
“God bless us, every one.” 

How I grew to hate those words.  

It wouldn’t have been so bad if I’d only been made to repeat them every Christmas, but Uncle 

Ebenezer made me trot them out every time he saw us. Even Ma became tired of it and she had the 

patience of angels. Still, he’d seen us alright—after the Christmas Eve business—so she didn’t kick up 

too much of a fuss. I don’t think I minded too much at the time, doing my party piece, but I was only 

a wee tiddler in those days, barely six the Christmas Scrooge saw the light. 

Did I believe his stories about the ghosts? I’ve been asked that plenty of times—I’ll state that my 

belief has ebbed and flowed like the tide up and down the Thames. I didn’t hear the details until a 

few years after, when Ma and Pa decided I needed to be told the full tale and I remember not 

accepting any part of it as true. The more I thought about events, though, even my infant mind 

recognised something profound must have happened to the man for him to have changed his 

character so completely. Maybe he dreamed the ghosts were visiting him or had some sort of 

hallucination under the influence of whatever he could get hold of down Limehouse in those days. I 

didn’t add the Limehouse bit to my thinking until I was much bigger, of course, 

I don’t think he made the story up. When he first gave me his version of what happened that night, I 

became convinced there had to be a kernel of truth. Now I understand better and I know that a man 

can carry his ghosts around with him every day. Events past, present and in times yet to come walk 

alongside us, influencing our actions. Uncle Ebenezer’s changed him for the better: not all men are 

so fortunate.  

“God bless us, every one.” 

It was bad enough when it was only the Cratchits who knew I’d said that. Then Dickens got hold of it. 

He was an author—I don’t think I met him unless I was too young for him to lodge in my memory—

and somehow he’d got hold of the story of Scrooge’s redemption. Pa reckoned that tale had gone all 

around London and back again. Bit of a nine days’ wonder and probably going to be forgotten by 

everyone except us, until he got hold of it.  

Charles Dickens needed a story.  His last one hadn’t been that successful, so he wanted to put some 

money back in his pocket, although I didn’t find that out until much later. I also didn’t discover until I 

was grown up how disappointed he’d been with his profits from A Christmas Carol. Touch of the 

Scrooge, there? He’d published it himself and it had sold well enough, but it had cost him a pretty 

penny to turn out, which had eaten into the proceeds. Among other things which had affected them. 

Anyway, he needed a story and it seems that one day he met a man who had one to share. This cove 

had been collecting for his charitable causes the previous Christmas and had got short shrift from 

Scrooge one day and a whacking great donation from him the next. A miracle, he’d said, a Christmas 

miracle. Grist to Dickens’s mill, of course, a tale of redemption with his old friends’ poverty and 

pathos thrown into the mix. I provided the pathos. 

He didn’t bother to check with Pa, Ma, or even old Ebenezer, whether they were happy to have our 

lives made public. He could have had the decency to change the names, but I guess he thought they 

added to the authenticity. Ma said he was going to call me Little Fred in the book, but he decided 

against it for some reason.  

“How did you find that out?” I asked her, when I was just turned ten and reaching the age I didn’t 

automatically assume that mothers knew everything.  

“He told me. Charles Oh look how I love the poor Dickens.” She never minced words did my mother, 

God rest her soul.  

“When? When did you talk to him?” 



“Not long after that book was published.” Its title was never spoken of in our family. That book was 

all the name it deserved. “I found out where he lived and went to see him. You father tried to stop 

me, as did your Uncle Ebenezer. Both too soft by half, that pair. But I would not be stopped.” 

It would have taken one of the elephants from the Zoological Gardens to prevent my mother doing 

something she was set on. “What did he say when he found you on the doorstep?” 

“People like that do not find other folk on their doorsteps. They have servants to answer the door.” 

Ma’s face cracked into a grin. “A butler. All dressed up like a prime minister. He did not get time to 

announce me, because I barrelled past him and straight into his master’s study.” 

“How did you know where to go?” I recall thinking that maybe I’d been wrong and Ma really did 

know everything.  

“I had seen him at the front window as I walked past the house. Getting the lie of the land, I was, so 

when I called, I could beard him in his den. He did not know what had hit him. Although, Tim, you 

must understand that I did not resort to physical violence. That would have been wrong. Gave him a 

proper lashing with my tongue, though. Told him he had no right putting what had happened to us 

on the pages of his books for profit.” 

“Wow. He must have been in a taking. Did you threaten him with the law?” 

“I did. I was thinking of saying I would take him to the newspapers, but he might have liked that. All 

the publicity for his books, after the last one flopped.” She rolled her eyes. “It was too late to make 

everything secret again, now that so many people knew our story, so I said I would put the matter 

into the hands of Mr Scrooge’s solicitors if Dickens did not act like a proper Christian gentleman. He 

saw the light, eventually.” 

“And what next, Ma? You can’t leave the story there.” 

“I was not going to. Just had to catch my breath. Well, young Tim, what happened next was that Mr 

Dickens felt it was right and proper to ensure that the people he had misused should benefit from 

his actions.” She waved her hand, taking in our elegant parlour. “Mr Scrooge’s generosity did not 

buy us all this. It helps, of course, and I am most grateful to the man, but that book put the cream on 

the pudding.” 

So, there it was. Pragmatic as ever, my mother, so she’d turned misfortune to our advantage.  

Life certainly turned on its head, one way or another, when I was just a little boy. You’ll know about 

the limp and the crutches, naturally, and how I might have died had it not been for the changes that 

happened to the Cratchits. We bought a house—a warm and dry one—with a garden, so I could get 

out and play with my brothers and sisters. There was more food on the table, and different. Good 

quality meat and vegetables, fruit in season and occasionally out of.  

The longer we’d been living there, the stronger my legs grew. I don’t really know what the problem 

was or what made it better: maybe the former was want and the latter the escape from it. Whatever 

had worked the cure, by the time I was fifteen I could walk with only a slight limp. The crutches had 

long gone, although I sometimes used a cane, especially when the weather was damp. That still 

applies now, even though I get about pretty well for a man in his sixties. The Ghost of Christmas Yet 

to Come would have been amazed. 

There have been fifty-five Christmases, to my reckoning, since then and London has seen a lot of 

change, one way or another. And while people haven’t forgotten that book, other heroes of 

literature have replaced the Cratchits and Scrooge in the readers’ minds. Sherlock Holmes has 

captured everyone’s imaginations, although I prefer a good laugh. Give me Diary of a Nobody rather 

than A Study in Scarlet any day.  



The British public loves a bit of crime, though. A murder, whether real or fictional, gives them a thrill. 

That might either be fear or, in some instances, the exposure of a deeply hidden streak of their 

personality. Funny how the deaths of young women or children seem to produce a particular wave 

of interest. Of course, some folk simply want to be one step ahead of the police or the fictional 

detectives. Proving they’re cleverer than Sherlock—or the poor old peeler on the beat—by working 

out the identity of the killer before the end of the book or before the police make an arrest. Even 

Jack the Ripper didn’t dampen their enthusiasm for that game. 

Jack the Ripper. Will people still be talking about him in a hundred years’ time the way they talk 

about him today? If I had a guinea for every occasion I’ve heard somebody say they’re sure they can 

identify who he was and what evidence led them to that conclusion, I’d be even richer than Dickens. 

I have no idea who lurked behind those crimes and no interest in finding out. Ma might have been 

keen to offer an opinion, had she lived to read the newspapers of the time, but she’d passed on—

cheery to the last, even though she was riddled with consumption.  

I still miss her: I suppose I always will. Money apart—being the thing, I appreciate, that meant I 

survived my early years—Ma was the biggest influence on my life. She tried to instil into all of us a 

sense of right and wrong, of generosity and fairness.  

“Tim,” she used to say, “always be led by your conscience. It will tell you what to do, better than 

some of those parsons that stand up and preach the good lord knows what nonsense.” 

One day I asked, “Were Uncle Ebenezer’s ghosts his conscience pricking him?”  

“More than likely. I do not for a moment think he was visited by any supernatural beings but I am 

willing to allow that he might have had a vivid dream. So vivid he woke believing it had actually 

happened to him, flying through the sky and everything.” 

I remember nodding. I’d had dreams like that, waking the next morning terrified. Were they my 

conscience pricking me?  

“Or perhaps he did not see anything at all, real or imaginary. Apart from an understanding of what a 

terrible old miser he had been. Dressed the tale up to make it more convincing. People do that.” She 

took my hand, rubbing it like she used to when I was small and in pain and there was nothing much 

else she could do to help. “Keep your own tale plain and honest, Tim. Like your ma and pa have tried 

to and like I hope all my family will. None of us need any lardy-dardy authors over-spicing the plum 

pudding.” 

I promise I won’t over-spice the story of my life after Dickens wrote The End and laid his pen down. 

Most of it is mundane, the kind of tale that could be told by any man of my age and social status in 

Victorian London.  

Education: yes, I had one, and a better experience than that Uncle Ebenezer endured. Ma and Pa 

would never have countenanced sending me away from home so I attended a local school as a day 

boy. I was bright, I kept out of trouble and the headmaster was a decent sort, who soon put a stop 

to any mention of, “God bless us.” I’ve wondered since if Ma had taken a trip to the school to have a 

word with him. 

Career: successful. I was articled to a solicitors’ firm, learning the ropes until I could make my way 

into a junior partnership and from there—eventually—becoming a partner proper. I’ll continue to 

work there for as long as I keep my health and as I cut my hours down, I’ll still keep my hand in. For 

all that they say the law is an ass, it constantly changes and I like to be abreast of all the 

developments.   

Private life: I’ll keep it mostly private, as Ma would have advised. I have nothing to hide in terms of 

relationships except for my private grief. When I was supposed to be in my prime, I wasn’t. My 



looking glass told me that I wasn’t handsome and the girls appeared to agree with it. I didn’t mind, 

convinced that one day the right woman would come into my life, and determined that I wouldn’t 

fall for anyone who was only interested in finding herself a reasonably well-off husband. As I got 

older, I began to grow into my face, as Ma called it. By the time I’d turned forty, my looking glass 

assured me that I’d turned into a fine figure of a man—and the women still agreed with its 

estimation. 

Especially Martha. 

Martha Bradley came into our office with her father, regarding a trust which her grandfather had set 

up for her. I’ll not go into the details of that trust, as they’re not important, but she was. What began 

as a matter of business developed—slowly, because both of us were rather shy—into walking out 

together. Her father approved, naturally, as both my existing status and prospects were solid. Ma 

and Pa approved, too. All the rest of their brood were married and they’d been waiting for me to do 

the same.  

It felt natural to propose and delightful when Martha’s father gave his blessing. Martha, I already 

knew, was as keen as I was to enter into wedded bliss. I couldn’t have been happier. 

Ma and Pa put on such a party—the last one Uncle Ebenezer ever attended, sitting in his bath chair 

with barely a tooth left in his head and a face as wrinkled as a prune but toasting everyone’s health. 

With a tear in his eye he wished me and my fiancée the very best of luck, confessing that he had a 

crystal rose bowl already bought and put away for this very event.  

“If I don’t live to sit in that congregation to see you wed, then you’ll have that present to remember 

me by.” 

“Oh, you will be there, Uncle Ebenezer,” Martha said, patting his arm. “It would not be a proper 

wedding breakfast without you.” 

Uncle Ebenezer blinked back a tear. “She’s a lovely thing, Tim. Don’t you go a-losing her, like I lost 

my love.” 

As it turned out, there was no service, no wedding breakfast and I did lose her. Although it wasn’t 

under the same circumstances as had affected him. I didn’t put off the wedding until a better time 

and never once did I show Martha anything less than my entire affection. I don’t even blame her—

she was seduced away from me in the most flagrant manner. And had it not been for a sneak thief, 

none of this would have happened. 

Martha and her friend Jane had gone in her father’s carriage to Epsom, to take the air on the downs. 

They would have made a pretty sight, two such lovely girls, but they’d have made a pretty target, 

too. Well dressed, with fur tippets and jewellery discreetly on display, they’d have caught a thief’s 

eye—which is exactly what happened. 

This nasty cove came up to them, brandishing a knife and demanding they give him their pearls. A 

modern-day highwayman without his horse, you might say. Martha had plenty of pluck and so did 

her friend, but that blade terrified them. They were getting ready to give the man all he wanted—

and praying he’d not demand anything further, given that were secluded places he might force them 

to go—when they were rescued. A constable, off duty and taking advantage of a lovely day to 

wander over the downs, had spotted the cove approaching the girls and decided he must be up to 

no good. He’d loped after him, keeping an eye on what was happening and when the constable 

caught a flash of sunlight bouncing off that blade he broke into a run. Martha reckoned he was 

shrieking and hollering fit to raise any number of Jacob Marleys from the grave.  

The robber didn’t hang around. He headed off like he’d been at the start of a sprint race, although 

the constable didn’t give chase. His duty, he said, was to ensure that the young ladies were 



unharmed and to see they returned home safely. By the time he’d escorted them back to their 

carriage they’d both lost their hearts. 

You might wonder how I know all this, given that Martha wasn’t likely to confess that last part, 

especially soon after the event. She told me the story of the thief, naturally, and how she and Jane 

had been rescued but I now know that what I’d put down to lingering shock—her strange humour 

and reticence towards affection—must have been her attraction to Fred Atkins manifesting itself. 

Fred Atkins. How I grew to hate that name, as much as I’d grown to hate, “God bless us every one.” 

It was the fact that both girls had fallen for him which made the story come out quicker than Martha 

would have wanted. Jane begged an urgent appointment with me in my offices, although she was 

reluctant to tell me in advance what it concerned. I’d guessed it was to do with the attempted 

robbery, perhaps a desire to track down the culprit, something the police had signally failed to 

achieve. I was wrong. 

“Miss Robshaw. Jane,” I said, as I settled her into a chair then took my place the other side of the 

desk. She appeared anxious, her normally rosy cheeks wan and her demeanour reserved. “How may 

I help you, my dear?” 

“You could keep your fiancée under control, for one thing, Mr Cratchit.” 

I was shocked. Jane was always such a mild-mannered, gently spoken girl. To hear her utter such 

things—the tone of her voice made me temporarily not register the detail of her words. “What on 

earth do you mean, Miss Robshaw?” I asked, when I had recovered my wits. 

“What I said. She has you—and she should be grateful for the fact. Rather than trying to snatch my 

sweetheart.” 

I was aware of working my mouth but no words were able to come out. 

Jane’s voice softened. “You’re evidently as shocked as I am, Tim. It was my fervent wish that it 

wouldn’t come to this but I have no alternative.” 

“No, I’m sure you haven’t.” I rose from my desk. “Let me call for a pot of tea. This won’t be an easy 

conversation, I suspect, and we will need sustenance.”  

Ordering the tea and fussing over ensuring its prompt arrival allowed my poor wits to regather 

themselves. My Martha, trying to win over another man and her best friend’s beau at that? It 

seemed impossible. The office boy brought the refreshments, Jane offered to pour and we were able 

to continue the discussion. 

“Do you recall our adventure at Epsom a fortnight ago?” she said, while preparing her drink. “The 

handsome policeman who rescued us?” 

“I do.” Although Martha hadn’t described their champion as handsome. Come to think of it, she’d 

been quite scathing of his appearance.  

“I have been walking out with him this last week.” She paused, cup half-way to her lips. “Please 

don’t tell Papa. Fred Atkins has great prospects within the force, I’m sure but I’m afraid Papa 

wouldn’t approve of our friendship until those prospects become reality.” 

“Very wise,” I said, automatically, my mind being elsewhere. Had Martha’s recent strange 

demeanour been due to this incident having a totally different effect upon her than I’d assumed?  

Jane didn’t appear to have noticed my distraction. “My behaviour towards Fred has been exemplary, 

I can assure you and he has been an absolute gentleman. But Martha—well, her true colours have 

emerged, as surely as those on a warship will as it goes into battle. She has been trying to win Fred 

affections, Tim. She who already has a worthy fiancé in yourself.” 

I looked at my teacup then pushed it away. This was beyond the aid of any drink. “Is there any 

possibility that you have misunderstood her intentions?” 



“Misunderstood?” Jane slammed her cup and saucer onto the desk. “I beg your pardon, but there is 

no misunderstood about it. She has been meeting him in secret. Pestering him, my Fred says. 

Flirting.” 

“And what is Constable Atkins’s response to this?”  

“He wants her to stop as much as I do. He has tried to tell her, but she is so persistent.” Jane wrung 

her hands. “I’ve pleaded with her, Tim, but she denies any attempt to woo him.” 

“Does she deny meeting him?” 

“No. She simply says that she has been expressing her gratitude for saving us that day. Seeing 

whether there is any way in which her father, being a man of some influence, could further Fred’s 

career.” Jane rolled her eyes, expression her view of that explanation. “He’s torn, you see. If he 

refuses to see her, then she might complain to her father and if Mr Bradley really does have 

influence, then he might cause trouble for Fred.” 

Jane’s story hung together, although I suspected that Fred Atkins wasn’t necessarily as torn as he 

purported to be. Martha was as lovely a young woman as any man could hope to find and had I the 

choice between her and Jane, I’d choose the former every time. As I indeed had.  

“I will speak to Martha,” I promised. “I hope this can be easily sorted out to everyone’s satisfaction.” 

My words were more optimistic than my thoughts.  

I had no clients for the rest of the afternoon, so sat working through some papers, although I confess 

they didn’t receive my complete attention. Was Jane telling the whole truth or was her attraction to 

Fred Atkins clouding her judgement, seeing a rival where there wasn’t one? How would I ever come 

to know the truth, because while I had always believed Martha to be an honest girl, that belief had 

never been put to the test. Would I be able to tell if she was dissembling if she gave me the same 

answers she had given her best friend?  

There were other risks to add into the equation. I was scared of how she’d react. We’d never had a 

cross word, so if I were to sound like I was challenging her honesty, she might take umbrage, in 

which case I’d have every chance of losing her anyway, Fred Atkins or not. What if she were to tell 

me she’d been meeting Atkins and it had all been a stupid mistake, would I have been able to take 

the Christian path and forgive her? What guarantee would I have that she wouldn’t do something 

similar again in a moment of folly?  

And if she protested innocence, accusing Jane of making up lies, that would be even worse. I have 

seen too many people in court weeping and wailing, casting aspersions all around them, who turned 

out to be as guilty as sin. Like Ma used to say, those who shout loudest often have the most to hide.  

In the end I made what might be regarded as a cowardly decision. Rather than confront Martha, I 

decided to follow her and to do it that very evening. I had suggested, the day before, that we might 

attend the theatre but she had pleaded that she was feeling slightly under the weather. I’d had no 

reason to doubt that until Jane’s story put a possible different interpretation on things. 

I dressed in sombre clothes, the better to evade being seen, then engaged the services of a cabman, 

Sanders, who was known to be discreet and whom I had used previously on business related 

matters. I had him understand that I was feared for the safety of one of my clients—perfectly true—

and needed to assure myself that all was well. A practiced hand at such things, he didn’t blink at the 

idea.  

We waited along the street from Martha’s house, then when I saw her emerge and step into a 

conveyance, I told Sanders that this was the lady concerned and that I trusted him to follow in a 

discreet manner. He didn’t fail me. We travelled south of the river, well into the Kingston area, 

which increased my suspicion that Martha was going to meet Atkins. Before Jane left my office, she 



had given me as much detail as she could about the constable: I knew roughly where his beat was 

and I wondered if Martha might have planned to accompany him as he walked it. That might raise 

less suspicion—so long as they separated at any points where he checked in with fellow officers—

than if they met in daylight in the park, for example. It would make it easier to keep away from 

Jane’s beady eye, too.  

What I’d predicted came to pass. The cab dropped my fiancée off then remained where he’d 

stopped, most likely to take her home again. How much would she have paid the driver to keep her 

secret? More than I paid Sanders when he worked for us? 

We dropped to a walking pace, so we could keep an eye on her as she turned the corner of the road. 

As we neared that spot, I could see by the streetlamps’ light that she was trotting as bold as brass in 

one direction, with a uniformed constable—surely Atkins—coming in the other. I whispered to 

Sanders to wait a moment where we were, in the shadows. My original plan was to take the cab 

slowly past them before making a circle of the local roads to return to the spot, although I 

immediately decided that further observation was going to be superfluous. The couple did not 

simply meet; Atkins greeted her, after a swift glance around to check he wasn’t being observed, with 

a hearty kiss. So much for Jane’s assertion that he didn’t want Martha bothering him.  

They turned, to walk arm in arm, while I asked Sanders to take me home. 

“Seen enough, guv’nor?” He murmured. 

“More than enough. A good night’s work,” I assured him, in as near a business-like manner as I could 

manage, given the circumstances. “Did you happen to recognise the other driver?” 

“Nah. Not one of the regulars. I could ask around if you want.” 

“Not at present, I think. I need to assess what my client will require next.” 

“Right you are.”  

We headed home, my mind turning over everything I had learned that day. All my certainties had 

gone, replaced with one simple thing: I needed a plan of action and a drastic one at that. 

The first thing was to dissemble. I met Martha the next day, as planned, for a stroll in the park. I was 

solicitous of her state of health, hoping that the effects of the incident at Epsom were beginning to 

wane.  

“I’m afraid your friend Jane seems to have been badly shaken by this.” 

I felt Martha’s hand on my arm tighten its grip. “What do you mean?” 

“She visited me in my office yesterday, in a terrible state. She was rambling on, quite incoherently, 

about the constable who rescued you. She seems to have taken quite a shine to him.” 

“Yes.” Her grip relaxed slightly. “Poor girl, quite smitten. Not the sort of liaison which is likely to have 

any prospects. She persuaded me to have Papa put a word in for the young policeman where he 

can.” 

“That’s kind of you.” The words stuck in my craw but I forced them out. I know I’m often over-

serious, so Martha would have been unlikely to suspect anything was amiss. “She appears to have 

got some strange ideas in her head, poor lass and I’m not sure whether it wouldn’t be best for you to 

avoid her company for a few days.” 

“What strange ideas?” 

“Oh, nothing for you to worry over.” I patted her hand. “I think she is simply envious of you, my 

dear. That you are engaged to be married and she isn’t. That this constable chap—Andrews, is it?—

doesn’t appear to be responding to her interest in him.” 



“Atkins, dearest. His name is Atkins.” Martha squeezed my arm. “I’ll take your advice and not meet 

her for a week or two. Perhaps by then she will have recovered her decorum. Thank you for being so 

sensible. You are a treasure.” 

“Bless you.” We walked on as I contemplated her words. Such perfidy coming from my beloved’s 

lips. “To think that a good Christian girl like you might actually go and meet a strange gentleman 

after dark. The mere suggestion is nonsensical.” I had registered that strain in her as I spoke the 

words.  

“It is indeed. Would I ever do such a thing?” She spoke so lightly that I for a moment wondered 

whether I could have dreamed all the events of last evening or perhaps mistaken someone else for 

her. But no, my eyes had not been deceived then even though she sort to betray my ears now. “I do 

hope Jane comes to her senses soon. To say such wicked things when we have been bosom friends 

for so long.” 

I patted her hand again and we carried on our walk in silence, each wrapped in our thoughts. Bosom 

friends? A viper in the bosom came to mind. 

The next day I had everything resolved.  

I had initially thought of luring both of them to a meeting, at which I would appear and reveal what I 

knew of their goings on, but that bore the risk that they could turn on me. The word of two people 

against one could be a powerful force and—given the ease with which the pair were lying to those 

closest to them—they might concoct any sort of story about what happened at such a meeting, 

putting me in a terrible light. 

I decided that I should do what my tutors at school had taught me and go back to first principles. 

What did I hope to gain from my actions? Shaming Martha and ending our engagement? I could do 

that with a conversation in front of her father, especially if I called Jane to bear witness.  No amount 

of tears and denial would be able to hide the truth in those circumstances: Mr Bradley was nobody’s 

fool.  

Did I want more, though? Revenge upon the man who had come and ruined my chance of 

happiness? For I felt certain that this situation was not simply of Martha’s making. Policemen ran 

many a risk in pursuit of their duty. Were they to come upon a miscreant, an altercation might 

ensue, in which the upholder of the law could be badly injured, if not killed outright. Such things 

happened and, quite rightly, provoked a public outcry. Were anything to happen to Atkins while he 

was on the beat, it would naturally be assumed that he had fallen foul of a burglar or other villain, 

rather than a pillar of the community. 

My risks were threefold. I might be seen in the vicinity if an attack was made on him but that could 

be mitigated by care and disguise. Martha might suspect I had something to do with it but without 

proof she wouldn’t get far. Then there was the cabby who’d taken me to Richmond, who was 

extremely astute and who might well have both suspicions and proof of my interest in Atkins. The 

last was the least of my worries as I had enough background information on Sanders to ensure he 

would never go to the police with what he knew. 

My logistical challenges were surprisingly few. A firearm? I already had one, left to me by Uncle 

Ebenezer. I hadn’t realised he’d been in possession of one until he died and I inherited the 

mysterious package with his letter inside. 

I bought this pistol when Marley died. He had always worried about robbers sneaking into his house 

to take his small fortune and his dying words were to insist I bought the means of protecting myself 

and my property. Dickens didn’t know I tried to shoot the Ghost of Christmas Past: I knew the 



visitation was spectral as opposed to human when the bullet went straight through them. It’s still 

embedded in the wall, although now covered with a painting.  

I want you to have it, as a memento of me and of the things I learned that wonderful night. The only 

way to keep true wealth is to share what you have, not hide it away or seek to protect it at the cost 

of another man’s blood. 

I’d stuck to that advice all my life, but now his words seemed strangely prophetic. I thought I had 

found the truest of wealth in Martha and I had no intention of sharing her. The cost of that decision 

would indeed be another man’s blood. 

My opportunity came easily, too. There had been a series of burglaries in the area of Kingston Hill 

and extra police patrols were being laid on. The area came under control of the station Atkins 

operated from and were he to come to harm, the burglars would naturally be the first to come 

under suspicion and the wooded gardens gave plenty of opportunity for a man to stalk his prey. I 

obtained a map of the area, plotting where I could be dropped off without arousing any suspicion as 

to what I might be up to. 

I drew on a useful contact at the Kingston station, one of the sergeants whom I could have called on 

to provide me with information about my rival, but that would have been an unwise strategy. A man 

in my position should resist every opportunity to overexpose his hand. Instead, I visited him with the 

excuse that I had a client, Miss Gray, who lived not far away and whose safety was of concern to me. 

The client was real—the more one could incorporate reality the better, I felt—and highly forgetful, 

while desperate to cover over the fact. If I swore that she’d consulted me about her property then 

she would back up that story.  

“These burglaries are something wicked, Mr Cratchit,” he told me, over a pint of beer that 

Wednesday lunchtime. “Honest folk not being safe in the privacy of their own home. This modern 

world is a terrible place.” 

“It is indeed, Sergeant Willett. I’m pleased we have you and your lads to protect Miss Gray and such 

as her.” 

“Aye, they’re a brave bunch.” Willett frowned. “One or two I’m not so sure about.” He lowered his 

voice. “I know I can tell you this in confidence that it’ll go no further, but one lad, Cavanagh, is a bit 

of a fly-by-night. He’s supposed to be on duty this evening but he’s sent word that he’s unwell. 

Scared to line up and be sent out on his duty, if you ask me.” 

“How vexatious. Will you have to cover his beat yourself?” 

Willett roared with laughter. “Of course not, Mr Cratchit. How do you think we work? I can find 

another constable to cover him.” 

“I bow to your superior knowledge,” I said, with a grin. “While I understand the workings of the law 

in my own field, I’m sorry to say that your job is a great mystery to me.” 

“No need to apologise. Each man has his own sphere, as you might say.” The sergeant took a 

draught of beer, then gazed into his glass, ruminating. “I’ll think I’ll put PC three five six on to cover 

him, even though Kingston Hill’s not his usual beat. Decent officer. Bit of nous about him.” He looked 

up at me then shook his head. “Now it’s my turn to apologise. Speaking my musings out loud.” 

“Not to fret. I’m used to hearing my clients do much the same. I shut my ears to it.” 

I hadn’t in this case, though. I knew that Atkins was three five six—Jane had informed me—and 

knowing where he was likely to be that night, I could lay my plans accordingly. Being September, and 

close to the equinox, it would get dark early in the evening so I could mostly remain unseen. The 

lady whose business I handled would prove useful once more: I would have legitimate reason to be 



in the vicinity of where she lived and were I to get lost in the dark who could suspect the famous 

Tiny Tim Cratchit to be abroad on shady business? 

The sergeant and I parted company at the hostelry door. I hoped I wouldn’t encounter him again 

that night. 

 

*** 

 

You’ll have no doubt heard of The Kingston Hill Murder. You’ll have read in the newspapers how PC 

Fred Atkins was shot three times just after one in the morning, in the grounds of a house called The 

Knoll, which wasn’t on his usual beat. How he was taken to the police station, still lucid, although he 

died the next day. He’d been unable to provide much information about what had happened, even 

though his memory of events appeared to be clear. He said he’d seen what might have been a 

lantern and heard whispering before the first shot was fired, although he wasn’t convinced that 

burglars were at work that night. 

His colleagues didn’t agree, subsequently finding plenty of evidence at The Knoll that nefarious 

activities were afoot. They arrested the local blacksmith, questioning him for hours, according to 

Sergeant Willett but they didn’t have enough evidence to link him to the murder. Which is, of 

course, no surprise. A substantial reward was offered, although it didn’t have the desired effect and 

the killer was never brought to justice.  

Plenty of folk have speculated since then about who might have committed such a heinous crime, 

most people convinced that it was a pair of burglars—hence the whispering—panicking at Atkins 

appearing. They’d shot him, then hastily made their escape. 

You no doubt will think that you’ve found the solution that continues to elude the police. That I’ve 

given you all the evidence you need to solve the problem in this account which is, perhaps you have 

concluded, my deathbed confession.  

You would be wrong, unless you’ve reached a different conclusion than the obvious. Let me tell you 

what happened that night. 

Late evening, I went to Kingston Hill, with my pistol carefully concealed about my person, and visited 

Miss Gray for a couple of hours. She believed my assertion that we had made an appointment and 

entertained me very well with dry sherry and small, sweet biscuits. We did conduct some proper 

business, all of which helped to construct a story of why I had been in the area. When I left her 

house, I headed off to find Atkins, which is the point at which matters began to unravel. For a start, I 

got lost and by the time I got my bearings again, it took me far too long to find Atkins. 

And by the time I had found him, he’d already been shot and was surrounded by folk trying to help 

him. Not that I knew any of that at the time: I simply realised something was amiss and left the 

vicinity sharpish. I obtained the details when I read the accounts in the newspaper and I confess I felt 

more nervous then, than if I had killed him despite what the evidence showed. What if I’d been seen 

running away? What if Miss Gray had spotted my pistol? Even though it soon became clear that 

Atkins had been shot with a revolver, I had enough experience from my profession to know that 

neither witnesses nor jurors were as robust with their logic as they might be. A gun was a gun. 

The trouble was, I was almost certain who had shot Atkins, but I couldn’t—wouldn’t—reveal their 

names. Partly because suspicion could easily be turned back on me, given that the culprits were less 

likely to be viewed as credible suspects and both of them knew enough to deflect attention in my 

direction. I never ascertained the truth for certain, although from what I did find out, and filling any 

gaps with my own knowledge, it went something like this. 



While I’d come away from my conversation with Martha believing all was well, she had in fact 

become suspicious of what I knew and what Jane had told me. She’d immediately gone to see her 

old friend but rather than them having a blazing row, the astonishing outcome had been for them to 

come to an agreement. They’d both been strung along by Fred Atkins—responding to his wiles to an 

extent that no respectable young lady should allow—and, as a result, they decided he had to pay. He 

had, many people would say, ruined their lives, so now they would take his in recompense. 

I’d seen both of the women at Kingston Hill, that evening, emerging from the grounds of the house 

while I took cover crouched in a bush. Not that I could have identified them, as they’d both been 

dressed as young men, but the feminine whispers as they passed me were unmistakable and 

Martha’s voice couldn’t be confused with anyone else’s as far as I was concerned.  

I thought at the time—and nothing I have learned since has changed my mind in the belief—that it 

was likely that Atkins had some inkling of who his attackers were. If he’d heard the whispering 

clearly, then surely he’d have reached the same conclusion as I did. That would explain why the 

evidence he gave was so piecemeal. Was he ashamed of what he’d done, philandering with both 

women, and decided discretion was the better part of valour in this regard? He’d die a hero rather 

than being seen in his true colours, as a besmirched man. Or it might have been as simple as Atkins 

deciding he’d not be believed. Two young women of impeccable previous character dressing as men 

and committing a murder in cold blood? Surely even Dickens wouldn’t have come up with such an 

outrageous plot.  

Or had he? 

His final book, The Mystery of Edwin Drood, was left unfinished, some twenty years ago as I write 

this and perhaps a dozen before Atkins was killed. There’s been a deal of speculation since about 

how he’d conclude the tale, one such theory being based on the original illustration that might 

suggest a young woman passing as a man to commit some deed or other. Life imitating art as art had 

imitated life in my early days? 

God bless you every one, readers, as you try to fathom it out. 

 

 

 

Author’s note: The original idea—from my youngest daughter—was that Tiny Tim would turn out to 

be Jack the Ripper, but he’s been done to death. If you’ll excuse the pun. 


