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Prologue

On the mattress on the floorboards, Jean was lying more or less on top of Coates. He was a thin man, but he provided just enough elevation for her to see through the window, where she could make out what appeared to be soft red stars in the darkness. But these were in fact the aeroplane warning lights on the tops of the cranes surrounding the old power station. When it opened for business at around the time of the Martian Girl (1900 or so), the Lots Road Power Station had got through seven hundred tons of coal a day, and had been known as the Chelsea Monster. Now the Monster was on life support, as the cranes – and an amazingly small number of foreign men in fluorescent jackets – converted it to luxury flats.

Not today though, because today was Sunday.

‘I want you to sign the contract,’ Jean said, looking down at Coates. ‘That’s why I wrote the contract, and you will have noticed that I typed out a dotted line specially for you to sign on.’

‘Yes,’ he said, ‘I did notice that. The whole document was highly impressive, with all those “hereinafters” and “aforesaids”.’

He was in magnanimous mood, not minding, for example, about Jean being still on top of him, even though they’d finished having sex a quarter of an hour ago.

‘So why won’t you sign it?’ she said.

He gave one of his twisted smiles – a sort of anti-smile.

‘If you don’t sign it,’ Jean continued, ‘you won’t be able to sue me if I don’t pay the money back, and I actually want you to sue me if I don’t do that.’

Coates was groping for a cigarette; she’d have to get off him in a minute.

‘What you don’t appreciate,’ he said patronisingly, ‘is that your having written the contract would support the idea that we had a verbal agreement, by which you intended to be bound.’

Being slightly pissed (Coates always brought wine to their Sunday afternoons), Jean nodded gravely. As a lawyer, Coates would know about these things. Having lit the cigarette, he was kind enough to avert his head slightly as he exhaled smoke. Jean rolled off him, and Coates began fiddling with his phone.

Jean was thinking about the Terms and Conditions of Tobin’s Supper Rooms. She had hired Tobin’s in order to break out of journalism, which she would accomplish by the triumphant performance of her show, which was technically a one-woman show, although she hated that term, since it implied that the woman in question couldn’t get anyone to be in the show with her. Also, she was not sure whether the thing she was writing actually was a one-woman show. It had certainly started out as one, complete with strangely egocentric stage directions (‘I enter from stage left’), but was now starting to look more like her debut novel, and furthermore the subject had changed. Her first idea had been to tell the stories of several Victorian music hall artists, but it was now boiling down to the story of just one of them: Kate French, the Martian Girl.

Despite having no apparent interest in music hall in general or the Martian Girl in particular, Coates had forwarded her seven hundred pounds so she could make the down payment on the Rooms. She had accepted his money only after drawing up a contract stipulating that she would repay him in full if the show made a profit.

Having put out his cigarette, Coates seemed to have decided to begin round two, but in spite of what his rather elegant fingers were doing, she was still thinking about Tobin’s. It was a small cultural outpost in an incredibly desolate part of London: the Rotherhithe–Deptford borders, where a lot of riverside buildings had been pulled down and nothing very convincing put up in their place. Tobin’s had appealed to Jean because the Martian Girl had made her name in another theatre in the area: the beautiful (and long gone) Rotherhithe Hippodrome. If Jean cancelled her show, she would lose the seven hundred pounds – or Coates would. In four weeks’ time, another seven hundred pounds would become due, which Jean herself would be paying – and losing if she then cancelled. The final eight hundred would come from the ticket revenue accrued during the week-long run of the show.

Coates now performed a skilful if rather violent manoeuvre, after which he was on top of her. So Jean forgot about the show for five minutes.

Afterwards, she walked over to the table to collect her laptop. Being with Coates was like having mild flu: you spent most of your time sweating slightly in bed, and when you got out of the bed, you felt shivery and keen to get back into it.

‘Can I show you something?’ she said, returning to the mattress on the floor. She was always petitioning Coates.

‘Hard-core pornography, presumably?’

Jean logged on to YouTube and found the clip of Ada Reeve. Ada belonged to the 1890s, so she was plump, wore a big hat and had crooked teeth. She was one of the half dozen or so music hall artistes Jean had intended to cover in her show, until she had discovered Kate French. When Jean pressed ‘play’, Ada began to perform a song called ‘Foolish Questions’. Jean tilted the screen towards Coates, and she watched him as Ada sang . . .


Did you ever give a girl a box of chocolates after tea and notice how she grabs it, and then says ‘Is this for me?’



Rather than smiling, Coates gave a slight nod. His mind was clearly elsewhere, and he seemed to drift away entirely in the next verse, during which Ada sang of telling someone that she’d been to the funeral of a certain Fred, and this person had replied, ‘Why? Is he dead?’

‘A foolish question, you see?’ said Jean.

Sometimes, when abstracted like this, Coates would move his lips in a worrying way. Before this could happen, she said, ‘It’s funny, don’t you think?’

Coates nodded, and reached for another of his American Spirit cigarettes. When they had first met, it had interested Jean that they both smoked this fairly obscure brand: Jean the roll-ups, Coates the ready-mades. It hadn’t interested Coates very much.

‘Is this one of the women you’re going to be taking off?’ he said, lighting the cigarette.

Jean reached out to the laptop and banished Ada.

‘No. I was going to do Ada Reeve, but I’ve changed the subject of the show. Do you want me to tell you what it’s about now? I believe I’ve told you six or seven times already, but I’m happy to go over it again.’

‘What’s more important,’ he said rudely, ‘is whether you’ve told the theatre.’

‘Tobin’s? They’re fine about it. Didn’t even want to see a draft.’

‘I suppose they’re more interested in getting their two grand than worrying about art,’ he said. He stood up, naked, and looked down on Jean, who was very far below him. He smiled at the discrepancy, then set off towards the bathroom. On the way there, he put out his cigarette in the ashtray on Jean’s table. He only smoked them about a third of the way down, which was probably something to do with his being extremely vain, and forty-eight years old. Most likely he had smoked cigarettes all the way down when he was a younger man, and death a more distant prospect. He entered the bathroom and closed the door, but the door was badly fitted, and after a few minutes, steam came rolling from under it, Coates having embarked on one of his long, thunderous showers. For such a dirty-minded man, he was extremely clean. In their first weeks together, Jean had sometimes joined him in the shower, but he hadn’t seemed to like that, and just carried on sluicing himself down while saying things like, ‘Could you pass the shampoo, please?’

Jean addressed him from the bed, knowing he couldn’t hear:

‘Kate French was a mind reader, Mr Coates, and a jolly good one. She performed with a man called Joseph Draper. I’ve seen a few reviews, but not much is known about her. She seems to have just disappeared in 1898, which is pretty odd, wouldn’t you say?

‘According to the census of 1891,’ she continued, rolling a cigarette, ‘an Esmeralda Kate French, aged fifteen, had been living at number three Stanley Buildings, Pancras Road. She was the daughter of Frederick Mathias French, and those two were the only “household members”, so the mother was presumably dead. They kept no servant, Mr Coates. Pancras Road you’ll know, although you probably don’t know you know it. It’s right in-between King’s Cross and St Pancras stations, and it used to be a proper road with shops and pubs, now it’s a sort of taxi drop-off area. One block of Stanley Buildings survives, but not as flats. It’s converted into a “business centre” – all part of the general tarting up of King’s Cross. Flat number three was on the ground floor.’

Jean watched the steam rolling over the floorboards, which were very good floorboards, the kind that didn’t need to be covered by rugs, which was just as well, since the cost of them had ruled out the purchase of rugs.

‘Now . . . ’ she said to the steam, ‘Fred French was a policeman with the Metropolitan Police, which I found out because Kate was registered as a pupil – later a pupil teacher – at Collier Street School, King’s Cross, and the document of registration gives the occupation of the “parent or guardian”. He’d joined in 1882, then left in 1891, with the rank of sergeant. He’d been in the police band, or one of them. He then re-joined the police in 1897, but he retired after less than a year because of chronic bronchitis. He would have qualified for a pension, but only a small one because he didn’t do enough years. How to account for the gap between his two stints on the force, you must be wondering, Mr Coates? Well, between 1892 and 1897 he and Kate seem to have gone north in an attempt to “make it” in show business – Kate as a singer, dancer and comedienne on the Halls, her father as a violinist. She only became a mind reader later on, you see?’

Jean got out of bed and put the laptop on her table, which was what she called her desk, so as not to be intimidated by the idea of writing at it. She picked up a piece of paper and returned to the bed.

‘On one occasion they performed at the Royal Albert Music Hall in Manchester. I think it must have had delusions of grandeur, Mr Coates – the Royal Albert I mean – because it combined music hall with classical concerts. I found the bill on the internet, and I printed it out.’

She fell silent as she read over the document:

CHAMBER CONCERTS

Season 1895–6

CONCERT to be held at the Royal Albert

Music Hall, November 9th 1895.

ARTISTES:

Violin – Mr Frederick French
Violin and Viola – Miss Leila Backhouse
Violincello – Miss Dorothy Peters
Vocalist – Miss Kate French
Piano – Mr Reginald Duckworth

Such lovely northern names, Jean thought (apart from ‘French’, of course). The programme included the Sonata in E Major by Handel. Kate had sung ‘Four Leaf Clover’ by some-body called Lambert, and ‘O! Sweet Content’ by somebody called Noble.

Jean resumed her shouting towards the shower. ‘So far, Mr Coates, I have been unable to find any registration of death for Kate or Joseph Draper. Or, come to that, for a man called Hugh Brooks, who had performed with Draper before he recruited Kate. But it might just be that there are too many similar names . . . ’

The shower fell silent. Coates emerged and began dressing – good quality white shirt; nice, battered tweed jacket; then the blue Crombie with velvet collar. He wasn’t called Coates for nothing, but were those garments starting to look a little threadbare? How would he feel about losing his seven hundred quid? Even though he lived in a flat in Chelsea with a magazine-editing wife called Camilla, Coates gave alarming signs of being broke. When they first met – back in February – he’d presented himself as a successful barrister, but it turned out he’d quit the chambers to which he’d belonged shortly before they met. This was not, technically, one of his many lies – once a barrister, always a barrister; the qualification was for life – but Coates’s success in the job was all in the past, which was disturbing because Coates looked like a barrister and obviously belonged in a barrister’s chambers. It was very easy to picture him reading a brief with his feet on the desk and some female barrister looking on with a mixture of disapproval and lust. Jean wondered whether it was absolutely necessary that her lover be successful. Yes, probably, because Coates was ten years older than her. He’d had more time to be successful, so he ought to be successful; also that success would justify his somewhat arrogant personality.

‘What about Wednesday?’ said Jean. Sunday and Wednesday afternoons were their possible ‘windows’, but they could have longer on Sundays if Coates’s wife and daughter went to ‘the country’ and he didn’t go with them.

No reply from Mr Coates, because he was checking his mobile phone again.

Jean said, ‘I have a tendency to ask rather foolish questions, don’t you think?’

‘Frankly yes,’ said Coates, pocketing the phone. ‘But I assume you do it for your own amusement.’

He smiled, and the trouble was that it was a very good sort of smile: vulpine. He walked over, bent down and kissed Jean.

‘I’ll call you,’ he said, which meant: ‘You call me.’
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