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      The Oxford English Dictionary, defines underworld as: 1. Sublunary or terrestrial world. 4.a. A shere or region lying or considered to lie below the ordinary one. Hence also (figurative) a lower, or the lowest, stratum of society 4.b. The world of criminal or of organized crime (usually with the); hence, the inhabitants of this region.

      

      
        
        This was the world of Paddy’s Peelers.

      

      

      

      “For alongside the world of Pride and Prejudice and the Nature poets there existed a pulsating, undisciplined urban underworld of young thieves, body-snatchers and gamblers. Pleasure-seekers and criminals alike were enjoying a final fling before the coming of the Metropolitan Police in 1829. Gambling and drinking were endemic in upper- and lower-class society, fraud in the middle classes.”

      
        
        Donald A Low The Regency underworld
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        The Story of Paddy’s Peelers

      

      

      

      peeler, n. 1816

      …Originally: a member of the Irish constabulary. Later: (more gen.) a police officer; spec. a member of the original London Metropolitan force…

      

      Patrick O’Brien, previously of the Dublin Police Force, left Ireland with his wife Margaret and arrived in London in 1798. Paddy was frustrated with the lack of government involvement in crime and the poor, unreliable pay received by officers. He wanted to belong to an organized body of policing.

      Margaret’s stepbrother worked as a Bow Street Runner, and this new policing force greatly interested O’Brien. It was directly attached to the magistrates and court housed at 4 Bow Street and received some funds from the central government through grants. The Runners were to become the model of the future, proving to the government and the public that a professional police force could reduce crime.

      O’Brien soon gained a reputation at the Bow Street court for his clever and expedient investigations. While his professional life provided him great satisfaction, his personal life was lacking. Paddy and his wife lamented the absence of children in their household.

      When Paddy stumbled across a sick waif in an alley of Whitehall, he brought the lad home. Over the next ten years, their “family” grew to a brood of seven. The couple developed the unique talents of their six boys and one girl. As the children grew into adulthood, O’Brien created a detective agency that utilized the skills of his brood. All the men spent an allotted time as a constable for Bow Street, learning the trade from seasoned runners while working in the “family business.”

      Nicknamed Paddy’s Peelers (peeler slang for an Irish policeman), O’Brien’s crew became an efficient team that included detectives, a physician that doubled as a coroner for autopsies, a solicitor who specialized in criminal law, a female master of disguise able to infiltrate any level of society, and a barrister who later joined their ranks to present certain cases pro bono in High Court.
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        February 1800

        Cheapside, London

      

      

      

      Benjamin shuffled along next to the silent man. An icy puddle loomed before them, and he quickly sidestepped it so the cold, mucky water wouldn’t seep into his shoes. But he swerved too wide and ran into Smitty.

      “Watch yerself, boy,” said Smitty with a slap to Ben’s head.

      Benjamin rubbed the back of his head with his good arm, wiping the snowflakes from his neck. His right elbow was twice the size it should be, and it hurt worse than the switch they’d used on him at the workhouse.

      Three months ago, he’d watched as the stranger handed some coins to the mistress and was ordered to go with the man, leaving the only home he’d ever known. Benjamin had thought his life was improving. He’d been told he would be an apprentice, which sounded very important.

      “Whatcha gonna use him for?” asked Mrs. Benson. “Apprentice for what?”

      “What’s it to ye?” asked the man with a sneer. “Ye wantin’ more blunt?”

      She shook her head. “Just don’t tell anyone where ye got him, then.”

      At first, Benjamin hadn’t minded crawling up the narrow chimneys, cleaning the flues, and sliding down. It was warm inside the narrow, cramped ducts as he pushed his brush up ahead of his body and cleared the soot. The dust got in his eyes, and they seemed to be constantly swollen. Smitty said it was Ben’s own fault because he rubbed them. The soot also coated his throat, giving him a chronic cough.

      He didn’t get much to eat, but it was more than what he’d been fed at the workhouse. Smitty wanted him healthy but small, or Ben would get too big to do the work.

      “Then I’ll have to put ye in a sack and toss ye in the Thames,” Smitty had said with a guffaw. “Like them mewling kittens the cat had last week.”

      Ben had decided a semi-full belly and fewer beatings were better than daily beatings and being constantly hungry. He could take his mind off hunger pains, unlike the sores and bruises. Plus, he had his own corner in the kitchen by the hearth. Since it was his job to start the fire each morning for the cook, he often woke cold and was able to stoke the embers.

      But a few days ago, they’d gone to a four-story tenement with seven flues. The longer flues of the bottom floor were connected at awkward angles, and Ben had found himself stuck more than once. On the last one, his foot had hit a loose brick on the way down. He slipped, scraping his arms and back against the rough, hot surface. To his horror, his knees were soon bent beneath his chin, and he was stuck.

      Ben had heard of boys dying in the flues, with men having to remove bricks to retrieve their bodies. With that image in his head, he frantically pushed his forearms against the tight enclosure, wiggling and pulling and pushing until he was able to stretch his legs again. He heard the material rip at the knees of his trousers, felt the burn from the heavy scrapings. Smitty would be angry, for he’d have to buy him another pair. But the real pain came from his arm. He’d smacked his elbow hard during the struggle. Tears streaked his blackened cheeks when he’d emerged from the chimney, and Smitty had threatened to give him something worthy of those tears.

      So as Ben looked up at the three-story building in front of them, a tavern with living quarters above, he prayed this job would be a quick one. Every foot up would be severe and awful. Holding his aching joint, Ben followed Smitty into a large, shadowy room. The windows were filthy, limiting the amount of winter light needed to brighten the interior.

      As his eyes grew accustomed to the dark surroundings, he saw several men on one side of the room. The barkeep stood behind a long plank serving as a counter. “Got a new boy, eh?” asked the burly bald man.

      “Aye, he’s a good ‘un. Nice and skinny. Nuttin’ he can’t fit into,” said Smitty with a pleased smile, squeezing Benjamin’s shoulder with an extra hard pinch of bony knuckles.

      “Ye want a bumper while the lad’s workin’?”

      “Do ye always ask dull questions?” barked Smitty with a laugh, turning to Ben. “Now get off that coat and ready yerself.”

      Benjamin had stripped off his worn, dirty coat and homespun shirt when a shadow fell over them. He looked up to see a giant of a man standing in the doorway. The stranger’s face was shadowed, but Ben could see the bright blue of his eyes as he removed his tall hat, revealing dark-red hair.

      “G’day, gentlemen,” said the newcomer, moving into the room. “Just finished a piece of work around da corner, and I’m t’irstier than a lost man in da desert.”

      “Afternoon, O’Brien,” said the barkeep. “Whiskey?”

      “Only if it’s Irish, otherwise an ale,” said O’Brien as he tossed a coin on the plank, his eyes landing on Benjamin. “Plannin’ on taking a bath, boyo?”

      Ben’s eyes grew wide as O’Brien concentrated his penetrating gaze on him. Ben shook his head. “No, sir.”

      “Den put yer clothes on, lad. ‘Tis a wee cold out there,” said O’Brien, then turned back to drink the whiskey in one gulp. “Now I’ll take dat ale.”

      “Did ye find the thief?” asked the barkeep as he set a bumper in front of the customer. “Aye, and off to Bow Street, he is.”

      “A thieftaker, eh?” sneered Smitty. “Make much?”

      “Supports me family,” said O’Brien, turning around to watch Ben again, his blue eyes narrowed. “Dat yer lad?”

      Smitty nodded. “Haven’t had him long. Got him fer my apprentice.”

      “What work would dat be?” he asked mildly as Ben picked up his brush and moved toward the hearth.

      Ben reached up and felt the inner chamber and pulled back his hand, a blister already beginning on one finger. He decided to wear his shirt so as not to burn his backside. The trick was hopping up and planting his arms inside to hold his body up, so his feet wouldn’t touch the glowing coals. It would be tricky with his injury.

      When he returned to the chimney, he stuck his head in to judge the distance, preparing to hop into the opening.

      “He’s a climber,” said Smitty.

      “Hold up dere, boyo,” said O’Brien.

      When Benjamin turned to face the men, O’Brien waved him over. “How old are ye lad?”

      “What do ye care how old he is?” growled Smitty. “Ain’t yer boy. I’m the one who feeds and clothes the urchin.”

      “I wasn’t askin’ ye, my friend. I was askin’ the boyo.” The big man locked eyes with Ben. “Ye cannot be more than five.”

      Authority rippled off this man. The age he was supposed to say—eight years old—was forgotten as he answered the Irishman. “Maybe four, could be five.” He swallowed. “Sir.”

      Smitty jumped to his feet, cursing. O’Brien held a palm out, stopping the man. “Don’t even t’ink of hittin’ the lad. Ye know as well as I da age changed to eight. And no matter what comes from the boyo’s mouth, he’s not as old as dat.”

      O’Brien stood then, towering over the other men, and approached Ben. “Let me see yer arm.”

      Benjamin took a step forward, but Smitty blocked him. “He ain’t yer business. Benjamin, get yer coat on. We’ve go’ other places t’go.”

      O’Brien planted his feet, looking down at Smitty. “I t’ink we got off on the wrong foot, so to speak,” he said, his voice deep but soft. “I’m no thieftaker. I work for a magistrate, and I do have a say when the law is broken.”

      Smitty grabbed Ben’s bad arm, and he cried out, fighting the tears. In that soft, deceptive tone, O’Brien continued, “We have t’ree choices here. Ye can leave da boyo here and go find yerself an older one. Because I’ll be watchin’ ye for now on. Or ye can try to leave with him, and I’ll pummel ye till ye’re own mother won’t recognize ye. What’ll it be?”

      Smitty grinned, showing blackened teeth. “That’s only two choices.”

      “Ah, ye can count! Weel, then, it seems I’m dealing with an intelligent man.” O’Brien reached over and put his meaty fist around his bumper of ale and took a swallow, eyeing Smitty before setting it back down. “Yer last choice is just standin’ there, and I’ll give ye da same pummeling.”

      Smitty’s mouth formed a thin line, and his hand reached under his coat. A blade glittered as he pulled it out and stepped between Benjamin and O’Brien, speaking low to Ben, “Run out the door while I take care o’ this man.”

      Benjamin swallowed, knowing he would be punished for this encounter. He took one step, then jumped back as Smitty flew up in the air and landed on his back. The knife skittered across the filthy floor, hitting the leg of a chair and joining the echoing crack of Smitty’s jaw.

      “I had an inklin’ ye’d take da second choice,” O’Brien said to the unconscious man. He turned to the barkeep. “I t’ank ye for da information. Ye’re a good man, Martin.” O’Brien pushed a few more coins toward the business owner.

      “Heard he ‘ad a new boy way too young. I couldn’t let it go and look Maggie in the eye,” said the man, swiping the coins off the plank and into a deep pocket of his apron. “Give my best to the missus.”

      “Aye, and mine to yers,” said O’Brien, throwing back the rest of the ale, then bending to look Benjamin in the eye, his huge hands on his equally huge thighs. “What’s yer name, boyo?”

      “Benjamin Cooper, sir,” he said in the strongest volume he could manage. “Am I goin’ back to the workhouse?”

      “What do ye t’ink about a nice hot meal with a woman who’ll fuss over ye and fix up dat arm of yers?”

      Benjamin blinked rapidly, feeling the hot tears. He nodded, unsure if this would be a good change or not. He’d learned not to have faith in what adults said. Unless it was bad. But something about this man told Ben he was true to his word. He would be safe. A feeling that only came when he was asleep, dreaming of the mother he didn’t remember.

      “Name’s Paddy,” said the giant. “Ye may not believe me, but in my house, we work to take care of children. Not da other way around. That don’t mean ye haven’t chores to do, but ye look like a lad not afraid of a bit o’ hard work.”

      “No, sir,” squeaked Ben, hating the sound of his voice. His insides were shaking, and he thought he might empty his stomach. Looking at the monstrous paw held out to him, Ben placed his small hand in the large one. The feeling was immediate as Paddy’s fist closed around his. Protection, like a warm blanket that had been set near the hearth, wrapped around him. Benjamin knew, deep in his heart, he was where he was supposed to be.

      Paddy led him out of the tavern, and they walked out into the cold as the sun was setting. “Consider this da first day of yer best life, boyo.”

      And Benjamin believed him.
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        Cheapside, London

        April 1821

      

      

      

      Benjamin Cooper hurried along the busy street, hoping his landlady still had a meal warming on the stove. It had been a long day, ending with a new and demanding client. He enjoyed his work as a solicitor, but some people could stretch a man’s patience. Ahead of him, an elderly woman stumbled, her bag of produce tumbling onto the ground.

      Ben and the oncoming Charley, or night watchman, both stopped to help her collect the vegetables. After a profuse and heartfelt thank-you, the woman continued on her way.

      “Good evening, Mr. Felton,” said Ben. “Hope you have a quiet night.”

      “I’ll second that,” said the jovial man, scratching his jaw. His cheeks were red from the exertion of chasing rolling potatoes, and his pale-brown eyes shone from the light of the gas lamp he’d just lit. “How goes it, Mr. Cooper?”

      “Business is good,” said Ben. “And you?” Sam had introduced him to Mr. Felton when he’d taken Sam’s rooms. He was a friendly fellow, and Ben liked him.

      “Can’t complain,” he said. “My Kitty’s started a new line of work, the opposite of my hours. So I make sure she’s up when I go home, and I get a hot breakfast afore she leaves.”

      “Wasn’t she a day maid?” asked Ben, trying to remember the man’s family. Kitty must be his wife. Sam would know. He’d lived in the neighborhood much longer than Ben had at this point.

      Felton nodded. “She’s a knocker-up now. Says it will be a much-needed position in the future. Kitty’s always been an early riser, so I think it will work out fine. Already has a half-dozen customers to wake up each morning.”

      Ben paused, an idea forming. “How much does she charge? I’m not an early riser, and someone ensuring I’m awake for a morning appointment would be a great boon.”

      “Sixpence for the week, an extra thrupence if you want her to stay until ye come to the window, and a shilling if you want her on Sunday too.” He elbowed Ben in the side with a grin. “Then you get to start the day with a lovely lass smilin’ at you.”

      “I certainly can’t argue with that. Could you have her put me on the schedule?” Ben asked, amazed that a man of Felton’s age still considered his wife a beauty. But then, Paddy adored Maggie, and they were in their sixth decade. Ben patted his sides to see if he had any coins on him. Today was Saturday, so he wouldn’t need her until Monday. “I’ll pay you now, and she can start at the beginning of next week?”

      “That would be fine,” said Felton. “If she can’t accommodate you for some reason, I’ll let you know tomorrow night when I’m on duty.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Sunday

      Gracechurch Street

      “That was a grand meal, Maggie, my luv,” said Paddy, rubbing his belly. “No one makes a shepherd’s pie like you.” His faded red hair had more silver than the older man cared to admit. Not that Paddy was a vain man, but he hated that time would not stand still for him, his age slowly creeping upon his body.

      Ben had seen him wince more than once as he rose from a low chair or dismounted a horse after a long ride. A smile curved Ben’s mouth, remembering a young pickpocket who’d assumed Paddy O’Brien was an easy target. The youth had been kicking the air when the retired Bow Street Runner had jerked him by the collar.

      “I believe you told me the same thing last month when I made one,” said Nora, her green eyes flashing with mischief. She tossed a long red curl over her shoulder and pretended to pout. “Your words are like a spoonful of molasses, sweet but not quite maple syrup.”

      The family laughed while Paddy attempted his best martyred look.

      “I ran into the neighborhood night watchman the other day,” said Ben after the laughter died down. “It seems Mrs. Felton has begun her own business as a knocker-up.”

      “Hmm, I’ve heard it’s getting popular with the increased industrialization in the cities,” said Angus Marshall, the “family” barrister who prosecuted any cases the Peelers brought before the court. He was a brother of sorts, though not raised in the household as the original seven misfits Paddy and Maggie had collected over the years. “More people are flocking to Town for work, with no sunrise or livestock to wake them.”

      “My landlady used to wake me,” explained Benjamin. “She’s getting more and more feebleminded and often forgets. Since the girl will be knocking—or tossing something—at my window, Mrs. Blasey will never know she’s forgotten.”

      “Let me know how that goes. I have a colleague who is always late for an early session,” said Angus. He was a tall, handsome man with black hair and silver eyes. He was also an earl’s by-blow. That unexpected news had sent him into a downward spiral until Paddy had found him and pulled him, literally, from the gutter. “By the way, are you interested in a new client, Ben?”

      “Always,” he answered, scooping the last bite of beef and thick gravy from his plate. “I’m saving for a townhouse, then I’ll begin looking for a wife.”

      Ben closed his eyes at the sudden cacophony of noise. Why had he said that out loud? He held his hands up. “Calm down, calm down. These are my future goals, far in the future goals. It will take years to get the funds for the property.”

      “I believe Paddy and I have been a good example to these children,” said Maggie. Her auburn curls, streaked with gray, bounced as she nodded. “Out of the original seven, two are already married and one soon to be shackled.”

      Everyone turned to look at Eli, whose blue eyes now avoided his family’s direct gaze. He was the youngest boy with dark-blond hair and a gentler temperament than his siblings. He had met a lovely young woman named Ruby, a cook in Hatton Garden, and they planned to marry next month. Eli’s grandmother patted his hand.

      “You’re embarrassing my boy,” Agatha Norton said with a teasing grin. “His face is almost as red as his fiancée’s hair, but I agree. The fact another is contemplating the institution says ye’ve done something right in raisin’ this brood.”

      “Well, let’s retire to the parlor, and Nora can take over being the center of attention,” said Harry, offering his hand to his wife, Lady Walters. The pair was striking with his lean, dark looks and her pale, fragile stature. “She craves it from what I understand.”

      “I take umbrage at that statement,” Nora piped up with a grin. “Though it’s true. I took to the stage like a cat to mousing. Never regretted it.”

      Once in the parlor, whiskey and tea were distributed, and everyone settled into their usual spots. Aonarach, their Irish wolfhound, spread across Paddy’s feet. “We’ll need a bigger parlor soon,” said Sam, the family physician. “Once we start having families of our own⁠—”

      “Oh, I cannot wait,” interrupted Maggie. “To t’ink we were once childless…” Her dark-brown eyes misted as her gaze touched upon each face in the room. “But da good Lord had other ideas, seven of them. And now to have grandchildren to look forward to.”

      “See what ye’ve gone and done?” groused Paddy, the familiar panic in his blue eyes as he saw the tears forming in his wife’s eyes. “Play a jovial tune, Nora.” They all knew how much the man hated tears, whether they be happy or sad.

      Nora picked up the fiddle and began a lively Irish tune while the others pushed furniture to the edge of the room. Soon, Harry and his wife, Sam and Dottie, and Clayton and Genie were dancing a reel with the O’Briens.

      Ben watched his brothers and their brides twirl and hop upon the worn wool carpet. The green Wilton rug had seen better days, but no one wanted to change the room where they’d grown from homeless children to happy adults. There was the dark stain in the corner marring the otherwise gleaming hardwood floor. Clayton had tried to sneak some of Maggie’s Madeira wine—a gift from Paddy for his wife’s birth day—hiding in the corner by the pianoforte. Maggie had caught him, yelled in Gaelic as they both watched the decanter tumble, spilling the expensive liquid.

      The chains of puce roses on the wallpaper were faded now, the white background faded in areas where the sun shone on it regularly. So many times, one of them had burst into the room with some earth-shattering news, sending the door handle banging against the wall. There was a permanent dent that matched the knob perfectly. Maggie’s rocker, always covered with a new blanket when another child was brought to her, needed a new cushion, a bit of sanding (Aonarach had used the bottom rail for teething as a pup), and another coat of varnish.

      Yes, the memories in this old parlor—this house—gave him hope he could find happiness like Paddy and Maggie. He’d never forgotten Paddy’s words that first day Ben had joined the family.

      Consider this da first day of yer best life, boyo.

      Indeed. Courtesy of the O’Briens.

      Ben threw back the rest of his whiskey and stood up, facing Maggie. “Would you care to dance, ma’am?”
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