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Preface 
 

The first part of this dissertation is an extract taken from Winter in Curio 

Crescent: The Hellhound and the Hypnotist; a novel aimed at a young adult 

readership of 10-14 year olds. It comprises approximately one-third of the proposed 

length of the novel and is the second in, what I intend to be, a series of books centred 

around the Bloomsbury-McSteele family. The umbrella title of the series will be The 

Chronicles of Curio Crescent and the first in the series is called Autumn in Curio 

Crescent: The Angel and the Highwayman.  

 

The second part of this dissertation is a critical piece entitled: ‘A reflection on 

the inherent didacticism in children’s literature of the nineteenth century’. The essay 

is written in the style of an academic journal article for a current periodical like 

Children’s Literature, Books for Keeps or Children’s Literature in Education. The 

subject of the essay grew, not only from an on-going interest in Victorian and neo-

Victorian children’s literature, but also from a fascination with social context and its 

influence upon literature. It was obviously important to gain an understanding of the 

kind of society that would have surrounded families like the Bloomsbury-McSteeles 

and my research threw up many questions which I wanted to explore further. 
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Creative Piece: 
 

Winter in Curio 
Crescent: 

The Hellhound and 
the 

Hypnotist 
 

(An Extract from a Novel for 
Young Adults) 

 
 



 4

Chapter 1 
 

Señor Oscuro was a mystery to all who knew him. Sometimes he felt that he 

was even a mystery to himself. So many characters had he played during his lifetime 

that he had almost forgotten who the real Oscuro was. Master of disguise, magician, 

mind reader and confidence trickster, Oscuro had sacrificed the normality of everyday 

life. He was forced to keep his true identity secret and, as a result, his days and nights 

were often spent alone. He hated the solitude at times, but knew it was necessary. His 

chosen career demanded anonymity and his chosen career had made him rich.  

Señor Oscuro avoided making close friends. He had no living relatives and his 

only associates were fellow criminals, whom he called upon occasionally for favours. 

He never, under any circumstances, completely confided in anybody. The only facts 

he disclosed were those essential to the business in hand. In fact, the word ‘trust’ had 

been entirely eradicated from his vocabulary and the vocabularies of all 8 languages 

in which he was fluent.   

Oscuro’s longest-standing associate was Declan O’Mahony and now, as 

Oscuro stepped tentatively over the threshold of the derelict Libretto Theatre in 

Poxton, East London, he looked around anxiously for the scheming Irishman. It was 

dark in the auditorium. Had the gaslights been lit it would have been possible to 

inspect the shabby gilding on the royal boxes or the cobweb-laden footlights, which 

had long sat dormant at the edge of the stage.  

Oscuro detested coming here; the dilapidated theatre with its row upon row of 

empty seating and bare, lifeless stage made him feel uneasy. It was eerie. Worse 

though was the scene which presented itself backstage. Oscuro was now almost used 

to it, but he could remember the first time that he had visited O’Mahony at the theatre 

and how appalled he had been at what he saw there.  
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Everywhere, in the draughty wings, crammed into each nook and cranny, there 

were children: fast asleep, huddled together like so many litters of newborn kittens. 

Some had been fortunate enough to find a soft place to lie: furniture that had once 

upon a time been used in lavish productions; old stage curtains which could be folded 

into makeshift mattresses or bundles of costumes that had seen better days: flouncing 

petticoats that, when gathered together, formed a soft padding against the hard, stone 

floor. Others were less fortunate; curled up in dark corners, shoeless and shivering.  

They were pickpockets and common thieves, every last one of them; orphans mostly, 

lured into O’Mahony’s ‘employment’ by the promise of food, lodgings and easy 

work. They were treated badly. O’Mahony was a task master and the children 

regularly received beatings.  

The theatre’s dressing rooms and royal boxes were not used by O’Mahony’s 

minions; they were reserved for those who had reached some standing in his gang: 

generally unwholesome individuals who had proved themselves to O’Mahony in 

some unmentionable way or another. Benjy Mazpeth was one of O’Mahony’s elite; a 

hardened criminal who would try his hand at anything illegal, as long as there was a 

sufficient amount of money involved. His particular speciality, however, was arson. 

On bonfire night, the previous year, he had burnt down a house so ingeniously that 

nobody, including the police, doubted it to be anything more than just an unfortunate 

accident involving an errant firework. Mazpeth, mentally unbalanced and 

frighteningly unpredictable, terrified the children into doing exactly as they were told.  

Oscuro proceeded gingerly through the dark auditorium, towards the stage, 

ears and eyes trained for the slightest sound or movement. He didn’t trust these people 

and he was sure they didn’t trust him. He was right. Lookout, Mazpeth, peered over 

the top of box number 3, carefully watching Oscuro’s cautious progress. 
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Sleeping in the box immediately below Mazpeth was Artie Makeham. 

Makeham was built like the Albert Hall, only twice as wide. He suited his name 

perfectly: if somebody didn’t want to do something, it was common knowledge that, 

if you called upon Artie, he’d make ‘em. Usually the sight of the colossal brut alone 

was enough to persuade the unforthcoming individual that resistance was futile. It was 

only if they were stupid enough to continue resisting that, as he put it, he would ‘be 

forced’ to inflict pain. 

Oscuro knew well the reputations of O’Mahony’s henchmen. He also knew 

that his every movement was being observed. If he valued his life, he couldn’t afford 

to put a foot wrong. Not many people or places made him feel uncomfortable, but this 

theatre gave him the creeps, despite the fact that he had worked there once, when he 

first arrived in London from his native Argentina. His search for employment had 

been unsuccessful; that was until he tried his luck on the music hall circuit.  His 

talents as magician, hypnotist and mind reader had theatre managers clambering over 

reach other to secure his signature on a contract of employment. The Libretto had a 

reputation for introducing ground-breaking acts to the public and a hypnotist, with a 

smattering of telepathic powers thrown in for good measure, had never before been 

witnessed on a music hall stage; so it was the Libretto which offered Oscuro the 

highest salary and it was therefore at the Libretto that he chose to work.  

The theatre had been closed down, in 1865, however, when an actress had 

been murdered live on stage; shot by somebody high up in the balcony. The culprit 

had never been caught and, although the theatre was almost full to capacity on the 

night in question, there were, oddly enough, a distinct lack of witnesses. A rumour 

even circulated that the murder had been committed by some sort of ghost: a former 

star of the music hall, perhaps, with a grudge against up-and-coming talent. From that 
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day forward people had been convinced that the theatre was cursed, or, at the very 

least, haunted. Ticket sales went from bad to worse and, in the end, dwindled 

altogether: the theatre had lain disused ever since. A considerable number of 

performers were subsequently left unemployed. 

A sudden noise caused Oscuro to jump. Why am I not used to this by now? I  

knew exactly what was going to happen. Why make a fool of myself in front of this 

imbecile? With a rattling of chains and pulleys and the unmistakable squeal of 

machinery being forced into action, O’Mahony appeared on the stage before him, 

through a trapdoor. O’Mahony never tired of making his entrance in this way. It put 

him at an immediate advantage. More often than not his unexpected arrival left his 

visitors either speechless, quivering with shock or, on one occasion, in the local 

infirmary with suspected heart failure.   

Oscuro attempted a sardonic smile and stepped forward to join him, on the 

moving platform that was to take them to O’Mahony’s quarters, below stage level. 

O’Mahony’s private quarters had previously been used to store the theatre’s scenery 

and the orchestra’s instruments. It had also been used by the musicians’ as a rest area 

between performances. 

Less than a minute later the platform came to an abrupt halt. They were at 

their destination. Oscuro alighted and stood for a moment, waiting for his eyes to 

adjust to the gloom. He had to admit that O’Mahony had made the area really quite 

homely. Naturally, it was dark, but there was at least some light emanating from two 

or three dimly-glowing gas lamps. Oscuro was also pleased to find that (as he hated 

the cold English Winters) there was a fire burning in the grate, although, for all his 

intelligence, he struggled to determine how the smoke escaped. There appeared to be 

minimum ventilation. Still, he wasn’t complaining.   
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It was a large room and a great deal of the original furniture had been left 

behind when the theatre closed: several comfy, if a little threadbare, armchairs; a 

chaise long; a footstool and a table with legs of barley-sugar twist, bearing a green 

silk aspidistra. O’Mahony had made his own additions of course: a looking glass, a 

Persian carpet he had bartered for at Petticoat Lane market and a pair of china dogs 

his mother had left upon the mantelshelf when she died.  The only item apparently out 

of place, in fact, in the subterranean drawing room, was a large piece of canvas 

O’Mahony had selected from the theatre’s abandoned scenery. He felt its presence 

gave the uncanny impression of there being a window, although it wasn’t a landscape 

that O’Mahony could possibly have seen out of any window in Poxton, or London for 

that matter. It was a particularly striking view of Venice, painted as if the artist 

himself had been travelling in a gondola upon the Grand Canal. Oscuro who was 

terrified of water, always sat with his back to the picture, finding it disturbingly 

realistic.   

O’Mahony dropped down into one of the armchairs and motioned for Oscuro 

to sit. 

      “Whiskey?” he growled at his guest. 

      Oscuro shook his head. “A little early for me, I’m afraid.” 

      “Please y’self,” replied O’Mahony, pouring a generous helping for himself 

into a somewhat grubby-looking tin mug.  

      “Let’s get down to business,” he continued, after swigging unceremoniously 

from the mug. “What I want to know is what have you got planned and where does 

this boy fit into it? Gabriel isn’t it?”  
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Chapter 2 

A stone’s throw from the theatre, in Sowerberry Square, Gabriel Bloomsbury 

sat with his chin cupped in his hands, watching the first flakes of February snow float 

down to rest on the window ledge outside. He remembered his mother telling him that 

each and every snowflake was entirely unique in its make-up. He thought about how 

that concept might apply to human beings and, in particular, to him. He and the rest of 

his immediate family were perhaps more unique than most. In fact, the Bloomsbury-

McSteeles were probably the most unique family in the district. Their lifestyle was 

unusual, to say the least.  For one thing, whereas the majority of their neighbours in 

affluent Sowerberry Square were bankers, businessmen or politicians, the 

Bloomsbury-McSteeles’ income was, in fact, obtained through highway robbery. 

Naturally, this was a well-kept secret. 

Head of the family, Fergie McSteele, came from an impressively long line of 

Scottish highwaymen, stretching back as far as the 17th century. As a family business 

it had proven extremely lucrative. McSteele was proud of his somewhat dubious 

heritage, especially considering that, until recently, he had thought himself to be the 

last in the line. It was true that the tradition would indeed have died out with 

McSteele, had he not been reunited with his son, the previous Autumn. At the time, 

McSteele had been working alone, with only the smallest amount of help from 

sidekick and lookout, Silhouette (who, surprisingly and unbeknownst to either of 

them, turned out to be McSteele’s long-lost daughter, Violet). It was a quite 

unimaginable set of coincidences which eventually led to the truth and would be quite 

unbelievable if it weren’t all absolutely true.  
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Now, almost every night, McSteele and Gabriel held up carriages travelling to 

the north through nearby Noseley Park. Clutching their haul they would sprint into the 

cover of yew trees at the centre of the park. Here, beneath a specially marked tree, a 

passageway had been hollowed out of the underlying sandstone rock leading straight 

to the courtyard of their expensive town house in Sowerberry Square. It was through 

this passageway that the McSteeles could escape if, and only if, the coast was clear. 

Should the security of this escape be threatened in any way a contingency plan was in 

place. At the top of the tree was an ingeniously-camouflaged tree-house. Built by 

McSteele himself, it was a well-equipped sanctuary where Gabriel and he could hide 

out, until dawn, if necessary.  

The previous night had been particularly successful. A certain Duchess of 

Bunkumray, returning from a social gathering at Balmoral, had been remarkably 

eager to hand over her expensive adornments: even going so far as to exchange her 

most treasured diamond-encrusted tiara for a mere kiss from the notorious McSteele 

(whose reputation preceded him). This was, naturally, enthusiastically given, although 

Gabriel couldn’t help feeling that McSteele’s willingness to flirt with his victims in 

this way was definitely degrading, if not downright humiliating. His father insisted, 

however, that it was all part of the service: what the customer wants, the customer 

should get.  

“Putting their wishes first,” McSteele would often tell Gabriel, “Keeps them 

coming back for more.”  

He was right. Despite being robbed blind every time they encountered him, 

aristocratic ladies loved the handsome and charismatic McSteele, who treated them 

with more respect and dignity than their own husbands. McSteele was practised in the 

art of flattery and carried it off to great effect. He had melted several hearts in his 



 11

time: many of them belonging to women so enamoured with the charming 

highwayman that it completely slipped their minds to report the robbery to the police. 

Gabriel knew full well that, in truth, McSteele thoroughly enjoyed the ‘service’ he 

provided for his customers and was flattered by the ladies’ attentions. 

Gabriel had been working as a highwayman’s apprentice for just under a 

month. Many weeks of training had preceded his first ‘outing’ in the park. McSteele 

had incurred a nasty injury to his shoulder in a fall just before Christmas and had 

needed some weeks to recover. This enforced convalescence had given him plenty of 

time to introduce his son to the fundamentals of highway robbery.  

At the beginning of his career McSteele had devised a set of rules by which he 

felt his particular style of robbery should be approached by a novice. This list formed 

the basis of Gabriel’s training. It outlined the following six principles: 

 

Highwayman’s Code of Conduct 
 

1. Be loyal to your ‘colleagues of the road’ no matter 
what the personal sacrifice may be (for example 
when reprimanded by the authorities). 

2. Always divide acquisitions equally between 
colleagues and charity organisations of choice.    

3. Use violence only as a means of self-defence. 

4. Keep disruption to the victim to an absolute 
minimum. 

5. Wear an effective disguise at all times. 

6. Be alert – safety cannot be assured. 

 
 

 

In addition to this, McSteele taught his son to use a pistol (for self-defence), 

built up his physical fitness and worked on his observational dexterity (perhaps the 
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most important skill Gabriel would require in his role), with a wide spectrum of 

memory games and mock scenarios, involving cardboard effigies of imaginary 

aristocratic figures. 

Gabriel had turned 15 on New Year’s Day. He had grown taller and somewhat 

broader, thanks to the good food and regular exercise which formed part of his 

training. After running away from Grindstone Hall, the local workhouse, Gabriel had 

spent the best part of six months sleeping in a derelict residence, in nearby Curio 

Crescent; living on scraps and sleeping under sackcloth. His experiences had left him 

with a rasping cough and recurring bronchitis but, minor ailments aside, he had fared 

rather well, considering the hardships he’d endured.   

Whilst the family had been living as paupers, in Grindstone Hall, Gabriel’s 

mother had contracted tuberculosis. She died shortly afterwards. For a long time 

Gabriel had blamed his absent father and vehemently despised him. He had not been 

quite as jubilant as his sister upon the realisation that the renowned highwayman, ‘The 

Rake’ (McSteele’s pseudonym), was their long-lost father. Their fledgling 

relationship was consequently thorny, despite a heartfelt apology, by McSteele, for his 

past mistakes. Time spent together, however, training Gabriel as his apprentice was, 

albeit slowly, drawing father and son closer together.  

Violet had never really enjoyed being McSteele’s assistant so, when Gabriel 

stepped into the role, she found it hard to hide her relief. Nonetheless, she was 

conscientious and desperately wanted her father to be as proud of her as he was 

rapidly becoming of Gabriel. So, Violet worked diligently at every task she was set. 

She had a head for figures, like her father, so took care of selling on the stolen 

valuables and keeping the books in order. She played a crucial role in the running of 

the family business. Over the months, she had made several contacts in Whitechapel, 
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Shoreditch and Bethnal Green; mostly jewellers and antiques dealers who had 

permanently mislaid their scruples.  

Although she enjoyed this, the part of her job she loved most was taking care 

of the animals. When their mother was alive, Violet and Gabriel had spent a good deal 

of time in Kent with their Great Aunt Tabby and her animals. Back then they had 

owned a chocolate-coloured Labrador named Zeus whom Gabriel doted on. The 

children had been forced to give Zeus up when they took refuge in the poorhouse and 

had no idea what had become of their old friend. Now, however, Gabriel had a new 

companion: a Capuchin monkey he called Vivaldi. Vivaldi had once belonged to a 

drunken and abusive organ grinder who often played on the corner of Nickleby Street, 

close to the Cloak and Dagger public house. Technically Gabriel had stolen the 

monkey, but he preferred to use the word ‘liberated’. Either way, Vivaldi was better 

off.  

Both McSteele and Gabriel also owned horses. Although, in the early days, 

working on the wild expanses of Hawksmoor Heath, McSteele had required a 

powerful horse to escape the scene of his crime, nowadays they were surplus to 

requirements: horses and tree houses not being an ideal combination. However, 

McSteele felt that it was still important for Gabriel to become an accomplished rider 

if, one day, he was to adopt the kind of gentlemanly lifestyle that, during the day at 

least, McSteele himself had adopted. According to McSteele, no self-respecting 

upper-class gentleman would be an incompetent rider and, as appearance was 

everything, the deception must be plausible.  

McSteele’s sleek, black stallion, Pegasus, certainly looked the part: a modern 

version of Turpin’s Black Bess, if ever there was one. Pegasus was as black as coal 

dust and as strong as Hercules. Gabriel’s horse, Orion, had been a 15th birthday 
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present from McSteele and, although Gabriel didn’t want his father to see his 

acceptance of the gift as a sign that all was forgiven, he was secretly delighted with 

Orion. Whenever he could, McSteele would make a point of taking his son riding, just 

the two of them; a way of getting to know each other again. Sometimes they would 

ride out in Nosely Park, other times they would go as far west as Hyde Park or 

Hampstead Heath.   

McSteele was adamant that Gabriel would not be made to feel that he was 

merely picking up where Violet had left off. He wanted Gabriel to feel special; to 

forge his own style and make the job his own. He therefore commissioned a new 

cloak to be made, especially for him. McSteele’s own cloak was lined with the dark 

blues and greens of the McSteele clan tartan and would eventually be Gabriel’s, if he 

chose to carry on the family tradition. For the time being, however, it was McSteele 

and McSteele alone who was permitted to wear the mantle of his forefathers.  

The new cloak had arrived from Paris at the end of January. Gabriel had 

removed it from its tissue wrappings with a level of trepidation. Suddenly it all 

seemed very real. All the training had been leading up to that very moment: the 

moment when Gabriel became not only a highwayman, but an adult. Running his 

fingers over the pale blue lining Gabriel had tried to imagine what it would be like 

when he finally put all he had learnt into practise, for the very first time. Now his first 

robbery was a distant memory and he had discovered that when sheer terror turns into 

pure adrenaline a person can feel the kind of exhilaration that could eventually 

become addictive.  

Gabriel tore himself away from the gently falling flakes and walked over to 

the free-standing looking glass in the corner of his room. Even now, a whole month 

after he first viewed it, he wasn’t used to his new reflection; the reflection of a young 
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highwayman in cloak and black leather boots. It was even worse when he put the 

mask on. A stranger stared back at him, where once his own face had been; a stranger 

who seemed familiar, although he couldn’t quite figure out why. It was disconcerting 

to say the least, but Violet had assured him that he would get used to it. 

      “Gabriel?” His father’s voice met his ears with unseen force. “Do you know 

what time it is? Hurry boy.” 

       Gabriel could sense his father’s annoyance. He was not a patient man. Not that 

this mattered to Gabriel; he was stubborn and wouldn’t be rushed. It had been a long 

time since his father had been in a position to tell him what to do and Gabriel was 

determined that, if McSteele expected him to follow orders now, he would have to 

earn Gabriel’s respect. 

“All right, McSteele. I’m on my way. There’s no need to raise your voice; I’m 

ready.” 

       Gabriel tied his mask tightly and took one last look in the mirror. There he 

was, the masked stranger who had become his alter ego. 

Downstairs McSteele was pacing the hallway. Hearing Gabriel’s footsteps on 

the stairs he inclined his head upwards. Although he was already wearing his mask, 

Gabriel could tell that his father’s expression was thunderous.  

“It’s a quarter to; for god’s sake make haste boy.” McSteele was fighting to 

keep his voice as level as possible. He knew he was walking a fine line with Gabriel; 

if he came down too hard on the boy their fragile relationship would be likely to 

crumble completely.  

McSteele’s obvious exasperation only encouraged Gabriel to dawdle. He was 

testing his father’s patience and thoroughly enjoying every minute of it. 
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A trapdoor in the yard provided an opening to the long, sandstone tunnel 

which led over to Nosely Park. The ground was slippery and Gabriel stumbled as he 

attempted to climb down into the passageway. It was a long way down and, had he 

fallen, Gabriel would almost certainly have broken bones. McSteele caught him, just 

in time, by the arm, allowing Gabriel to regain his footing. Gabriel was shaken. He 

looked up at his father and saw something in his eyes that he hadn’t seen before: 

concern. It took him by surprise and put him once again off balance.  

“Thank you,” he said in a choked whisper. It was all he could muster in the 

circumstances. 

McSteele gave a curt nod in reply and commenced his descent to join Gabriel.  

“The carriage is due at midnight, boy,” he said as he jumped from the tunnel 

wall, the heel of his boot sending little clouds of powdery sandstone up into the night 

air. “Come, we’ll be late if we don’t hurry.”      
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Chapter 3 

Meanwhile, in a gloomy lodging house, in Curio Crescent, on the other side of 

the park, there sat a man, sharpening a knife. He called himself Jack, simply Jack. He 

had not offered a surname to his landladies, but then, they didn’t ask for one and, in 

truth, they cared so little about people and so much about money that they deemed it 

unnecessary to press him further on the issue.   

Jack had arrived at the lodging house the previous weekend. Gretchen and 

Gilda Frugalhurst, the elderly Austrian sisters who owned the establishment, had seen 

very little of their new guest. This, however, was not unusual. They paid no attention 

to any of their tenants, as long as the rent arrived, in full, on the first day of each 

month. Had the sisters been a little more attentive they would have noticed that Jack 

only ever left his room after dark and rarely returned to it before dawn.        

The clock of St.Gertrude’s-in-the-Crescent chimed midnight as Jack left the 

lodging house and wandered alone, in the dark, along Nickleby Street. He knew 

exactly where he was headed; he had done his homework. The streets were quiet, 

which was ideal for his business, unwholesome as it was.  Some of the streetlights had 

not been lit, which suited his purpose. At last, turning into Old Pocket Lane, he had 

reached his destination: the Clog and Wellington tavern. He had been told that he 

would find her there.    

The door was ajar and the sound of singing, albeit slightly off-key, was filling 

the narrow street. The piano, accompanying the voice, evidently required tuning, and 

the whole effect was one only marginally less excruciating than toothache.  However, 

the inebriated customers seemed to be thoroughly enjoying themselves and, after a 

second rousing chorus of the old favourite: ‘I’m Smitten with Jimmy but Jimmy’s A-

Courting Fran’, were demanding yet another encore. 
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Jack took advantage of the fact that the singer had the audience’s attention, 

pulled his hat down over his face and made his way over to the bar.  

“Gin,” he growled, in a flat, cigar-coated voice and, when it came, tipped it 

back and swallowed it in one go. 

“Another,” he barked at the disinterested barmaid, before disposing of the 

second drink in exactly the same way and taking a seat nearer to the singer, or the 

‘Streatham Songbird’, as she was described on the brightly-coloured billboard next to 

her. Yes, that was definitely her. She was to be his first. 
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Chapter 4 

The night was freezing. Gabriel and McSteele stamped their feet on the snow-

covered ground and clapped their numbed hands together in an attempt to bring back 

the circulation. Although traditional and worn for centuries by his ancestors, 

McSteele’s cloak wasn’t especially warm. To his mind a nice thick, woollen overcoat 

would have been far cosier. McSteele owned several of these; he, after all, dressed as 

an upstanding, law-abiding Victorian gentleman during daylight hours. Still, despite 

the advantages, he felt it would be somewhat disrespectful to adopt a new uniform at 

this stage.  

The night was still and the stars glittered above them, blissfully unaware of the 

villainy below. The bells at St.Gertrude’s had already struck midnight and the duo 

were preparing themselves for the carriage that would arrive at any moment, carrying 

the Marquis and Marchioness of Mockingham to their country retreat in Lincolnshire. 

Usually the sound of an oncoming carriage could be heard some distance away; 

crunching upon the gravel as it entered through the magnificent, wrought iron gates of 

the park, but tonight the air remained still and the park eerily silent.  

This, although unusual, was not unheard of. It was possible for a carriage to be 

held up because a horse had thrown a shoe, or because one of the huge wheels had 

become stuck in mud or even because one of the passengers (usually one of the 

ladies) had taken longer than expected to prepare for the journey. Subsequently the 

Bloomsbury-McSteeles did not fret, not, at least, until the clock struck one, then two, 

without any sign of the carriage. 

The pair trudged home, below street level, feeling somewhat confused and 

dejected. McSteele removed his cloak and began walking about the room restlessly, 
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whilst Gabriel positioned himself as near to the hearth as he could without setting fire 

to his trousers. 

“I just don’t understand it, son,” began his father, evidently deflated. “I’m so 

thorough in my research and my sources have never, ever let me down like this 

before…” 

It was true. McSteele had dozens of informants right across London and its 

surrounding areas. From footmen to scullery maids, journalists to cab drivers; each 

and every one was, apart from generously rewarded, also highly trustworthy and 

usually 100% accurate. McSteele hand-picked his targets personally; wading through 

stacks of society publications, scandal sheets and volumes written about the English 

baronetcy, to ensure that his victims were well worth the effort. Not once had he spent 

a night in the park on the back of mere chance and never before had he returned home 

empty-handed.   

Tonight’s debacle had left him, not only disappointed, but also slightly uneasy. 

What had gone so badly wrong this time? Was he losing his touch? No, that wasn’t it; 

something wasn’t right. He had to get to the bottom of it and fast. 
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Chapter 5 

Florence Merryweather’s body was found just after dawn on the morning of 

February 16th, slumped against the wall of Noggs Yard, near the Limehouse Basin. 

She had been strangled. The first to appear on the scene was Inspector Fumbleton of 

Scotland Yard. He was the best the constabulary had to offer at that particular 

moment in time, although sadly for the victim and her legion relatives, who 

desperately sought an explanation for her untimely death, he was entirely 

incompetent. Due for retirement the following month, Fumbleton was intending to 

have the case solved and neatly filed away, before the month was out, so as not to 

disrupt his arrangements.  Unfortunately for him, things were not going to turn out 

quite as he’d planned. 

Fumbleton had ordered makeshift screens to be erected in an attempt to hide 

the murder scene from the prying eyes of the local residents. It failed to have the 

desired effect. People simply climbed to the upper floors of their houses in order to 

get a better look. The local constabulary soon became the target of some particularly 

colourful verbal abuse from the surrounding second and third storey windows. It was 

several minutes before the inspector could make himself heard above the row. In the 

meantime he blustered about, face reddening by the second.  

“Well, come on Carruthers! What do you see?” he shouted at one of his 

constables, when the noise from the hecklers had died down a little. “It is unlikely that 

you will make Sergeant at this rate. Wake up man! What do you see?” 

Screwing up his eyes, Carruthers inspected the victim’s neck more closely. 

Nerves caused him to stumble over his response.  
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“It, er…it doesn’t look like h-he used rope, Sir,” he stammered. “There isn’t 

much er…chafing; p-perhaps some sort of c-cord? I was thinking maybe the cord 

from a dressing g-gown, Sir.” 

“Not bad, not bad, Carruthers” Fumbleton replied. “But what have I told you 

about making assumptions? How do we know it’s a he?” 

“Well, S-Sir, I thought…well the note…” Carruthers bent towards the body 

once more and plucked a note from the dead woman’s bodice. It was written in red 

ink, by a scrawling, spidery hand and read simply: 

Greetings from Jack. 
 

Slightly taken aback by a piece of evidence he had managed spectacularly to 

overlook, Fumbleton spluttered, “And you supposed this to be a letter from the 

murderer, Carruthers? Ha-ha! You are clearly still a little wet behind the ears where 

police work is concerned. An elementary mistake I grant you, but we cannot assume 

that this letter was left here by our assailant, young man. No, indeed we cannot.”  

With that he took out a large white handkerchief and started dabbing fiercely 

at the ever-multiplying beads of sweat upon his brow. 
The truth of the matter was that Fumbleton, had he spotted the note himself, 

would also have presumed it to be from Florence’s murderer; however, he had no 

wish to look foolish in front of a mere constable. Instead, he suggested the body be 

stretchered away for examination by the police doctor and the note removed for closer 

inspection by his officers.   
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Chapter 6 

A hand-delivered envelope landed upon the Bloomsbury-McSteeles’ doormat 

later that same morning. There was, of course, nothing remotely abnormal about this, 

apart from one thing: it was not addressed to Fergie, Gabriel or Violet McSteele, it 

was addressed to ‘The Rake’ and the message was bone-chillingly to the point: 

 
 McSteele, 
 
If your freedom means anything to you, meet me 
by the lake in Noseley Park at 11 o’clock. I believe 
your plans were thwarted last night? I have some 
answers for you. 
 

Regards, 

‘The Libertine’ 

 

Every muscle in McSteele’s body tightened. He stared at the paper in his hand; 

a hand that was beginning to tremble uncontrollably. Everybody in London knew 

‘The Rake’; he was undoubtedly infamous, but nobody had ever discovered the 

connection between ‘The Rake’ and the highly-respectable Fergus McSteele of 

Sowerberry Square. Nobody. Until now.  

McSteele prided himself on never allowing emotion to cloud his judgment but, 

for only the second time in his life, he was truly terrified. If someone, outside of his 

immediate family, knew him to be a notorious highwayman, it wasn’t going to be 
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very long before they went to the authorities with that knowledge. McSteele looked 

fearfully at the front door, almost expecting there to come a knock and a uniform.     

It was already 10 o’clock. He needed time to think; to plan what he was going 

to do. What did this person, ‘The Libertine’, want from him? Was he going to 

blackmail him? McSteele’s first response was to burn the letter; pretend he’d never 

received it. But then what was that going to achieve? This person clearly knew 

McSteele to be a criminal and could condemn him, whether McSteele met with him or 

not. No, he had no choice; he must talk with this adversary and find out what his 

intentions were. At least then he would know what he was up against. McSteele had 

money, if that was what he wanted. Giving in to blackmail wasn’t an ideal solution, 

but it would at least save him from the hangman’s noose. 

The most frightening thought for McSteele was that he had evidently been 

watched and, as far as he knew, was being watched still. Taking a deep breath, he 

poured himself some brandy, to steady his nerves, and picked up the morning paper. 

He hoped it would take his mind off the matter in hand, however briefly.  The sight 

which met his eyes was not at all what he had expected. The half-swallowed brandy 

caught in his throat and he began to cough and splutter violently. Pulling a 

handkerchief from his robe pocket he wiped his mouth and streaming eyes. When he 

could once again focus, he looked for a second time at the headline. It read: 

CCoouulldd  RReecckklleessss  RRiivvaall  GGiivvee  
RRaakkee  aa  RRuunn  FFoorr  HHiiss  

MMoonneeyy??  
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Talking a second, larger mouthful of brandy, McSteele forced himself to read on: 

 
Could our Rake’s progress through the aristocracy of London be 

threatened by a newcomer? If last night’s events are anything to go by, it 
would appear that our notorious charmer’s monopoly on highway robbery 
could be nearing its end. 
 
  At half past Midnight last night the Marquis of Mockingham’s coach 
was held up near Havisham Gardens, 2 miles west of Noseley Park, by a 
rogue calling himself ‘The Libertine’. In the Marquis’ statement to the 
police he describes how the caped criminal dragged his wife forcefully from 
their carriage and into a darkened alleyway, where a knife was held at her 
throat until she had removed her jewellery, in its entirety; including, we 
are dismayed to report, her wedding and engagement rings. The Marquis, 
his driver and footman were forced to remain in their seats under threat of 
being “blown to smithereens” by members of ‘The Libertine’s’ gang, who 
the scoundrel claimed were surrounding them, unseen, “on all sides”. The 
evidence would suggest that this fellow is considerably less genteel than 
our current plunderer and has a deficit of charisma; using force, rather 
than persuasion, to secure his haul.  

 
Despite the Libertine’s inadequacies, however, comparisons can be 

made between the villains. It would appear that ‘The Libertine’ takes just 
as much pride in his appearance as our Rake, being dressed, it was noted by 
the marchioness, in traditional highway attire of vivid scarlet. His favoured 
style of mask, however, was a break with tradition. Venetian in style and 
bird-like in appearance, it covered the rascal’s entire face. A long, pointed, 
curving nose or beak covered his own nose and mouth, making it impossible 
for the marchioness to provide an accurate account of his facial features.  

 
In a similar style to his predecessor, a crude calling card, reading 

only “Thank you for your time and contribution”, was slipped into the 
marchioness’ hand shortly before her assailant fled. However, it is believed 
that, unlike our somewhat heroic Rake, ‘The Libertine’ fails to donate a 
proportion of his ill-gotten gains to charity. Police investigations have, as 
yet, uncovered no unaccounted-for donations to charitable organisations, in 
the London area.  
 

A sudden, uncharacteristic rage rose inside McSteele. He stood up and aimed 

the glass of brandy at the nearest wall. It splintered on impact and McSteele stood 

panting, staring at the amber liquid as it dribbled idly and haphazardly down the 

patterned wallpaper.   
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Almost immediately, there was a pounding of feet on the stairs, McSteele 

assumed because one of his children had heard the commotion. He was wrong. 

“Pa! Pa! Come quick!” Gabriel’s breathing was fast and his eyes moist. 

“Someone’s taken her from the yard! She wouldn’t leave by herself. She was there 

one minute and then the next…”  

He was beginning to sob and had to force himself to continue speaking. 

“Who?” asked McSteele, shaken from his thoughts and taken aback that, for 

the very first time since their reunion, Gabriel was actually acknowledging McSteele 

as his father. In recent weeks his son had made a point of calling him McSteele, only 

McSteele. For a moment he was distracted from his predicament.  

“What? Who? For God sake who? Speak to me boy!”  

“Vivaldi, Pa. Someone’s gone and taken Vivaldi.” 
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Chapter 7 

McSteele had to admit that he was flummoxed. Vivaldi never left the house 

without Gabriel; the two were inseparable. She loved to play in the courtyard at the 

back of the house. The stables were there; plenty of ropes and hooks to swing from 

and trees to climb, but she never ventured forth alone onto the square itself. This fact 

was worrying McSteele more than anything else: if Vivaldi hadn’t left the grounds 

then her abductors had found a way in and if they could find a way into the yard then 

they could they find a way into the house.  

Had the kidnappers known the monkey was there? Was she their target or had 

they broken into the yard on the off chance of valuables? If they hadn’t known of 

Vivaldi’s existence then they must have had another reason for breaking in: perhaps 

to burgle the house. Why then had they not completed their task and settled instead 

for the monkey? No, McSteele was sure that, from the outset, Vivaldi had been their 

goal. But why was she valuable to them? Perhaps the note and the abduction were 

linked or perhaps it was just a horrible coincidence.  

The possibilities rattled around inside McSteele’s head like marbles in a 

wooden box. He could feel his chest contracting. The carefully-laid plans, that had 

kept his true identity secret and his home as secure as Tollgate Prison, were falling 

apart. The last few hours had been nothing short of a nightmare. He was finding it 

almost impossible to think clearly.    

“Pa! What are we going to do?” Gabriel’s voice roused McSteele.  

“Gabriel…I…” 

“What?” Violet urged. 

The two children stood, staring expectantly up at their father, waiting for 

pearls of wisdom to come dripping from his lips.  
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McSteele could see their desperation and knew that he must not show them, 

even for one fleeting moment, that he too felt just as desolate. “The yard. We must 

search the yard.” 

The yard itself was blanketed in snow, every corner and crevice looked 

exactly alike. The children once more turned to their father for guidance. 

“Where should we start looking?” asked Gabriel. 

McSteele looked about him, taking in the panorama, searching in the 

whiteness for an answer. It was then that he spotted something of interest near the 

wall at the far end of the yard: footprints.  
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Chapter 8 

Some miles away O’Mahony and Oscuro were having a business meeting in a 

quiet coffee shop. Their heads were bowed closely together and they spoke in hushed 

tones for fear of being overheard. They shouldn’t have worried. On the table to their 

right a tramp was fast asleep with his forehead in a pasty and to the left a courting 

couple, hands clasped over the off-white tablecloth, gazed into each others eyes, 

whispering sweet nothings and paying little attention to anything in the outside world, 

not even to a mop-headed waitress, in a stained apron, who arrived to take their order.  

“So that’s it,” finished Oscuro. “That’s the plan. I hope you don’t mind, but I 

have taken the liberty of placing a few advertisements. We’ll make a fortune, 

O’Mahony.” 

O’Mahony hadn’t lifted his eyes from the table throughout Oscuro’s spiel. He 

now leaned back in his chair and looked quizzically at Oscuro.  

“I still don’t see how the lad fits into it.” 

“You’ve seen him. He’s angelic: fair hair, blue eyes. Make up a tragic death 

for him and he’ll melt their hearts. He’ll make the perfect spectre, well, mock-spectre. 

There’s money to be made here, believe me.” 

O’Mahony leaned forward once more, rested his bony elbows on the table and 

exhaled a long, slow breath. He then paused for a little longer before he spoke: his 

brain was working hard trying to detect potential flaws in Oscuro’s proposal. 

  “So let me get this straight in my head,” he said eventually. “You intend to 

masquerade as one of these medium-types, put on a bit of a show for some gullible 

socialites and then conjure a supposed spirit in the shape of the boy.”  

“That is correct.” 

“Right-ho.”  
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O’Mahony’s eyebrows had knitted themselves firmly together and he was 

staring out onto the street as if hopeful that inspiration for his next sentence might be 

found there. Oscuro had been his business partner for some time, but this was 

undoubtedly the most hair-brained scheme he had ever devised and O’Mahony was 

beginning to have doubts about Oscuro’s sanity.  

He began cautiously, “I obviously don’t want, at this juncture, to appear 

overly pessimistic, but I was just wondering how you were planning to achieve this 

feat of illusionary spectacle? The boy for a start; how are you going to convince 

him?”          

“Well now, mi amigo, that is the clever part. You will have to agree, when you 

hear it, that I am a genius.” 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 31

Chapter 9 

The footprints had led across the square and up to the park gates, but at this 

point they merged with countless other pairs of feet. McSteele had anticipated this; 

the local residents often used the park as a shortcut to Curio Crescent and the Cloak 

and Dagger. With no other clues as to where or why Vivaldi had been taken, 

McSteele, although it pained him to see the anguish on Gabriel’s face, suggested they 

abandon the search for the time being and return home.  

It was 11.30. McSteele had missed the meeting. Lying in wait on the doormat, 

however, was a second note; written in the same, unmistakable hand and once again 

addressed to ‘The Rake’. McSteele dismissed the children immediately, sending them 

to their rooms with a half-uttered sentence about putting together some ‘missing’ 

posters. Violet opened her mouth to protest: she wanted to be out looking, not 

drawing pictures of Vivaldi for people to walk past and ignore, but then thought better 

of it when she saw the look on her father’s face. Closing her mouth again, without 

saying anything, she hurried up the stairs, whilst McSteele disappeared into the 

drawing room alone. 

The writer was evidently unimpressed with McSteele’s failure to show his 

face at the previously-arranged meeting. The letter was consequently less amiable 

than its forerunner: 

 
McSteele, 
           You are a fool. Do you think I will just 
disappear? I assure you that I will not and, what’s 
more, I intend to hound you until you 
acknowledge my existence. 2pm at the lake. 
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Believe me when I say that you cannot afford to 
disregard this message a second time.  
 

‘The Libertine’ 

 

McSteele hadn’t said a word about the Libertine’s letters to Gabriel or Violet. 

He had no wish to worry them and enough damage had been done in the past as a 

result of his reckless ways. Spending a great deal of his life alone, shirking his 

responsibility as a father, he needed to prove to himself, as much as to his children, 

that he could finally make up for his negligence. He felt he had been given another 

chance. That said, he could not afford to ignore the Libertine’s second, far more 

threatening, note. His life could well depend upon it.   

The rest of the day went exceedingly slowly. McSteele found, to his irritation, 

that he could settle at nothing. The great mahogany grandfather clock in the hallway 

seemed to chime the hours and half hours in a foreboding way as if it somehow 

understood McSteele’s dilemma and was mocking his anxiety. From half past one 

onwards, whilst the family sat in silence at the dining room table, trying to digest 

some lunch, McSteele continually checked his pocket watch: twenty-five minutes to 

go, twenty-three minutes to go, twenty minutes, nineteen, eighteen.  

Finally at a quarter to two he managed to spit out the words, “I have to go out: 

urgent business.” 

His children stared at him, confused. Violet got angrily to her feet.  

“Where are you going at this time? Not your club? Pa! Vivaldi’s still missing! 

Have you forgotten? You must help us find her. You can’t go to your club now. You 

can’t!”  
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Her face was burning and she was verging on hysteria.  

“I’m not going to my club, you stupid girl! You…you don’t understand,” 

McSteele growled back, but then, realising his own apprehension had caused him to 

be too harsh with his daughter, he relented. “I’m sorry. I have to go out. I haven’t 

forgotten Vivaldi. We’ll resume the search the moment I return.”  

Violet, biting a quivering lip, nodded stiffly and ran from the room.  

Gabriel avoided his father’s gaze. McSteele held it a moment longer, in the 

hope of a response; receiving nothing, he turned and left the house; an intense nausea 

festering in the pit of his stomach. 

Outside it was viciously cold. There was a savage, northerly wind blowing and 

it had started to snow again. McSteele cursed the conditions. The last place he wanted 

to be was outside and with such an assignment ahead of him. Entering Noseley Park 

he was relieved to see that it was swarming with visitors, mostly parents with 

children, enjoying the continually-deepening snow. That was good; plenty of 

witnesses. Surely this man wouldn’t dare harm him, not in broad daylight, surrounded 

by a park full of people? But then, what if he had something worse in mind: to torture 

McSteele with what he knew and to demand blackmail payments for the rest of his 

life?  

McSteele’s head was working overtime as he walked, considering his options. 

He soon realised that they were decidedly limited. If the man wanted money then 

McSteele had no choice but to pay him. If the man intended to shop him to the police 

then McSteele had no choice but to leave the country: Scotland, his homeland, 

perhaps, or even abroad.  

For a fleeting moment McSteele had even considered going straight; getting a 

‘normal job’, but then he remembered how he had tried that once before and ended up 
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poor, unhappy and battling against the stifling burden of his highway heritage. 

Everyday the portraits of his ancestors stared condescendingly down at him from the 

walls of his study, appearing to watch his every move, waiting for him to dishonour 

them. Besides, this man presumably had proof of McSteele’s misdemeanours, so 

becoming a respected citizen in the near future wasn’t going to excuse his less-than-

lawful behaviour in the past. It would mean prison: again. Worse even than this, 

though, was the fear that if he couldn’t maintain his income, he couldn’t maintain his 

lifestyle and, more importantly, that of his children.             

At first the area around the lake seemed empty and McSteele experienced a 

sudden panic. Was it a trick? Was he being set up? He glanced around warily for any 

sign of the police. There was none. It was then that he spotted him, a figure in a dark-

coloured bowler hat, reclining on a bench at the far side of the lake. The man looked 

as if he hadn’t a care in the world: a far cry from how McSteele himself was feeling. 

There was something vaguely familiar about the figure although, as yet, McSteele 

couldn’t determine what it was. As McSteele approached the man turned, as if he 

could sense his cautious advancement.  

The man’s face could almost have been described as handsome, although 

rather angular, with deep set brown eyes and a sharp, slightly crooked nose that had 

evidently been broken, at some point. His mouth curled into a smile as soon as he saw 

McSteele and around his eyes there formed rather likeable creases. His lips, however, 

were less attractive; slashed in two, diagonally, by a whitish scar that stretched from 

his right nostril to the base of the dimple in his left cheek. It distorted his smile and 

made McSteele feel rather uneasy. He now realised why this man had to disguise his 

whole face when robbing his victims: a scar like that would be a sure-fire method of 

identification.   
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“Well, well, well, McSteele. Good to see you.”  

That was it. The minute the man spoke McSteele recognised him: an 

unwelcome visitor from the past.  

McSteele was silent for a moment and then, “Roderick? Roderick Diamond?” 

“The very same. Wasn’t sure whether you’d show. What happened yesterday? 

You are lucky I decided to give you a second chance.” 

“It’s of no consequence and, quite frankly, none of your concern. Would you 

do me the courtesy of dispensing with the niceties; I find it tedious and I’m a busy 

man.”  

McSteele was struggling to keep the intense emotion he was experiencing out 

of his voice. He was angry, but also slightly afraid of this character: a remembrance of 

a former life, long forgotten. “What is it exactly that you want from me?” 

“Revenge my man; revenge.” 

McSteele was stunned, bewildered. He hadn’t seen this coming at all. It was a 

while before he spoke. “What have I done to you that I deserve your revenge?”  

“You mean to tell me that you don’t know?” The man waited patiently for a 

response. But, with the realisation that McSteele had no idea what he was referring to, 

he spoke again. “You really don’t know do you?”  

He laughed an unpleasant and distinctly derisory laugh. “My God, old boy, 

you truly are in the dark and here’s me thinking you were avoiding me!” 

McSteele wanted to walk away. His insides twisted and squirmed. He didn’t 

want to give this figure from his past a moment more of his present, and yet, this man 

had gone to a lot of trouble in arranging a meeting. Why? There was only one course 

of action: he would listen to what Diamond had to say and then decide what to do 

next. 
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“All right Diamond, you have my attention. Well done. Now talk.” 
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Chapter 10 

Inspector Fumbleton was growing weary. The examination of Florence 

Merryweather’s body had turned up nothing apart from a tiny incision on the tip of 

her left thumb. The red ink, in which the note had been written, was looking more and 

more to him, like blood and the cut seemed to add credibility to the theory. The 

scarring around her neck had definitely been made by some sort of cord. A rope 

would have cut far deeper into her skin and if the murderer had used his hands there 

would have been the imprint of his fingertips or even fingernails. Fumbleton hated to 

admit it but his best guess was that Florence Merryweather had been strangled by 

something resembling a dressing gown cord, as PC Carruthers had originally 

suggested. 

Fumbleton felt, not for the first time, a deep sadness for the woman. He had 

enjoyed watching her as a young man, at the Libretto Theatre in Poxton. She had been 

in her heyday then. ‘Fair Florrie Merryweather’ or the ‘Streatham Songbird’, as she 

was known. He’d had a real soft spot for her. More often than not he’d made a point 

of getting to the theatre early so he could commandeer a seat on the front row. He 

would often take a single red rose to fling onto the stage during her curtain call. Now 

she was merely a corpse in the morgue: one of the many bodies he’d had the 

displeasure of viewing throughout his career, but hopefully the last one he would see 

before he retired.  

A knock at the door brought him back to his senses. 

“Yes? Enter.” 

A tall, lanky constable, whose brand new boots squeaked with each small 

movement, made his way cautiously up to Fumbleton’s desk. The inspector winced 
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with each step. Before the young man had time to speak Fumbleton barked at him, 

“Name?” 

“Cohen, Sir. Asher Cohen,” the constable replied in a clear, steady voice. 

The boy appeared to have more confidence than Fumbleton had originally 

given him credit for.  

“You Jewish boy?” 

“Yes, sir. For as long as I can remember, Sir.” 

Young upstart! thought Fumbleton, noticing the sarcasm in Cohen’s tone. 

“Well boy what did you want to speak to me about?” 

“We’ve received a letter, Sir. We have every reason to believe it may be from 

the murderer.”       

“Do you have it?” 

“No, Sir.” 

“Well where is it, boy?” 

“In the incident room, Sir.” 

“So why are we wasting time talking about it in here then? Lead the way 

Cohen. Lead the way!” 

There was a great commotion in the next room: several people had assembled 

around a large, wooden table at its centre. They were talking in hushed tones, 

muttering their revulsion and shaking their heads.  Fumbleton made his way to the 

centre of the throng and, as people became aware of his presence, they parted to allow 

him access.  

The letter sat in the middle of the table and, Fumbleton thought to himself, 

looked really quite unremarkable. As far as he could make out it appeared to have 

been written by a distinctly uneducated hand but didn’t seem, much to the inspector’s 
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relief, to be written in blood. Placing his spectacles on the end of his nose Fumbleton 

leaned over to get a closer look at this, the most unwholesome of correspondences. 

The words were chillingly to the point: 

Dear Police, 
Grand work the job last night was. Wouldn’t you 

agree? I gave the lady no time to squeal. I love my 

work and want to do it again. Maybe tonight. Who 

knows? Catch me if you can. ha. ha. 

Yours Truly, 
Jack 

 
 

The room was silent. Each of the officers had been waiting patiently for 

Fumbleton to finish reading the letter. All eyes were trained on him as he straightened 

up and turned towards them. His face was red; displaying outwardly his inner fury. He 

took a deep breath before speaking.  

His voice, when it came, was quiet and falsely calm. “Find him. I don’t care 

how you do it, but find him. I refuse to embark upon my retirement until this monster is 

behind bars for good.” 

The officers stood mutely, mouths open, staring on. 
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“Do you hear me?” Fumbleton bellowed  suddenly into the stunned silence. “I 

said, do you hear me? Make no mistake gentlemen, no-one makes a fool out of me!” 

Confused murmurs of ‘yes, sir’ and ‘no, sir’ filled the small room as officers 

made a split-second decision as to which part of Fumbleton’s speech to respond to, 

before scurrying left and right in a desperate attempt to look busy. 
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Chapter 11 

O’Mahony felt that Oscuro’s choice of the Cloak and Dagger as the venue for 

his hoax séances was a major problem. According to Oscuro, the majority of his 

clientele would be upper class ladies and O’Mahony couldn’t imagine any upper class 

lady wanting to be anywhere near a shabby, east-end pub never mind set foot inside 

one; even with the promise of conjured spirits. He also felt that, as appearances were 

important, the choice of the Cloak and Dagger, although it had what Oscuro described 

as ‘character’, perhaps wasn’t the best advertisement for supposedly genuine séances.  

Oscuro was, as ever, one step ahead.  He had obtained the room at the Cloak 

and Dagger cheaply; the landlord, Monty Kegdredger, owing him a favour, had been 

only to happy to oblige. He had overcome the problem of the downmarket location by 

including a description of the proposed venue at the bottom of each advertisement. He 

promised O’Mahony that, after reading this, they would come in their droves, motivated 

by a morbid curiosity, nervous anticipation and sheer excitement. The description was 

as follows: 

 
The Cloak and Dagger Public House, Poxton 
 
Proven as a site of exceptional magnetic activity, the Cloak and Dagger is 
an ideal location for both the conducting of mesmeric trances and 
commune with the spirit world. One only has to speak to the numerous 
guests whose stay at the Cloak and Dagger has been a truly extraordinary 
experience to believe in its obvious potential.* Visitors to the site have 
spoken not only of peculiar noises in the dead of night, but many have 
witnessed strange apparitions or recurrent vapours in their very rooms! 
The results of my own extensive investigations concur that the Cloak and 
Dagger Public House is indeed an incomparable venue for this, the highest 
quality of extrasensory display.      
 
Wilhelm van kinderschnider, Chairman, psychical research fellowship. 
 
*rooms are available at a reasonable rate.  

 

Having secured the room Oscuro then went on to place several advertisements, 

under the pseudonym ‘Wilhelm Van Kinderschnider’, in publications aimed at ladies of 
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the aristocracy: the Society Ladies’ Review, Parasol Monthly and the Journal of Gentle 

Pursuits were amongst them. He was targeting upper class ladies for three reasons: 

Firstly, it was well-publicised that ladies of refinement were often on the lookout for 

diversions to fill days spent in idleness; Secondly, women were generally thought to be 

rather more sensitive and imaginative than men (and therefore easier to convince of the 

supernatural) and, finally, because such ladies have money; money often earned or 

inherited by husbands, which they have few reservations about spending.  

Oscuro was to perform his séances in a room to the rear of the pub. Well 

hidden, it was ideal for the kind of conduct that requires absolute privacy. It had 

therefore been used, for as long as the pub had been standing, as a haven for illicit 

activities; mostly recently, gambling. Oscuro intended to work hard to make the room 

as atmospheric as possible. He was well aware that the greatest part of the deception 

involved successfully employing the power of suggestion. Props were no problem at all: 

the Libretto was packed to the rafters with them, as well as a broad spectrum of period 

and modern day costumes. Oscuro couldn’t help feeling that the deception really was 

going to be very easy indeed. There was only one piece more of the jigsaw to put in 

place and it could be found in the form of Gabriel Bloomsbury. It was time to begin 

luring this particular fly into his web of deceit. 
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Chapter 12 

McSteele was shaken, not only by what Roderick Diamond had told him, but 

by the proposal Diamond had presented him with. He couldn’t face returning home 

immediately: there was too much to think about and he needed somewhere quiet to do 

it. If he chose not to comply with Roderick’s demands would he expose him? Could he 

assume that Diamond was telling the truth anyway? McSteele reasoned that it must 

have been at least twenty years since he had last seen him. They were just boys then, 

attempting to master the trade of highway robbery and follow in their father’s footsteps.  

McSteele’s father, Forbes, and Diamond’s father, Randall, were partners and 

close friends. In the beginning, both men had shared the same professional philosophy. 

They agreed that many of the rich did not deserve the wealth they flaunted but, whereas 

Forbes preferred to donate a percentage of their haul to charity and then split the 

remainder, fifty-fifty, Randall maintained that he and Forbes were keeping too little for 

themselves, considering the preparation and effort that went into their work.  The 

suggestion did not sit well with McSteele. A moral man, he refused to surrender his 

principles to Randall’s greed. The difference of opinion grew and festered between 

them, riddling them both with doubt and mistrust. They began arguing over the most 

trivial of matters. Eventually the friendship became cankerous and irredeemable.  

They went their separate ways, but not before one final, catastrophic argument 

which was over a great deal more than simply the division of funds. McSteele had, until 

his assignation with Diamond, been ignorant of the reason behind the dispute. It had 

died with his father. He knew now though and he hated the way the new-found 

knowledge was making him feel. If Diamond was telling the truth, then his father was 

not the upstanding man of justice McSteele had always believed him to be.    
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After the breakdown of the partnership, Randall took his ‘business’ to the 

north of England, where he was last heard of in Yorkshire. Working independently, 

back home in Scotland, Forbes went on to have a successful career until a supposedly 

trustworthy friend gave him up to the authorities when Fergie was nineteen. He was 

subsequently hanged. 

It was a difficult time for McSteele: the first time in his life that he had been 

fearful for his safety. He was studying English Literature at Cambridge University when 

his father’s death was reported in the newspapers. Most people presumed it mere 

coincidence that Fergie shared a surname with the notorious Scottish highwayman, but 

others eyed him suspiciously, or heckled him in the corridors, between lectures. 

Although uneasy, McSteele bore both his grief for his father and the mortification of the 

harassment with the fortitude and composure his father had instilled in him. Fortunately 

it all came to nothing. McSteele completed his degree, married and put his criminal life 

behind him; for a time anyway. 

  

     ************************** 

 

McSteele caught the 3 o’clock omnibus into the city. It was empty. He settled 

himself down on the back seat to be as far away from the driver as possible. He had no 

wish to hold polite conversation with anyone today; he needed time alone. Looking 

down, McSteele noticed a decidedly dog-eared copy of the Evening Standard on the 

seat next to him, presumably abandoned by a previous occupant. He recognised the 

name in the headline. His father had been an avid admirer of Florence Merryweather’s 

and McSteele himself had seen her perform once, as a young man, at a music hall in 
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Glasgow.  He was sickened to read about the discovery of her body in Whitechapel, 

only a mile or so from the businesses Violet visited on a regular basis.  

A shiver of alarm made the hairs on the back of his neck stand erect. Murder 

was not uncommon in the Whitechapel district; it wasn’t the sort of place you visited 

unless you had to. However such murders were usually the result of a drunken scuffle, a 

mugging or the failure to pay off a debt. They were not premeditated, not like this one. 

This murderer had gone to the trouble of writing a note; leaving a clue. He was 

calculating and manipulative. It reminded McSteele of somebody, somebody he wished 

had never resurfaced.  

    McSteele arrived at his gentleman’s club just as the clock was striking five. He 

needed time to think. Walking straight up to the bar he ordered a large glass of brandy 

before disappearing into one of the private seating compartments at the back of the 

large, mahogany-panelled room. Nobody would see him there and he wouldn’t be 

disturbed by any of his fellow members.  

He had been forced to tell a falsehood when he first applied to be a member at 

the exclusive Oxford and Cambridge Club in Pall Mall. Highwaymen were, 

unsurprisingly, not welcomed with open arms at such an establishment, but lawyers 

were and so it was a lawyer that McSteele had chosen as his bogus profession. He new 

a little about the law from his time in prison and his short spell of employment at 

Fleece, Hangham and Bolt, a small firm of solicitors, where he had worked as an 

accountant during the first few months of his marriage. The only difficulty with 

masquerading as a lawyer came when people began approaching you for legal advice. 

McSteele was usually able to talk his way out of a situation by using lengthy sentences 

full of half-understood terminology, which confused the listener considerably.  

  However, if they were proving particularly difficult to get rid of he would 



 46

resort to a less gentlemanly method of escape. Several double whiskeys later, paid for 

by McSteele, his companion was either spouting drivel, fast asleep, or lying 

unconscious underneath the table, thus leaving the coast clear for McSteele to make a 

swift exit and hail a cab home. 

Nobody bothered him tonight. The club was quiet. By seven o’clock, after a 

plate of venison stew and dumplings, washed down by two more large brandies, 

McSteele thought it was about time he returned home. He was to meet with Roderick 

Diamond again the following day to discuss the latter’s proposal. At least now 

McSteele had decided upon an answer. Reaching for his wallet, in order to settle the 

bill, he dislodged his door key and it fell onto the highly-polished, wooden floor with a 

clatter. McSteele bent to retrieve it and was surprised to find it covered in a greyish 

powder. He inspected it for a moment.  It looked like brick dust; dried mortar perhaps. 

He was baffled. Where on earth would his key have come into contact with such a 

substance? Thinking about it would have to wait though; his brain felt as though it 

might burst, crammed full as it was with more pressing matters. He replaced the door 

key in his pocket, paid his bill and went in search of a cab.         
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Chapter 13 

Cutpurse Alley was one of the dingiest, dirtiest, most dismal places 

imaginable. It seemed almost to breed grime and decay. The grim buildings on either 

side of the odious little lane stood so close together that, from the uppermost floor, two 

people, standing at opposite windows, could shake hands, without so much as 

stretching. Sunlight was unable to break through, for all its endeavours, on the brightest 

of days. Walking through the area a person could be excused for believing it was late at 

night even if it was, in fact, no later than nine o’clock in the morning.   

Cutpurse Alley was part of a rookery: a warren of overcrowded passageways; 

each inhabited by the most disreputable scum. Every type of low-life could be 

encountered there, if you looked hard enough: thieves, pickpockets, gamers, fraudsters, 

ladies of the night. The poor, destitute and downright unfortunate lined the soiled 

streets, begging for scraps and halfpennies; throwing themselves on the mercy of 

passers-by.  

An open sewer flowed malignantly down the centre of the grimy cobbles, 

giving off a stench that could lift paint, given half a chance. Lining the filthy torrent 

was a handful of grubby children, often no more than five years of age, selling matches, 

ribbons and wilting violets; the whites of their eyes shining out through pitiful, dirt-

smeared faces.         

Exactly half way down Cutpurse Alley, on the corner of  a squalid alleyway 

going by the name of Smike’s Row, was a seedy, lacklustre shed of a property; a 

building the very brickwork of which seemed to ooze infamy and malice. It was an 

opium den; where rich and poor alike were welcomed on a daily, and nightly, basis. 

Visitors to the den often insisted that their first was to be their only visit, but few 

managed to keep to their word. After purchasing even the smallest lump of the sticky 



 48

black paste it was almost impossible to turn back. Victims of the drug, who lay back 

inhaling its bittersweet fumes, allowing it to conjure strange dreams, their sleepy heads 

swimming with the rapture of it all, would, more often than not, leave wanting more 

and then more still.   

The house consisted of three floors and upon each there was a clutch of 

blackened rooms with heavy drapes at the grimy windows, blocking out whatever tiny 

slivers of daylight had managed to filter through into the alley. Lit only by the most 

meagre of candlelight, these rooms were lined with couches and low beds, each one 

covered with a combination of soiled sheets and crusty eiderdowns, in varying states of 

disrepair. Thick smoke hung in the air within each of these chambers, like low-lying 

mist rolling in over Wapping, from the Thames. It wasn’t unusual for a newcomer to be 

entirely overcome by the potency of the second-hand smoke alone. 

It was a quarter to midnight and, in an attic room on the third floor, there lay a 

man; a man with a memorable face, whose dark fringe lay pasted to his forehead, 

drenched with sweat. He had just inhaled a fresh lungful of opium-filled air and a 

satisfied smile was beginning to form on his lips. He was accustomed to smoking the 

drug, or ‘chasing the dragon’ as it was often referred to. The truth of the matter was that 

he was addicted and had been for some time. He visited Cutpurse Alley, every single 

night, in pursuit of it.  In fact on this particular night the man was so deadened by 

opium that he failed to notice the ear-piercing screech of a woman outside and the 

commotion which ensued.  
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Chapter 14 

It was no surprise to Inspector Fumbleton that the killer had struck again. 

What he was surprised to discover, however, was that his chosen victim had once again 

been a former star of the music hall. Not just any music hall either but the Libretto 

Theatre in Poxton; the same theatre where Florrie Merryweather had found stardom. 

What was his motive? Why was he choosing aged performers as his victims?   

The body had been discovered, just after midnight, by a middle-aged woman, 

returning home from the Spotted Dog tavern in Smike’s Row. This time the victim had 

been a contortionist by the name of ‘Twist’ Montgomery. Once again there was a note, 

written in red ink and the marks about the dead man’s throat were identical to those 

found on Florrie Merryweather’s neck. This time, however, there was more evidence of 

a struggle. Montgomery’s lapel was torn and his spectacles lay in a tangled mess by his 

side: the murdered man had clearly put up a fight, however feeble. Good on him thought 

Fumbleton.  

Twist’s tale was a sad one. Montgomery was only a stage name: his mother’s 

maiden name in fact. His real name was Stanley Boak and, at one time, he had been one 

half of a highly-successful double act with his younger brother Arnold. At the peak of 

their career the brothers were the most highly-paid performers of any music hall in 

England. However, sadly, with age, came arthritis and a premature end to Twist’s 

career. The contortionist’s joints began to seize up with alarming regularity during 

performances. Unsympathetic audiences would walk out of the auditorium half way 

through the act or, worse still, throw things – whatever came to hand, food, coins, beer 

bottles – often empty, sometimes full.  

The partnership disintegrated. With both parents dead and no other family in 

London, Arnold emigrated to America to continue the act over there, as a solo artist. 
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Twist was left alone in London. The brothers had made a very good living out of the 

music halls and lived in luxury in Belgravia. Unfortunately often where money leads 

extravagance follows. Twist was used to the high life. He enjoyed gambling, drinking 

and wearing fine clothes. So much so that, within a year of his brother leaving for 

America, he was bankrupt. His home and belongings were sold to pay off debts and he 

was forced to find refuge within a string of lodging houses across the city. The first few 

were acceptable but, as what little was left in the coffers dwindled and he struggled to 

find a new job because of his infirmity, the lodging houses became more and more 

unacceptable and, eventually, downright unpleasant. He had arrived in Cutpurse Alley 

only a matter of weeks before his death.     

  

   ********************************************** 

 

Back at Scotland Yard a letter had arrived, seemingly from the murderer and it 

was addressed to Inspector Fumbleton personally. 

Oh dear Fumbling Fumbleton, 

You’re no closer to catching me are you? Ha ha. I have 

laffed over you trying to be so clever and the way you 
talk 
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about being on the right track. Do you like the little 
touch of the notes I leave behind? Fun aren’t they? You will 
soon see 

more of my funny little games. Maybe I’ll go out 
again tonight. 

 
Yours truly, 

Jack 
   

The Daily Telegraph had reported both murders and mentioned Fumbleton, as 

the investigating officer, by name. It had worried him a little at the time, but now he had 

real cause for concern. Would this fiend target him next? Would he be the third victim? 

It wasn’t wise to be thinking like this; he’d go insane. Nonetheless, he made the 

decision, that very moment, to set up a 24-hour guard at his home in Sowerberry 

Square. With his wife and daughter to think about, it wouldn’t do to take any chances.    
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Chapter 15 

McSteele lowered his Daily Telegraph and watched his children as they ate 

breakfast. The last few months hadn’t turned out exactly as McSteele had intended. He 

had imagined a lengthy period of relaxation and a family getting to know each other 

but, since their reunion, the Bloomsbury-McSteeles’ had experienced little in the way of 

peace and quiet and, now, trouble was beginning to brew yet again. McSteele scorned 

his own naïve optimism. Since when had it been any different in his life? 

Uncomplicated, contented, what place did these words have in the life of a 

highwayman?  

McSteele went back to his paper. He was relieved to find that, unlike 

yesterday, ‘The Libertine’, or Roderick Diamond as he now knew him to be, hadn’t 

made the front page of his morning paper. However, relief was quickly replaced by 

horror and disgust when he realised that the news of his rival had been replaced by 

something far worse and, in truth, far more news-worthy: another violent death in 

Whitechapel, showing all the signs of having been committed by the same killer. The 

editor had also printed the letter that had been sent to the police. The murderer 

seemingly had every intention of killing again. McSteele slammed the newspaper down 

noisily upon the breakfast table. 

“You are not to go down to Whitechapel today, Violet,” McSteele spluttered.  

“What? Why, Pa?” answered his daughter, a little stunned by her father’s 

abruptness. 

“I don’t want you down there today. It’s dangerous. You are to stay here. Do 

you understand me?” 
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Violet was bewildered. She visited Whitechapel three or four times a week. 

Being able to sell on their haul was an important part of the family business. It had 

become part of her routine, like cleaning her teeth or brushing her hair.   

“But it’s always been dangerous, Pa. I’m not going down there to meet the 

Queen for tea, am I? Anyway, I can handle myself well enough. You know that. It’s 

never bothered you before, me going down there. Why the sudden panic?”     

“Things have changed. I’m your father, obey me! You are not to go down 

there.” 

“Tomorrow, then. Can I go tomorrow?” 

“No! You will not be going down there for the foreseeable future.” 

“But, Pa, the loot? What we goin’ to do with it all? How are we going to live? 

It’s no use to us if we can’t sell it…” 

“I said you are not to go down there and you are going to listen to me girl!”  

McSteele rose from the table and both children shrank back a little in their 

seats. He was an imposing figure; over six foot tall, broad and muscular. They knew 

he would never harm them but his sheer bulk was still intimidating.   

“Please, Violet. I ask you only for your own safety,” he added and strode from 

the room.  

The children could hear his heavy footfalls as he climbed to the first floor 

landing where his rooms were located. The children’s own rooms were on the second 

floor.     

A dumbfounded Violet stared at her brother and mouthed wordlessly at him. 

Gabriel broke eye contact and looked bleakly down into his half-eaten scrambled egg.  

The promise of a happy family life, that seemed to have been waiting on the horizon, 

just a couple of months earlier, had well and truly evaporated. Everything had started 
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to go badly wrong. McSteele was stressed, Violet was to be confined to the house 

from now on and, worst of all, Vivaldi had been abducted. His best friend and closest 

ally in the whole wide world had been snatched from under his nose and Gabriel had 

no idea where to, or even why. His father was so preoccupied with his own worries 

that he seemed to have forgotten all about Vivaldi’s disappearance. Gabriel, on the 

other hand, thought about it every minute of every day. If his father wasn’t going to 

help him find her and bring her home, then it was up to him. Today he was going to 

do something about it, because it would seem that he was the only one who really 

cared.        
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Chapter 16 

By all accounts the memorial service, which was to be held that day, in honour 

of Florence Merryweather, was going to be a spectacular affair. Her body couldn’t be 

released as the police investigation was ongoing, so, in the meantime her family had 

decided to hold a memorial service. In the absence of a body, a life-size portrait of the 

singer was to be paraded through the streets upon a gun-carriage pulled by four black 

mares, wearing headdresses of black and grey plumage. Her extensive family, in their 

finest black silk and taffeta, were to follow behind and reports in the newspapers 

predicted that the streets would be lined with hundreds of adoring fans and big names 

from the music hall world.  

Inspector Fumbleton had every intention of being there and not merely 

because Florrie had been his all time favourite music hall artiste. He also secretly hoped 

that the murderer might attend; it would be rich pickings, surely, with all those 

performers present. His next victim could well be one of the mourners. The procession 

was to begin outside her home in Stepney and finish with a service at St. Gertrude’s-in-

the-Crescent, Poxton. Travelling past the dilapidated Libretto Theatre where Florrie had 

made her name, as well as Sowerberry Square, it was due to arrive in Curio Crescent at 

midday.  

 Rather like her name, the weather was fine. It was cold and the snow still lay 

several inches deep on the ground, but the sun shone on those who had gathered to wish 

her a final farewell. Fumbleton had insisted upon a police presence throughout the 

procession and, as a result, Florrie’s friends and family were joined by a handful of 

uniformed officers.  

The route was lined with well-wishers, acquaintances and those who, quite 

simply, had a morbid fascination for the dead. Gabriel and Violet watched from the 
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front steps of their house. From there, raised up as they were, it was possible to see 

almost everything that was going on. Gabriel was most interested in the horses. In the 

cold air their snorting breaths resembled smoke from a steam engine. When the driver 

brought them to a halt outside St. Gertrude’s they brayed, tossed their magnificent 

heads and pawed at the frozen ground with their great, hoofed feet.   

The newspapers’ predictions had been correct. A great many of the mourners 

were music hall stars, both past and present. Some were weeping uncontrollably and 

wiping runny noses with handkerchiefs. Others had given Florrie a round of applause or 

thrown flowers at the carriage as it rolled solemnly past. All were larger than life. Many 

of those who were still young enough to perform - jugglers, acrobats, clowns and 

magicians, were dotted around the square, entertaining the crowd. One performer, face 

painted and dressed as Pierrot, was encouraging a small, scruffy-looking terrier, dressed 

in a pointed hat and ruff, to jump through a wooden hoop, which he was holding some 

feet above the ground. Gabriel was entranced. The dog performed the trick over half a 

dozen times and the crowd cheered and whooped at the display. The man then patted 

the dog’s head and gave him a bone which the terrier took in his teeth before settling 

down quietly at the man’s feet.  

The act was not over yet though. With a flourish the clown turned his back on 

the crowd towards what seemed to be some sort of cage. It was the first time Gabriel 

had noticed it. The man reached into the cage and pulled something out which, at first, 

Gabriel couldn’t quite make out. However, as the clown turned once again towards his 

audience, Gabriel realised that the man was, in fact, holding Vivaldi and that a cord had 

been placed around her neck to prevent her escape. 

Gabriel leapt immediately to his feet, violently dragging his sister, who had 

been watching a magician on the opposite side of the square, with her back to Gabriel, 
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up with him. Yelping with pain at first she could see from her brother’s face that it was 

something serious. Nervously she followed his gaze. Gabriel couldn’t say anything. His 

voice seemed to have disappeared completely, buried somewhere in the pit of his 

stomach, which now lurched sickeningly.  

It took a second; a split second, that was all. Florrie Merryweather’s portrait 

was being lifted from the carriage to be taken up the pathway into St. Gertrude’s and, 

from outside the church, the loudest trumpet fanfare Gabriel had ever heard started up. 

Everyone, including Gabriel and his sister, jumped at its suddenness and turned their 

heads towards the sound. On turning back Gabriel found the clown gone. In despair he 

began running down the steps and into the surging throng of people. Desperately he 

pushed them out of his way, stopping every once in a while to climb the steps of one of 

the other town houses and peer out over the masses, straining his eyes in the desperate 

hope of gaining a glimpse of the Pierrot or even Vivaldi herself.  

               There he was! He’d removed the tall white hat, but Gabriel could still make 

out the frilly black ruff about his neck. He was walking at quite a pace in the direction 

of the Cloak and Dagger. In a flash Gabriel was back in the midst of the crowd, elbows 

out, fighting his way through. He jabbed and prodded anyone who came in contact with 

him, but it was all he could do to continue travelling forward. Everyone was moving 

towards the church, but Gabriel’s destination was in the opposite direction. More than 

once his feet were lifted from under him and he found himself re-rooted some distance 

back along the road.  It was both exhausting and frustrating and, although he would 

never have admitted it to anyone afterwards, he was close to tears.   

Violet had given up shouting after her brother; he was taking no notice. He 

probably couldn’t hear her over the fanfare and there was no point running after him 

through the sea of people in the square. Gabriel was impulsive and Violet couldn’t help 
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wondering what use they would be to Vivaldi, if they both ended up lost in the crowd. 

Then there was the question of reclaiming her; even if they found this Pierrot character, 

how could they prove that Vivaldi belonged to them? What if this man wasn’t willing to 

give her up? Would they be capable of wrestling her from him? As far as Violet could 

see, there was only one course of action: find McSteele.  

Both Violet and Gabriel had many admirable qualities; they were kind, 

generous, courageous individuals. However, both had an identical flaw which, time and 

time again, landed them in trouble. The flaw was an incurable curiosity. Just before 

Christmas Violet’s curiosity had led her to sneak into her father’s study, with her 

slightly more cautious brother in tow. On entering the study she believed McSteele to 

be her employer, by the time she left, she knew him to be her father. So, it would appear 

that, on occasion, curiosity doesn’t bring a person the answers they expect. Violet was 

about to find out that this was one such occasion. Although he hadn’t confided in his 

daughter, Violet knew exactly where McSteele would be and, she knew, precisely 

because she was curious. McSteele kept a journal; a journal which he never imagined, 

for one moment, his daughter read. She did and had already set off to find him. 

 

  ************************************** 

 

Gabriel decided that it was going to be far quicker to cut through Noseley 

Park. As the majority of the onlookers were now crowding around the church, the park 

was empty. He had completely lost sight of Vivaldi’s captor but knew the general 

direction in which he was heading. Surely there couldn’t be too many people dressed 

like Pierrot milling around? Although Gabriel couldn’t help thinking wryly to himself 

that, on a day like this, maybe there could. He began sprinting, as fast as he could over 
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the snow-covered ground: breathing so heavily through his mouth that his throat felt 

like it was lined with glass paper. He had no idea what he was going to do even if he 

found the elusive clown.  

The Cloak and Dagger, a ramshackle building with leaded windows, was 

situated right on the corner of Curio Crescent and Nickleby Street. It was along 

Nickleby Street that Gabriel ran thinking ruefully to himself how ironic it was that this 

had been where he and Vivaldi had first met. Behind the Cloak and Dagger was a 

narrow passage where the landlord tipped the pub’s rubbish. In the days when Gabriel 

had been living rough he had often rifled through the Dagger’s discarded rubbish in the 

hope of a few scraps to curb his hunger.  

As he approached the passageway a familiar sound met his ears; it was an 

unusual sound, however, for the back passage of a pub in the east end of London: the 

chattering of a monkey. 

“Vivaldi?” Gabriel called into the darkness.  

His voice bounced off the brickwork and rattled back and forth between the 

narrow walls. “Vivaldi is that you? I can’t see you; come here, into the light.”  

He hesitated for a moment, but Vivaldi didn’t come. Gabriel took a tentative 

step into the alleyway. He could feel the blood rushing in his ears and his heart was 

pounding like a bass drum. 

A further step and then another: the alley had a noxious smell and the walls 

were clammy with damp, but Gabriel continued to run his hand along them for fear of 

stumbling or colliding with something in the blackness.  

“Vivaldi are you all right?” and then in a slightly more choked voice, as the 

possibility dawned on him. “Is…is there somebody with you?”  
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Suddenly the plan seemed to be the worst plan ever. What could he have 

possibly hoped to achieve by it?  There was no more time for reflection though. Two 

pairs of hands emerged, as if from nowhere, on either side of Gabriel. One pair threw a 

blanket over his head, whilst the second pair grabbed his ankles forcefully and lifted 

him into the air. The blanket smelled strange, a little like vinegar. He didn’t like 

breathing the smell in, but it was either that or suffocate. He started to feel light-headed 

and drowsy. Then he began to feel downright sleepy. Gabriel fought vehemently to 

keep his eyes open, but soon realised that in this particular battle he was about to be on 

the losing side. Eventually his eyelids drew resignedly together and he remembered 

nothing more.  
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Chapter 17 

When Gabriel awoke his first sensation was one of cold clamminess and, at 

first, he thought he must still be in the alley. He shivered involuntarily. His head 

pounded and his eyes, as he opened them, seemed misted over and reluctant to focus. 

Instinctively he went to rub them and, to his utmost horror, realised that both his hands 

and feet were bound. He made an attempt to cry out and then to sit upright. Both 

attempts failed; the first because his mouth felt as dry as tinder and the second because 

his head appeared to weigh more than all the rest of his body parts put together. So, 

instead, he just lay there and tried hard to focus on whatever it was possible to see from 

his position on the floor. The floor itself was hard, stone-flagged and dreadfully 

uncomfortable. He ached to the marrowbone and his wrists and ankles were unbearably 

tender from where the ropes binding him had cut mercilessly into his flesh for what 

could, for all Gabriel knew, have been hours. 

He was inside and the room in which he lay was almost pitch-black. There 

was a single window, made up of half a dozen small, square panes of glass, high up in 

the wall; far too high up for Gabriel to see out of, even if he had been able to stand. The 

glass was filthy anyway and it was almost impossible to tell what time of day it must 

be.  From what he could gather the walls of the room appeared to be made of brick and 

stout, greasy pipes ran from wall to wall, immediately above Gabriel’s head. Although 

he had no idea how long he’d been in this prison, he did recall having a strange and 

vivid dream about a clown. He had followed it to a gloomy alleyway and then heard the 

sound of Vivaldi’s familiar chattering coming from inside. The dream had ended then, 

abruptly. He couldn’t remember anything else, only that he hadn’t been successful in 

finding Vivaldi.    
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Unable to get up from the floor and beginning to feel the all-too-familiar 

drowsiness clouding his thoughts once again, Gabriel eventually drifted back into 

unconsciousness. He was soon awakened though by a set of heavy footsteps nearby. A 

few moments later a thick-set man with a heavy jaw lolloped clumsily into the room, 

pushing the cellar door so far back upon its hinges that it crashed noisily onto the 

masonry behind, dislodging brick dust in clouds. The noise reverberated around 

Gabriel’s already throbbing head and he screwed up his eyes against the pain.  

Artie Makeham, whom the footsteps belonged to, was not a gentle man and 

was most definitely not known for his softly-softly approach to a situation. After 

striding purposefully across the cellar floor and grabbing Gabriel by the collar, he 

dragged him, coughing and gasping, into something resembling a standing position.  

“You’re coming with me now, sonny, like it or not,” he announced, his voice 

whistling through broken front teeth.  

Makeham’s face was so close to Gabriel’s that the tips of their noises touched. 

Gabriel had stopped breathing. He wasn’t sure if he was going to be able to attempt 

walking: his feet were still bound and his shaking legs seemed reluctant to support his 

weight. In the event it didn’t matter, Makeham lifted Gabriel and bundled him 

unceremoniously under one arm, before carrying him up a set of stone steps just outside 

the cellar door.  

The steps led to the very same passageway from which Gabriel had been 

abducted some hours before: he recognised it immediately. So that’s where he was, the 

Cloak and Dagger; not very far from home. What on earth did they want from him? It 

suddenly dawned on him that his abductors may well have been using Vivaldi as bait; a 

way of reeling him in - but why? 



 63

Makeham wasn’t taking Gabriel to the front of the public house, for obvious 

reasons – he would draw attention to himself and the kidnapped boy. No, they were 

going to enter the pub through its back entrance and, from there, move into Oscuro’s 

specially-designated room of ‘exceptional magnetic activity’, where Gabriel was going 

to be hypnotised and, from there on in, do everything that Senor Oscuro told him to.   
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 64

Bibliography 
 

Antolz, Josef Lewis, Victorian England, 1837-1901 (Cambridge: Cambridge  
   University Press, 1970) 

 
Bratton, Jacqueline Susan (ed.), Music Hall: Performance and Style (Milton Keynes:  
   Open University Press, 1986) 
 
Curtis, Lewis Perry, Jack the Ripper and the London Press (New Haven and London: 
   Yale University Press, 2001) 
 
Donald, Thomas, The Victorian Underworld (London: Murray, 1998) 
 
Norton, Graham, Victorian London (London: Macdonald, 1969) 
 
Owen, Alex, The Darkened Room: Women, Power and Spiritualism in late  
   Nineteenth-Century England (London: Virago, 1989) 

 
Shannon, Brent Alan, The Cut of His Coat: Men, Dress, and Consumer Culture in                         
                         Britain, 1860-1914 (Ohio: Ohio University Press, 2006)  
 
www.casebook.org 
 
www.victorianlondon.org 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 65

Critical Piece: 
 
 

‘It is children that read children’s books 
[…] but it is parents that choose them’: 

 
A reflection on the inherent didacticism 
in children’s literature of the nineteenth 

century 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

(An Article for an Academic 
Journal)  

  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 66

‘It is children that read children’s books […] but it is parents 
that choose them’1: 

 
A reflection on the inherent didacticism in children’s literature of the 

nineteenth century 
 

The above statement written by William Godwin, in an 1808 letter to 

children’s author Charles Lamb, encapsulates perfectly the weight of scrutiny and 

censorship that literature for the young has endured from the time of what is generally 

considered to be its true conception in the late eighteenth century. It appears that ever 

since there has been a preoccupation with keeping the wheels of morality continually 

in motion; the intention, amongst those with censorial and editorial power, to curb 

children’s exposure to that which they consider nothing short of fictional depravity. 

Children’s literature is, after all, no different to any other in its possession of a distinct 

and innate power. As Peter Hunt points out, ‘the importance of [children’s literature] 

for social and political stability can scarcely be underestimated’.2 It is essential 

therefore to examine children’s literature not in isolation, but in tandem with its social 

context.  The following article will consider to what extent the ideological influences 

of the nineteenth century informed the didactic tone of literature for children and also 

look at its lasting legacy in contemporary children’s fiction.   

When embarking upon any analysis of children’s literature it is immediately 

apparent that, from one century to the next, the idea of what constitutes childhood has 

evolved. One school of thought, supported by authors and theorists alike, asserts that 

there is no true definition of childhood; that it is, in actuality, a social construct and as 

such becomes a transient concept, shaped by the ideology in which it exists: ‘a carrier 

                                                 
1 William Godwin cited in Peter Kemp (ed.) The Oxford Dictionary of Literary Quotations (Oxford: 
Oxford University Press, 2003), p.46 
2 Peter Hunt, An Introduction to Children’s Literature (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1994), p.35  
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of social, moral, cultural values’.3 This theory is extremely plausible. Therefore, so 

must the possibility that the nature of literature, as an influential factor within this 

social construct, will also become, by default, changeable; influenced and 

subsequently altered by the social and historical ideology which surrounds it. As Hunt 

points out: ‘the idea that children’s books should be, or can be, as free of ideological 

“taint” as an idealistic concept of childhood might wish is [..] naïve’.4 It would seem 

then that literature cannot help but reflect and validate the beliefs of the society in 

which it is written.  

This makes it almost impossible to judge historical and contemporary 

children’s literature by the same standards, especially when we consider Monika 

Voskova’s claim that ‘in Puritan England the sole purpose of literature for the young 

was ‘to save [their] souls’5. This was a concept which, albeit moderately watered 

down, endured as the main aim of many mainstream children’s authors well into the 

nineteenth century. It was a calculated move. After all, are children not frequently 

described as blank canvases; lumps of clay, waiting to be shaped and primed for 

adulthood? Surely then there can be no medium more suited to the promotion of 

ideals than literature for children. 

 Although societal constraints and influences may, from the periphery, dictate 

the tone and content of literature, that same literature, likewise, has the power to 

comment upon society’s values; either by provoking the reader into questioning their 

intrinsic beliefs and, consequently, the doctrine within which those beliefs are 

                                                 
3 I.T.E, ‘Definitions of Literature – What is Children Literature? What is a Child?’, 
www.ite.org.uk/ite_topics/litks12/004.php, accessed 12.09.07, p.2  
4 Peter Hunt, An Introduction to Children’s Literature, p.163  
5 Monika Voskova, ‘Through the Looking Glass: Children’s Literature as a Mirror of Contemporary 
Society’ in Bohuslav Manek et al (eds.), Children’s Literature in English at the Turn of the 
Millennium: Selected papers and workshops from the first and second international Biennial 
Conferences on Children's Literature in English (Prague: Gaudeamus Publishing House, 2002), p.90 
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entrenched; or by reinforcing and re-establishing collective ideals. There is no better 

example of one who questioned the system than Lewis Carroll.  

In Alice’s Adventures in Wonderland we find Carroll, at every given 

opportunity, mocking the social protocols at the foundation of Victorian society. In 

fact, according to Hunt the book is: ‘a profound scrutiny of social behaviour, logic 

and language’.6 Alice is consistently impolite to her elders (who are made to look 

incompetent and absurd); she questions the legitimacy of the bizarre judicial, social 

and moral systems in place and constantly breaks the rules; eventually finding herself 

in court. The whole notion of social propriety is made to look utterly ridiculous at the 

Mad Hatter’s tea party, for example, where improper behaviour becomes the norm: 

the Mad Hatter himself is unforgivably rude to Alice, his guest; the Dormouse is 

physically abused by other guests at regular intervals and, perhaps most disgracefully 

of all, the crockery is unwashed.  

This is in stark contrast to the myriad authors who employed children’s 

literature as a way of ‘preserving values which [were] constantly on the verge of 

collapse’: a form of propaganda or social control.7 In stark contrast to Carroll, Anglo-

American author, Frances Hodgson Burnett, appears to extol rather than ridicule 

collective ideals throughout her writing; what Voskova would no doubt describe as 

‘presenting the young with the right set of values […] and giving them examples of 

the expected behaviour.’8 In her 1886 novel, Little Lord Fauntleroy, the Victorian 

ideals surrounding childhood are uncompromisingly and unabashedly lauded. Alan 

Richardson describes such writing as an embodiment of ‘the adult’s wish to shape the 

                                                 
6 Hunt, An Introduction to Children’s Literature, p.141 
7 Jacqueline Rose, The Case of Peter Pan or the Impossibility of Children’s Fiction (London: 
Macmillan, 1984), p.44 
8 Voskova in Bohuslav Manek et al (eds.), Children’s Literature in English at the Turn of the 
Millennium, p.90 
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child reader in certain modes, directing its growth in the very act of representing it’.9 

Burnett presents her young readers with what can only be described as the 

quintessence of Victorian boyhood: a manual of good behaviour for aspiring children. 

Her protagonist, Cedric, is, quite simply perfect; a caricature of goodness: ‘he never 

gave anyone trouble […] he had so sweet a temper and ways so charming that he was 

a pleasure to everyone; and […] he had so strong a back and sturdy little legs that at 

nine months he learned suddenly to walk’.10  

This depiction of children as faultless, if under-sized, specimens of humankind 

is, by no means, peculiar to Burnett. Therie Hendrey-Seabrook claims that it was a 

common feature of Victorian literature to tend towards: ‘an element of idealisation, 

whether through sentimentality, nostalgia or compassion […] perceptions of how 

children should be, rather than how they may actually be’.11  Little Lord Fauntleroy 

reflects this tendency. Under no circumstances is Cedric permitted to put a foot out of 

line or a push nose out of joint and, not once, does he slip from his lofty position on 

the moral pedestal. Burnett carefully ensures too that, from the outset, ‘Ceddie’ 

displays all the aspired-to masculine qualities of the age: strength, courage, fairness 

and humility and by the denouement is rewarded for his efforts by becoming the 

legitimate heir to the Earl of Dorincourt. 

Burnett does not stop at providing a template to becoming the perfect child 

either; motherhood is also idealised in the novel. The guiding hand of Cedric’s mother 

is the secret behind his success. Beautiful, selfless, gentle and known only as 

‘Dearest’, by Cedric, she is not only ‘very sweet indeed’ (p.6) but seems to approach 

                                                 
9 Alan Richardson, ‘Reluctant Lords and Lame Princes: Engendering the Male Child in Nineteenth-
Century Juvenile Fiction’ in Children’s Literature, Vol.21, 1993, p.6 
10 Frances Hodgson Burnett, Little Lord Fauntleroy (London: Puffin, 1994), p.6. All further references 
will be included in the main body of the text. 
11 Therie Hendrey-Seabrook, ‘Bridging the Chasm Between Muteness and Cheek: The Street-Sweeper 
of the Nineteenth Century is Granted His Say’ in New Review of Children’s Literature and 
Librarianship, Vol.10, No.1, 2004, p.92 
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almost every situation ‘tenderly’. She also prevents his innate good nature from being 

‘spoiled’ (p.146) by his new-found social status, consistently imparting her motherly 

wisdom in the form of ‘simple, pure words worth remembering’ (p.146) which come 

directly from ‘her wise little mother-heart’ (p.162). Burnett’s messages are intentional 

and didactic. Her characters never fall into the dark abyss of morally ambiguity. This 

is certainly not the case in children’s literature of the twenty-first-century where 

characterisation of the morally ambiguous kind could well be considered the new 

black.  

In Eleanor Updale’s acclaimed debut novel, Montmorency, the protagonist, 

who shares his name with the title, is as morally ambiguous as they come. This 

modern take on the familiar rags-to-riches story, the kind of which found popularity in 

the nineteenth century with the fairytales of Hans Christian Anderson and the Grimm 

brothers, is the account of an ex-convict who, on completion of a term in a 

particularly insalubrious Victorian Prison, after a botched robbery, takes the ambitious 

step to rise through the social echelons and become a gentleman. In order to gain a 

foothold in the high society he craves, however, he is forced to raise funds and 

embarks upon a string of robberies; his ingenious method of escape the labyrinthine 

passageways of London’s sewers.    

No doubt many of the Victorian readers of Burnett would have experienced 

little difficulty in identifying with the exemplary characters of Cedric and his mother. 

Those that did would presumably have settled for aspiring to be like them. For today’s 

reader, however, the very act of admitting that she cannot help but identify with the 

less than righteous character of Montmorency; sympathise with him; even admire 

him, is openly confessing to being nothing less than human. In doing so she takes 
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ownership of her deficiencies (which one can only presume the Victorians also had) 

and voluntarily steps down from the sacred expanses of the moral high ground.  

It cannot be denied that Montmortency has committed an offence, but he has 

also paid for it, harshly. Surely it is a charitable, if not moral, decision to afford him a 

second chance, even if his methods of reform are a little dubious. It is high time 

Montmorency encountered some good fortune, not least because he is, amongst other 

things, clever, resilient, resourceful and downright likeable. That is not to say that, at 

times he doesn’t make mistakes or behave egotistically, but he is also a man with a 

conscience.  Many of the crimes he commits along the way to achieving upper class 

status are righted before the close of the novel. Clothing stolen in desperation from a 

sleeping tramp, for example, is returned along with ‘several sets’ more. This is 

particularly poignant, because as Updale adds: ‘with winter setting in they would be 

useful’.12   

The trend for presenting characters as flawed individuals is a common feature 

of modern children’s texts and generates more questions than it does answers. Two 

such questions are posed by Strimel when she asks: ‘With whom do you side when 

the indicator of good and evil is ambiguous?’13 and ‘Do good people do bad things?’ 

(p.47). Once again J.K. Rowling’s Harry Potter series exemplifies this complexity. 

Very few of her characters are unequivocally good or evil. The brooding Severus 

Snape, although responsible for saving Harry from the murderous incantations of 

Professor Quirrell (himself an ambiguous character), during a quidditch match in The 

Philosopher’s Stone, has, at worst, previously been a loyal follower of Harry’s 

malevolent arch-enemy Lord Voldemort and, at best, mercilessly bullies Harry during 

every potions lesson.  
                                                 
12 Eleanor Updale, Montmorency (London: Scholastic, 2003), p.175 
13 Courtney. B. Strimel, ‘The Politics of Terror: Rereading Harry Potter’ in Children’s Literature in 
Education, Vol. 35, No. 1, March 2004, p. 36  
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Harry himself falls considerably short as a paragon of virtue. Whilst 

competing in the Tri-Wizard Tournament, in the fourth book of the series, The Goblet 

of Fire, Harry blatantly cheats his way through the completion of a variety of set 

tasks, with the help of gamekeeper Hagrid and Dobby the house elf, amongst others. 

However, in a spontaneous and selfless act of bravery, during the second task of the 

tournament, he saves fellow competitor Fleur Delacourt’s younger sister Gabrielle 

from the evil clutches of the merpeople. 

Rowling, in shaping her characters thus, ensures delivery of a deliberate dose 

of reality to her imaginary world. Children must learn that appearance cannot be 

trusted when distinguishing good from bad, just as goodhearted people sometimes 

make bad decisions in the heat of the moment. As Strimel explains: ‘The world is […] 

not black and white, and Rowling does not confuse her readers by creating unrealistic 

outcomes in her fantasy world’ (p.44). In reality her readers are likely to find 

themselves at the receiving end of a bad decision, or find that someone who was 

seemingly trustworthy lets them down.  They too will have to prove themselves to 

others and experience others judging them on their behaviour. Children therefore 

should be made to understand that errors are inevitable and that the path to morality is 

strewn with potholes and tempting diversions. If authors punish their characters too 

harshly for making errors this sends a negative message to the reader, causing them to 

‘become concerned about themselves and how they are viewed’ (p.49).  

Updale and Rowling present us with characters that today’s readership has 

become conditioned to expect. Characters who display moral ambivalence are 

recognised as “normal” or “well-rounded” individuals. They are flawed and, as such, 

presumably reflect the true essence of human nature. Besides which, duality of 

character has the effect of rendering the character in question more three-dimensional; 
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both psychologically complex and anthropologically fascinating. The overall effect is, 

in fact, altogether more entertaining. Arguably, the young readers in the 21st century, 

meticulously combing the shelves of Waterstones for Pullman, Rowling and Snicket, 

are, in all probability, not looking for text saturated with moral sermonising and adult 

condescension; the kind of literature produced by the Religious Tract Society or the 

Society for the Propagation of Christian Knowledge and doled out to the youth of the 

nineteenth century. Rather they are seeking diversion and amusement.  

This does not consign modern narrative to the realms of the superficial or 

undermine the place for morality in children’s fiction. It is important to recognise, 

however, that a moral book is not necessarily a well written one, in the same way that 

a book which avoids adopting a moral standpoint is not automatically a better read. 

As Oscar Wilde stated pointedly in The Picture of Dorian Gray: ‘There is no such 

thing as a moral or an immoral book. Books are well written, or badly written’.14     

It would be too simplistic a statement to insist that the majority of modern 

children’s fiction, in contrast to that of the nineteenth century, is entirely devoid of a 

moral or educational element, for as David Gooderham states: ‘although the moral 

tale and overt moralising are rightfully a thing of the past, in books for children of all 

ages the moral dimension continues to be of importance’.15  It is almost as though the 

opportunity to instil society’s values into the minds of the younger generation is too 

good an opportunity to miss. However, it should also be noted that, just as the concept 

of childhood itself has evolved, so the method of instruction, adopted by children’s 

authors, too has been revised. Julie Cross terms this fresh take on moralising ‘new 

                                                 
14 Oscar Wilde cited in Peter Kemp (ed.) The Oxford Dictionary of Literary Quotations, p. 183 
15 David Gooderham, ‘Still Catching Them Young?: The Moral Dimension in Young Children’s 
Books’ in Children’s Literature in Education, Vol.24, No.2, 1993, p.115  
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didacticism’16, which is, ‘didactic in a new, more subtle, implicit and inescapable 

way’ (p.56).  Moral instruction has gone “under cover”. 

Children have come to expect more and, subsequently, demand more from 

their literature. In today’s climate, where publishing for children is big business, there 

is no room for error of judgement. Competition between authors means that, in 

delivering a book children are actually going to want to read, explicit educational or 

blatant moral overtones are not desirable. Cross hails this lighter moral touch as a 

‘more child-friendly narrative embrace’ which will ‘“sugar the pill” of didacticism’ 

(p.55-6). Arguably, this ‘new didacticism’ provides the child with increased 

autonomy; authors are no longer telling readers what to do and how to think. Instead 

they are encouraging children to make up their own minds, based on the evidence to 

hand.  

Adults are no longer presented as authoritarian, all-knowing, individuals with 

all their moral judgement intact. There is no better example of this than the work of 

Jacqueline Wilson. Her books are crammed full of troubled, weak or fatally-flawed 

parents who make bad decisions which directly affect their children’s lives. In books 

that include titles like Dustbin Baby and The Suitcase Kid we find any number of 

abusive, negligent, mentally ill, absent or inept parents who cause their children no 

end of problems. Role models these parents most definitely are not and domestic bliss 

could not be thinner on the ground. This is more than acceptable in the twenty-first 

century though because as Ralph Slayton points out: ‘To avoid in children’s literature 

anything that children fail to avoid […] in their own lives or in their dreams […] is to 

                                                 
16 Julie Cross, ‘The Inevitable and Inescapable Didacticism of Contemporary Popular Junior Fiction’ in 
New Review of Children’s Literature and Librarianship, Vol. 10, No. 1, 2004, p.57  



 75

do them a considerable disservice’.17 Naturally this would not have been a view 

shared by the purveyors of children’s literature in the nineteenth century. 

Literature aimed at Victorian children, fairytale anthologies in particular, was 

heavily censored in its time. Dr. Thomas Bowdler and illustrator George Cruikshank, 

to name but two; responding presumably to what Alison Lurie describes as the 

‘outcries of horror and disapproval’18, from a public concerned about objectionable 

levels of ‘sex, death, low humor, and especially female initiative’ (p. 21) within the 

fairytale genre, hacked away ruthlessly and turned the long-established European tales 

of folkloric tradition into sanitized, inoffensive, ideologically-acceptable moral 

sermons.  

George Cruikshank took this one step further by using the medium of the 

fairytale as a vehicle for the promotion of Total Abstinence, much to the annoyance of 

his good friend Charles Dickens. In fact, Dickens was so appalled at what he 

considered to be the unnecessarily brutal mutilation of fairytales that he was prompted 

to write a piece for his weekly journal, Household Words, in which he berated 

Cruishank’s efforts. In ‘Frauds on the Fairies’ Dickens defends the fairytale saying 

‘Forbearance, courtesy, consideration for poor and aged […] abhorrence of tyranny 

and brute force – many such good things have been first nourished in the child’s heart 

by this powerful aid’.19  He goes on to describe them as ‘harmless little books’ (p.2) 

and admonishes Cruikshank’s temerity, complaining that he has ‘no greater moral 

justification in altering [fairytales] than we should have in altering his best etchings’ 

                                                 
17 Ralph Slayton, ‘Some Notes on the Philosophy of Childhood and Other Areas of Related Inquiry 
with Suggestions of Their Implications for Children’s Literature’ in Bohuslav Manek et al (eds.), 
Children’s Literature in English at the Turn of the Millennium, p.67 
18 Alison Lurie, Don’t Tell the Grown Ups: Subversive Children’s Literature (London: Bloomsbury, 
1990), p.16 
19 Charles Dickens, ‘Frauds on the Fairies’ in Household words, No. 184, Vol. VIII, 1853, from 
www.victorianweb.org/authors/dickens/pva/pva239.html, accessed 30.08.07, p.1 
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(p.2). Dickens concludes with a plea, imploring his readers to ‘Leave this precious old 

escape from [the world] alone’ (p.4).      

Literature has never and will never be left alone though it would seem. 

Alongside Cross’s theory of “new didacticism” comes, for today’s authors, ‘a 

movement to be “politically correct” – socially and racially aware’.20 This is yet 

another illustration of the way in which literature adapts to reflect the favoured 

ideological values of its social context.  It is not practical to assume that children can 

and should grow up in the safety of a metaphorical bubble; anaesthetised against bad 

experiences. It could be argued that if children are introduced, in their literature, 

solely to the great and the good then they are not being suitably prepared for 

adulthood. As Lurie explains:  

The simple, pleasant adult society they had prepared us for did not exist […] 
the fairytales had been right all along – the world was full of hostile, stupid 
giants and perilous castles and people who abandoned their children in the 
nearest forest.21  
 
  

The younger children are confronted with controversial subjects, the less 

controversial these subjects become. This is obviously a contentious issue and 

subversive authors, because of the nature of the topics with which their novels 

engage, will always find their work criticised. Eventually however, those topics 

labelled as seditious to begin will with, almost certainly when revisited, time and time 

again, become the norm. Authors like Jacqueline Wilson, Melvin Burgess, Mallory 

Blackman and, for a younger audience, Babette Cole, who deal with topics like child 

abuse, homosexuality, drug addiction, racial equality and sex are simultaneously 

revered and pilloried for their candidness. 

                                                 
20 Peter Hunt cited in Voskova in Bohuslav Manek et el (eds.), Children’s Literature in English at the 
Turn of the Millennium,  p.90 
21 Lurie, Don’t Tell the Grown Ups, p.18 
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   Rachel Johnson, in her article for The Spectator, writes that ‘children live in 

terror of their parents divorcing or becoming alcoholics or shacking up with a same-

sex partner, simply because that is all that seems to happen in many of the books they 

read’.22 But, in truth, these are the harsh realities of some children’s experience and, 

as such, should surely be addressed. Perhaps, to an extent, children’s literature has a 

responsibility to deal with the kind of topics which children crave greater 

understanding of. Children’s book critic for The Times, Amanda Craig insists that: 

‘[books] are what help us to be more human, and to accumulate […] understanding 

much faster and deeper than we could manage in a lifetime without books.’23 Fully to 

understand the world in which it lives a child must be faced with its realities, however 

grim.  

Today’s authors continue to incorporate current social and, even more 

importantly nowadays, environmental issues into their work. Marcus Sedgwick deals 

with global warming and rising sea levels in his futuristic novel Floodland, whilst 

Michael Morpurgo in Out of the Ashes follows one family’s suffering during the 2001 

Foot and mouth crisis.  

Dickens’s emphasis on the importance of escapism in literature is entirely 

valid. In fact, escapism in literature can be nothing short of medicinal, for adults and 

children alike, but does that mean that authors should evade their responsibility, for 

equipping children to cope outside in the “big bad world”, by giving them a false 

impression of it? No. It is an indisputable fact that social education is fundamental to 

                                                 
22 Rachel Johnson, ‘Read Me a Dirty Story, Mummy’ in The Spectator, July 24th, 2004, 
http://www.spectator.co.uk/archive/features/12425/read-me-a-dirty-story-mummy.thtml, accessed 
17.09.07, p.2 
23 Amanda Craig, ‘How to Get Children Hooked on Books’, 
http://www.amandacraig.com/pages/childrens/articles/get_children_hooked_on_books.htm 
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a child’s development and the form that social development takes is undeniably 

shaped by the ideology in which that child matures. In this sense modern children’s 

fiction is no different to its nineteenth century counterpart: it aims to instruct and instil 

values. What have changed are the authors’ priorities. Entertainment value is top of 

the list. With the strength of competition in the ever-growing area of children’s 

publishing, today’s authors are constantly fighting for shelf space and their books 

have to be appealing.  

Although many have realised the potential for subtle instruction it is not the 

kind of instruction designed to brand itself indelibly upon the minds of the young. A 

great deal of popular twentieth-century literature displays what can only be described 

as honesty. It shows the world as it is and the human beings that populate that world 

are presented “warts and all”. Of course, it is only right that parents should continue 

to have an element of control over what their children read, but the fact is that today’s 

juvenile readership will not be browbeaten and do have a great deal more freedom to 

take their own unique interpretations from the words on the page.     

 

 

 

Words: 3,052 
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