more of the allsorts that arrive on the merchant ships from far-flung places and hang around the port, trying to scrape a living. Though this boat is not quite the same as those she’s seen in Surrey Docks; those are dull – made from skin or bark it is hard to tell – and this one has a faint gleam to it, as if it’s hammered from some grey metal.

‘What kind of boat is that?’ the lad whispers.

‘Canoe.’

‘An Esquimaux canoe?’

‘Quiet.’

‘A savage Esquimaux? They’re cannibals they are, the Esquimaux. They eat their children.’

She raises a fist in threat, hoping to silence his whine. He takes no notice.

‘The Esquimaux is going to eat us, like they ate that girl in Jamaica Road.’

‘That’s a story.’

Fedelm jams her hand over his flapping mouth, feels his chafed lips protesting against her palm, and squints at the river. Perhaps it is an Esquimaux. She’s heard the stories too – there are plenty of them; noble Arctic explorers stranded in the ice floes and slaughtered by the cannibals of the frozen wastes. Tales of the Esquimaux of Surrey Docks turning into wolves and bears and preying on unsuspecting women in Rotherhithe’s back alleys. Such lurid stories flood the city’s streets as regularly as the sewers that overflow with each high tide. Londoners lap up the scandal. As for her, she tries to avoid wading through shit, so she pays no heed to rumour-mongers, just as she’s careful where she places her shoeless feet when treading Southwark’s cobbles. Savage Esquimaux and cannibals roaming the darkened streets – these are figments of the city’s dirty imagination, as far as Fedelm is concerned.

But just in case, she reaches for the folded knife she keeps hidden in her skirt pocket, prises it open and grips it tight as the canoe eases toward their hiding place. The boatman is too busy steering his overladen vessel to sense their presence, thank the Heavens. Even the flap of the cormorant returning from its fishing trip and landing on the gunwale fails to distract him from his nefarious business. The boatman leaps out, hauls his craft through the shallows and onto the foreshore right below the barge. He huffs as he attempts to remove his cargo, yanks and yanks again. The cumbersome object snags before, finally, it slips free. He staggers back with the sudden force of the release, wrestles for a moment to find his balance, then flips the bundle on the mud. Now she can see the full shape of his load, and it’s exactly as she feared. A corpse.

He grabs the body unceremoniously by the ankles, drags and dumps it a few feet above the high tide mark. The dead man’s thick copper hair spreads behind him as if it were a puddle of oozing blood. Fedelm shudders; the body itself is not unnerving – the Thames is swimming with more dead men than living fish – but usually it’s the river’s tides that push corpses to the shore. And then the watermen come to search their pockets and lug them away to claim their finders’ reward from the cops at Wapping Station. A boatman delivering a dead body to the bank and leaving it there uncovered for all the world to see makes no sense. Where’s the profit?

There is something odd about this corpse. The boatman squats by the dead man’s head – a flash of silver betrays the blade in his hand. For a moment, it seems as if he intends to scalp the poor sod and remove his rusty hair. But his hand sinks lower and he slashes at the face. The lad cowering at her side farts with fear. Fedelm can hardly bear to watch, though she is scared to look away in case the rustle of her mud-caked rags attracts his attention.

The boatman finishes his butchery, replaces his knife in the sheath at his belt and drops the hunk of flesh he’s gouged from the corpse’s cheek in his jacket pocket. He stands and steps toward the river. And then he halts, bends and pokes the stones with the tip of his boot as if he has mislaid something precious. He grunts. Whatever object he has dropped, he cannot seem to find it. He gives up, returns to his canoe, nudges the vessel into the shallows, wades and lowers his stocky limbs through its open mouth. The mercurial light gives him the look of some strange aquatic monster slipping through the water, spume foaming around the vessel’s prow as he vanishes in the mist.

Fedelm straightens, arthritic joints complaining, and leans over the barge’s hull to get a better look at the corpse. A movement at her side alerts her to the boy; she knows what he is after, but she’s too quick for him and grabs him by the scruff of his neck.

‘Where do you think you’re going?’

‘Gonna empty his pockets.’

‘You’ll do no such thing. Go near that body and I’ll shred your backside to ribbons with my bare hand.’

She thwacks him and winces with pain as the flat of her palm hits his bony arse. He howls, outraged. The tarpaulins squirm and half a dozen dozy mudlarkers appear from under the grimy folds; huge eyes blinking in hollow faces.

He protests. ‘We always search the bodies the river leaves.’

‘That’s no tide offering.’

‘So? The Esquimaux dumped him there. And now he’s gone and I’m gonna see what’s in his pockets.’

‘Think, you little eejit. If somebody dumps a body on the mud and forgoes the finder’s fee, it’s for a reason.’

‘You’re trying to scare me off cos you want to search his pockets yourself.’

‘You’ll have some sense and leave that corpse alone.’

She twists away and catches sight of the body below, wrapped in the river’s foggy shroud. There is more to come and none of it will be good, she fears.

And then, as if to confirm her foreboding, she sees a familiar figure descending the waterman’s stairs by the bridge and heading for the river. The Quinn widow, all togged out in mourning, her pale skin pearly in the gloom. There has been many a time when Fedelm has spied on her from the shelter of the barge, and taken some pleasure from watching over the gawky young woman as she traipses along the banks. The foreshore can provide a useful daylight path through the city if you can put up with the smell. And have a knife to hand. But what in God’s name is she doing walking the river at this hour? Does she believe the Quinns have no enemies? Does she think her name gives her safe passage along the darkened shore? If so, she is mistaken. Everyone and his dog knows Frank Quinn’s name, and everyone who knows it is scared of him, but his sister is another matter. Fedelm has heard it said that Frank holds a grudge against his sister. The word is he finds her too wilful for his liking. He tells everyone she’s delusional, thinks she’s smarter than she really is – and he wouldn’t mind if somebody did get rid of her, one way or another. Whatever the truth of such rumours, it is foolhardy of the woman to wander the riverbank in the unforgiving hour before the dawn. Especially when a fresh corpse has been dumped there not ten minutes earlier. Has she taken leave of her senses?

The widow hitches her skirt and treads cautiously over the slimy rocks. Fedelm considers shouting, urging her to retrace her path before it’s too late, but she stays silent. The river flows where it wants to flow; it’s not her place to interfere with fate.

‘Fedelm,’ she mutters to herself, ‘the Quinn widow can fend for herself.’

‘She’s a Quinn?’ the lad demands.

She’d forgotten the stupid boy was within earshot. ‘One day your big mouth is going to land you in trouble. Under the sacking and stay there with the rest of them.’

For once the boy obeys, and hides himself with his mates under the tarpaulins, while she resumes her sentry duties.

Eye pressed against timbers, Fedelm watches the widow slip along the shore and she remembers the day of the young woman’s birth. How could she forget? In all her years as a handywoman, she’d never seen anything like it before. Or since. The little thing emerged from the womb fully enclosed in her caul, the milky covering unbroken. Some folk might think that a bad omen, but not Fedelm.

‘The caul’s a blessing from the spirits,’ Fedelm said as she threw a sly glance to the woman lying there, exhausted from her labour, and waited for her reaction. The ma smiled.

‘The child will likely be a seer,’ Fedelm added.

The ma was not surprised. ‘It’s in the family. A girl?’

Fedelm nodded; men may hold the earthly powers, but it’s usually women who nurse these hidden gifts.

‘Best kept quiet,’ Fedelm said as she broke the membrane with her finger. ‘Folk are afraid of females with unusual strengths.’

The ma agreed – she knew the score – then clapped her hands in delight when she saw the pretty lass being pulled from her spectral wrapping. Like a bird hatching from its egg, she declared. Which was why the woman named her Branna; beautiful raven.

Branna; a fitting name, Fedelm thinks, given the babby’s tufts of feathery black hair and her nose, which was beaky even then. Unfortunately, it also seems that, like a raven, the widow is attracted to dead flesh; the reckless Quinn is heading straight for the body. She halts, gasps and reaches as if she intends to rummage in the dead man’s pockets and pilfer his belongings. What is she playing at? She’s as bad as the boy, hoping to profit from a corpse. But then she swoops and plucks some objects from the mud, examines her findings in the cup of her palm and is too engrossed in her treasures to espy the gleam penetrating the fog. Another vessel is out on the river. And with a beam that bright it can only mean one thing
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