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            For Dad, the wisecracking, all-knowing good ’un who taught me to be the smart-thinkin’ ruffian I am today – EWM

            
                

            

            In loving memory of my wonderful and witty grandpa, Edward Hale – HB
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            Praise for Clem Fatale

         

         
            “Unique, clever and heist filled. An absolute gem of a book that is equal parts irreverent, heart-warming and hilarious. I honestly laughed and smiled so much reading this that my face hurt!” 

            A. F. STEADMAN, author of SKANDAR AND THE UNICORN THIEF

            
                

            

            “A sparkling adventure with a truly splendid heroine. This delightful caper through the streets of 1950s London is an absolute treat!” 

            KATHERINE WOODFINE, author of TAYLOR AND ROSE SECRET AGENTS series

            
                

            

            “Gangsters, mystery, humour, unlikely friendships, a twisty adventure, and the most gorgeous descriptions and dialogue.” 

            MEL TAYLOR-BESSENT, author of RACE TO IMAGINATION ISLAND

            
                

            

            “An absolute blast for all hoodlums and good guys. Thrills and spills all the way – a huge amount of fun.”

            SAM COPELAND, author of ALEX VS AXEL

            
                

            

            “It’s cosy and riotous and atmospheric. The London underworld of 1951 explodes on to the page.” 

            NICOLA PENFOLD, author of WHERE THE WORLD TURNS WILD

            
                

            

            “Stuffed with comedy set-ups and tickling dialogue, I guarantee this bobby dazzler will take you to the cleaners and rinse you of all your laughs. It will definitely steal your heart. I absolutely loved it.” 

            RACHEL DELAHAYE, author of MORT THE MEEK

            
                

            

            “It contains more suspense than the Golden Gate Bridge and more laughs than a sack of hyenas. Loved it!” 

            PHILIP ARDAGH, author of THE GRUNTS

            
                

            

            “A ferociously fast-paced adventure, filled with lovable misfits and loathsome villains.” 

            JACK MEGGITT-PHILLIPS, author of THE BEAST AND THE BETHANY
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            Chapter One

            The Youngest Gangster in the City

         

         London, Spring 1951

         Beneath the pearly lights of the big city, in the alleyways and alcoves painted black with smog, you can bet that there will be crooks and criminals, gangsters and no-good ’uns making mischief in the midnight hours. They stick to the shadows. Moonlight can send those thieves scuttling back to their dens. No law dodger has the guts to pull a heist when a full moon is grinning in the night sky, brighter than a bobby’s torch. No one, that is, except Clem Fatale and the Spider Gang.

         And tonight the moon was on their side.

         Clem Fatale crept up the grand staircase of the house chosen for that night’s robbery. She tiptoed between 8strips of moonlight falling from the high windows. At the top of the stairs she paused, her heart beating fast. The silent house loomed around her. Ahead, a corridor yawned away into the darkness, its walls glittering with silver plaques and mounted pistols.

         “Lord Weatherdale really knows how to make the place look homely,” muttered Clem, eyeing a pair of decorative antlers with distaste.

         “He’s got riches here worth more than a princess’s piggy bank.” Clem’s dad’s voice stole out of the darkness beside her.

         Clem grinned, feeling bolder. Breaking into a filthy-rich mansion might not be every twelve-year-old girl’s ideal Wednesday night, but not every twelve-year-old had Jimmy Fatale – notorious jewel thief and boss of the Spider Gang – for a dad. Clem had been pulling jobs with the Spiders ever since her eleventh birthday. She was the gang’s secret weapon. She might be small and skinny but she could unpick any lock and fit through tight holes other gangsters could never even dream of tackling.

         “We’re gonna show old Weatherdale a thing or two tonight, ain’t we?” muttered Clem.

         “I’ve said it before and I’ll say it again,” said Jimmy Fatale. “When your name’s in the Green Book, your 9treasures are as good as nicked.”

         The Green Book was the envy of every gangster in the game. It was a notebook, handwritten by Jimmy Fatale, detailing the location of every hidden gem, every extravagant necklace, every jewel-studded moustache comb hoarded by the upper crust of London society – and how to steal them.

         That night the Spiders were after the Fool’s Canary, a rare yellow diamond cut into the shape of a bird. It was the most valuable prize they had ever attempted to pinch.

         Jimmy Fatale patted his coat pocket where he always kept the Green Book and gave Clem a reassuring wink. “You know the score, kid,” he said. “Wait for my signal. You bring the bag, we tuck up the Fool’s Canary—”

         “And then we slink out of here like moonshine,” Clem whispered back.

         He chuckled. “That’s my girl.”

         Clem felt her dad’s warm hand on her shoulder and then he was gone – down the corridor, gliding in and out of shadows, until all Clem could see was his silhouette. He paused outside a door and Clem heard the soft flick of his penknife, and the squeak of a lock, before he disappeared inside.10
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         11After months of plotting and planning, the Spiders’ heist was finally in motion and so far it had run like clockwork. Lord Weatherdale’s mansion was a towering monstrosity in North London, guarded by high walls and peculiarly shaped shrubbery. There was a passage, mostly popular with foxes, which ran behind the garden wall, and this had been the Spiders’ way in.

         Ropes in hand, Clem and the gang had scaled up and over the wall and streaked across the lawn to the house. Then came Clem’s moment: shimmying up the waterpipe, unscrewing the air vent and then, with barely a wriggle and a squeeze, she had somersaulted into the kitchen, snatched up the keys and opened the back door.

         If their calculations were correct, Lord Weatherdale was at that very moment snoozing in his country pile several hundred miles from London – but there was always the chance he’d left some servants behind.

         In the dark corridor, Clem tensed herself, the getaway bag held close to her chest. Any second now she would hear the signal and run to join her dad in Lord Weatherdale’s study.

         Any second now…

         A flicker of movement caught Clem’s eye. Opposite 12the door to the study hung a tapestry and the tasselled end was fluttering. There must be a draught seeping out from underneath the door. Clem frowned. All the windows inside the study should have been locked and bolted – she’d seen the blueprints herself.

         Something felt wrong. The hairs on Clem’s arms began to tingle. She should have heard the signal by now.

         She tiptoed down the corridor, throat dry, until she was right outside the study door. If something was amiss, her dad might need help. Clem paused for a fraction of a second, took a deep breath and opened the door.

         It was even darker inside, and cold. The moonlight fell on a claw-footed desk covered with framed photographs of a snooty family all wearing the same grumpy expressions. The window beyond was open. She could hear it squeaking on its hinges, letting in the cool night air. There was no sign of Jimmy Fatale.

         “Dad?”

         Then Clem saw the safe, pushing out into the centre of the room, its door wide open. It was empty.

         Without warning, a hand plunged out of the darkness and seized Clem’s arm – before she could scream, another hand was clapped over her nose 13and mouth. She struggled and kicked, fear welling up inside her. She bit down hard on the hand and it released her.

         She tore from her attacker, banged out of the door and raced for the stairs. She flew down the staircase and swung on the final banister, landing like a cat in the entrance hall, before zigzagging back through the dining room to the kitchen. Suddenly a figure emerged out of the darkness ahead of her and Clem ran straight into them. The force of her run knocked the person off balance and the two came crashing to the floor.

         “Good grub! Don’t hurt me!” squealed her would-be attacker.

         “Don’t move or I’ll whack you so hard you’ll be seeing stars till Christmas!” growled Clem. Bluffing had got her out of many sticky situations before and it was needed now (especially since the deadliest thing she had in her pocket was a stick of toffee).

         Her attacker whimpered.

         Clem scrambled to her feet and it was only then that she heard the sirens. The police! She twisted round and saw two more people pounding towards her, the beam of a torch spinning across the walls.

         “Clem! That you?”

         14“Monty! Twizzler!” Clem sighed with relief.

         Her Spider comrades skidded to a halt: Monty – shaggy and bulky like a ginger bear; and Twizzler – twitchy and pipe-thin.

         “Have you seen Dad?” demanded Clem.

         “He’s not with you?” said Monty, his soft eyes creased.

         “No—”

         “You’ve lost the boss? You useless kid!” snarled Twizzler as she bristled with fury. “And I bet you set off the alarm, didn’t you?”

         “No!” Clem protested. “I didn’t do anything. Dad went into the study but then he vanished and the Fool’s Canary – it’s gone!”

         The sirens were coming closer and Clem, Monty and Twizzler ducked as headlamps roved over the windows. Car doors slammed.

         “The police are here,” Monty gasped. “Screw’s got the car ready to scarper – let’s get out of here!”

         “What about him?” hissed Twizzler and the three of them turned to look at the person on the floor.

         Monty raised his torch and Clem saw that her attacker was a young boy with a milky complexion and dark hair slicked to his head like paint. He looked strangely familiar.

         15Twizzler dragged the unfortunate boy to his feet and shook him. “TALK!”

         “I – I say – how do you do? I was just – um…” the boy gabbled.

         There was a loud bang and shouts from the hallway.

         “They’re inside! We need to scram,” ordered Monty. “Leave the boy!”

         “You gonna leave a yapping witness like this?” demanded Twizzler.

         Before the boy could utter another “I say!”, Monty had thrown him over his shoulder and was hustling the others through the kitchen.

         “We need to go back for Dad!” Clem fought against Monty’s grip as he dragged her out the back door.

         “Are you cracked?” screamed Twizzler. “You’ll be marching into the arms of the fuzz!”

         They hurtled across the lawn, the police torches raking through the house behind them. They reached the wall, where their ropes were still dangling, and Clem pulled herself up. Monty and Twizzler swarmed up beside her, the pale boy dangling under Monty’s arm like a bag of groceries. Clem hit the ground on the other side and saw the car, jittering with expectation, in the passageway. Screw, hunched in the driver’s seat, swore furiously as the four of them piled in.16

         “Who’s the spare part?” he asked.

         “Some unlucky butler’s boy!” spat Twizzler. “We ain’t leaving no witnesses!”

         They were all thrown backwards as the car surged out on to the open road. Clem was in the front seat beside Screw; the wind was rustling her hair and her blood was pumping hard.

         Clem watched the boy in the rear-view mirror – the kid was whiter than a bleached bed sheet – and in a flash she knew where she’d seen his face. The photos in Lord Weatherdale’s study!

         This was no servant boy. Unless she was very much mistaken, the Spiders had not only fudged the Fool’s Canary robbery and lost their gang leader, but they had also accidently kidnapped the son of Lord Weatherdale.
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            Chapter Two

            The Getaway

         

         The car shot through the midnight roads like a pinball fired from the machine. In the front passenger seat, Clem watched the street lamps wink past, her mind churning over the identity of their captive. The wide mansion blocks and blossom trees of Hampstead and Belsize Park were soon behind them in a puff of exhaust fumes as they plummeted downhill back into the heart of the city. The streets got shabbier, broken up by sticks of scaffolding and the remains of bombed-out homes, like missing beads in a necklace. London was still misshapen from the war that had torn Europe to shreds.

         Despite its scruffy overcoat, Clem loved her city. It was a keeper of secrets, of hidden passageways and jumbled buildings – and there was always more to discover. She loved the bustle and tussle of crowds, everyone forging their own story. But she loved it best at night, when the West End was bright with amber street lamps and sparkling neon signs –18
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         – and thriving theatres with light-studded billboards announcing the biggest stars of the day.

         The city might be crawling with hoodlums, crooked businessmen and lousy stooges – but Clem still thought it was beautiful. She loved its honesty. It was like an old friend watching over her.

         “Clem! Where am I headed?!” Screw cried, pulling her out of her thoughts.

         Screw was a stocky ex-racing driver with a talent for fast manoeuvres but a terrible sense of direction.

         “Take a right here,” said Clem, and Screw swerved. “There’s an alleyway coming up on your left – here! Then right.”

         The wheels spun and screeched as Clem gave instructions, trusting in her knowledge of the city. 19Soon the car was weaving along an empty road beside Regent’s Park.

         “Thanks, kid! Reckon that’s taken care of the coppers!” panted Screw.

         But as the thrill of their escape faded, Clem felt hopelessness seeping over her. The absence of her dad was as noticeable as a cold draught. The gang wasn’t right without him. They all had their place, like the attachments of a penknife: Monty was the supplier (from ropes to red handkerchiefs, he knew the best spivs to buy from on the black market); Twizzler was the scout (sussing out the target); Screw was the wheels; Clem was the key; and Jimmy was the mastermind.

         What had happened to him? And what were the gang going to do when they realised they had taken the son of Lord Weatherdale hostage?

         She turned round in her seat. The boy was sandwiched between the bulky Monty and wiry Twizzler. He was wearing a camel-hair coat and blue-and-white striped trousers, which, on closer inspection, she saw were in fact pyjamas. The boy looked up at her, taking in her short brown hair and frayed leather jacket. He gave her a nervous smile, which Clem rebuffed with a frown – she didn’t want him to think she was soft.20

         “D’you know what happened to my dad?” demanded Clem.

         The boy gave a gulp but no answer.

         “I’ll take over the interrogating, if you don’t mind,” crackled Twizzler. “Why’d you call the fuzz, boy?”

         “Actually – um – it’s Gilbert, not boy,” the boy said, blushing.

         Twizzler scowled and with a flick of her wrist she produced a short knife (which she used to peel apples). Clem saw sweat bursting out on the boy’s forehead.

         “You’d better spill the beans,” snarled Twizzler, “or you’ll be spilling more than words on to the car seat.”

         “Hey! I told you before: no blood in the motor,” huffed Screw, the wheel whistling through his hands. “Them seats are proper Italian leather. Show Mavis some respect!”

         “Only a nincompoop would name a car,” spat Twizzler, the knife bouncing dangerously close to the boy’s cheek.

         “Why must you always be so dramatic?” said Monty, rolling his eyes as he seized Twizzler’s wrist. “Don’t go waving that thing in here – you’ll take someone’s eye out!”

         The boy gave a low moan. “Please don’t hurt me!” he gasped. “I didn’t do anything – I just wanted a hot 21chocolate.”

         “You some servant boy?” snapped Twizzler. 

         “Um – yes. Yes, I am.”

         Clem narrowed her eyes – she knew a liar when she saw one. She was about to point out the truth, but something held her back. Twizzler was mad enough: she’d hit the roof if Clem revealed they were carrying such valuable loot.

         “Third exit on this roundabout!” called Monty abruptly.

         “That’s not the way to the safe house!” said Clem sharply. “It’s the second exit, Screw!”

         “Third exit, Screw. We’re not going to the safe house.” Monty looked at them. “We’re getting out of the city.”

         “What?” Clem twisted round to stare at him. “We can’t! We need to stay and find Dad!”

         Out of all her dad’s comrades, Monty was the longest serving. He and Jimmy had been buddies in the war. Jimmy had saved Monty’s life on the beaches of Dunkirk and they’d been like brothers ever since.

         “If Jimmy’s been picked up by the police, we need to scram before they come after us,” said Monty, firm but kind. “Your dad would understand.”

         “Then where—”22

         “Bluestone,” said Monty in his deep voice.

         The gang stared at him in horror – even Screw.

         “Are you mad?!” screeched Twizzler. “We’ll be kicked out on our heads before we’re through the door!”

         “We don’t have another choice.”

         “No way! We can’t!” cried Clem.

         “It’s the last place the police would suspect,” said Monty calmly. “We need to lie low. If your dad’s gone, you belong at Bluestone, Clem.”

         “He’s not gone! We need to go back!”

         “No! For now, we lie low!” said Monty again.

         Clem knew there was no point arguing. You could always rely on gangsters to be stubborn.

         She turned back to face the road. Screw switched on the radio but underneath the crackling tune a tense silence filled the car. The street lamps became more infrequent and the thick darkness enveloped them as they sped west, away from the city – away from Clem’s dad – out into the countryside.

         Clem gazed in front of her, thinking of what lay ahead. She felt little joy at the prospect of returning to Bluestone. She hadn’t missed the place. Because the only thing more daunting than a vanload of police was Clem’s mother.

      

   


   
      23
         
            
               [image: ]

            

            Chapter Three

            The Unwanted Visitors

         

         Away from the smog of the city, the River Thames journeyed west, twisting and slithering through the countryside. Several miles on, its path was hindered by Lacey’s Island, stubbornly plonked in the centre. The only access to the island came via a precarious bridge, wide enough for a single car to travel over the rushing river below. On the crown of Lacey’s Island sat Bluestone, Clem Fatale’s childhood home.

         The Morris Minor car (also known as Mavis) whined over the bridge, Screw’s knuckles white on the steering wheel. “Never liked this road,” he said tetchily. “One hiccup and we’ll be in the drink!”

         Clem wasn’t listening. She was watching the murky outline of Bluestone looming nearer. Light glinted from a single window on the upper floor, but the rest 24of the house was in darkness.

         The car left the bridge and crunched to a standstill on the gravel drive. All of them peered up at the shadowy house, and the house scowled down at them. Despite the black ivy snaking up its crumbling walls, Bluestone retained a kind of drab grandeur, which served to intimidate even the most cheerful guests.

         Although Clem had lived there until she was ten years old, it had never felt like home. The grounds consisted of a freezing outdoor swimming pool (full of leaves) and some ugly stone statues. Clem had never been allowed to bring friends home. At weekends her mother would throw parties (no children allowed) and Clem would sit by her bedroom window, dreaming of the time when she could join her dad in the big city.

         When Jimmy Fatale did come to Bluestone, he brought laughter and excitement – they would talk for hours. He was the only adult who really listened to what Clem had to say and he was like firelight warming up the cold house. But then he would leave again, back to his adventures in London, and Bluestone would return to quiet boredom.

         “You reckon this is safe?” Screw squinted up at the huge building.

         “It’s the only option we’ve got,” said Monty, 25opening the car door.

         The gang followed his lead. The boy Gilbert whimpered as Twizzler dragged him out of the car.

         “Don’t even think about running off!” she hissed. “Worse luck, you’ll run into the river and I won’t be fishing you out!”

         Clem scowled. “Lay off him, can’t you?” She and Twizzler locked daggered eyes.

         “Clem.” Monty beckoned her over to the front door. “Show us what you can do.”

         Clem glanced up at the lit window on the top floor, sure that the curtains had just twitched. The last time she had seen her mother had been a month ago, for lunch at the Ritz. Only they hadn’t exactly had lunch together; Lynn Fatale had made Clem sit at a different table because Clem hadn’t brushed her hair. Somehow Clem didn’t think her mother would be too happy to see her tonight.

         There was a vine growing round the door frame and Clem climbed up it to the window above the door. She squeezed through it, dropped on to the carpet and opened the door. The gang – and the quivering boy – stepped over the threshold.

         Grey light poured through the windows, the pattern of the glass forming spiderwebs. It had been 26two years, but Clem knew instantly that something was different. The hallway was full of shadowy objects. Clem sniffed, catching the familiar smell of rosewater perfume, but there was another smell too—

         “Arghh!”

         A cry and a crash! Clem whipped round to see the dark outline of Screw rolling on the ground as the others, in an attempt to grab him, knocked over more of the objects.

         “I’m bleeding!” yelled Screw.

         “No, you’re not,” came Twizzler’s voice. “That’s not blood, it’s … mushroom pâté?”

         Upstairs, a light clicked on. Clem just had time to register that they were standing in a sea of miniature tarts, covering every surface, before a figure appeared at the top of the stairs.

         Illuminated in the glowing lamplight, wearing a scarlet silk dressing gown and carrying a small gun, Clem’s mother gazed down at them. Clem was unsurprised to see that her mother’s red lipstick perfectly matched her dressing gown.

         “If you’re here to rob me, I would reconsider,” drawled Lynn Fatale. “Not unless you’d like an extra hole in your head.”

         “Mrs Fatale, it’s Monty.” He raised his hands.27
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         28Lynn Fatale lowered her gun but her eyes flashed. “I expressly told Jimmy that he was not to use my house as a hideout.” She sniffed. “He lost that little luxury in the divorce.”

         “The thing is, Mrs Fatale –” Monty shifted his bulk – “we’re in a bit of a tight spot.”

         “’Ere! What’s with the mushroom pâté, Mrs F?” blurted Screw, gesturing to the canapés.

         Lynn Fatale gave Screw a dark stare and he blushed.

         “I’m planning a party, if you must know,” she said with a sniff. “I’m testing out caterers. Apparently mushroom pâté is the new stuffed olive. As you see, the place is quite full – so you’d better find another house to crash.”

         “Dad’s gone!” Clem cried, stepping into the light. “He’s gone and we need somewhere to hide.”

         Her mother arched a thin eyebrow. “Clementina, I hardly recognised you! You look like a common ruffian.”

         “Well, I ain’t pulling heists in a cocktail dress and satin slippers,” Clem mumbled darkly. “We don’t have anywhere else to go! Please can we stay?”

         “I am not running a hotel service for your father’s headless gang – he still hasn’t paid for my chimney repairs like he promised.” Lynn Fatale pursed her 29lips. “But I suppose we may as well have a drink in the Den. Clementina, you run along upstairs – your bedroom is made. I want to talk to the others alone.”

         “But—”

         Clem’s mother fixed her with a haughty glare. Clem’s shoulders dropped and she felt the fight draining out of her like a punctured tyre. She dragged her feet upstairs as Lynn Fatale chivvied the Spiders down the hallway into the Den. When Clem opened the door to her old bedroom, she let out a moan of disgust.

         In her absence, her mother had leapt on the room with fabric swatches and trimmings. The pink satin bedspread and the heart-shaped dressing table made Clem want to vomit. She flopped on to the bed and thought bitterly that her mother probably cared more about a squished mushroom canapé than she did her own daughter. Clem didn’t think she could stand the fussing and petting of other mothers, but she’d be grateful for the occasional smile.
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