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East London, December 1910

The room was small but it was on the third and top floor of the rooming house buildings. There was a single metal framed bed tucked into the corner of the room near a window that overlooked a bare concrete yard.

A wash basin was on a small table on the opposite side of the room from the bed. A beaten up, wooden armoire was close to the table upon which sat the wash basin. Next to the wash basin was a jug of water and a glass.

George Gardstein was staring out the window that looked out over the yard. He was looking at the wall at the end of the yard. There was a jewelry shop on the other side of that yard. He turned to face his eight friends. Fellow Eastern Europeans and anarchists.

“What’s the value behind that wall, Max?” he asked.

Max had been known for his jewelry heists in Crimea. Gardstein had met him at the Anarchist Club in Stepney just a few years ago. That’s where they’d all met each other. Max Smoller and Gardstein had hit it off when they had met. Both were Jewish and both were anarchists. It was the latter familiarity that had brought them together in this room for this large heist. Smoller, as a jewel thief, recognized a jewelry heist when he saw one, and HSH Jewelers seemed like the perfect robbery.

Max looked up at George. Max was sitting on the bed smoking a cigarette. He was a slim man and older by a couple of decades to George’s mid thirties.

“Anywhere between twenty and thirty thousand pounds,” said Max, blowing rings with the smoke he exhaled.

He rubbed his thinning hair back over his head. He was in it for the money. At his age the passionate flame for anarchy had dimmed to a smoldering ember. Unlike many of his younger comrades the fight had left him. He was tired of the violence too. Wasn’t that why they had left Russia?

Peter Piatkov was standing near the wooden table. It was as far as he could get away from the stench in the room. Smoller was smoking, that was a small mercy, as was Yourka Dubov. That helped mask the smell of stale urine that was probably coming from a bedpan under the bed that Peter couldn’t see.

Piatkov was a painter. An artistic painter which gave rise to his nickname of Peter the Painter. But painting barely paid the bills. Burglaries, well that was another matter. That helped pay the bills and fund their anarchist leanings.

Gardstein looked around at the group. They were all fellow anarchists of one stripe or another and they were all Jewish. They had all felt the brunt of that burden. The pogroms were recent history and their beliefs, both political and religious, had caused all of them their fair share of suffering.

Gardstein’s gaze fell on Jacob Peters, his right hand. Peters had his arms crossed in front of him. He had a boyish, chubby face with unruly, thin, dark brown hair. He was clean shaven and had an easy smile. He was wearing a whimsical smile now, but that’s not what Gardstein was looking at. He was looking at Peters’ fingers. The nails were barely there. Most of them Peters had lost at the hands of his interrogators during the Russian Revolution.

Peters was an anarchist like some people were religious. It couldn’t be helped, it was a deep belief in the very core of his being. Having had intimate contact with the Russian Empire’s government it should have surprised no one that Peters ended up the rabid anarchist he was.

Though surprisingly, having suffered much at the interrogations with government officials, he was not as quick to violence as you’d expect a man like him to be.

That was different for John Rosen. Another of the anarchists that Gardstein had met at the Anarchist Club. Rosen was quick to violence the way some are quick to fall in love. He had the body for it. He was stocky, of average height with a crooked nose which was not that way when he had first been born.

“We’ll start at ten tonight,” said Gardstein.

Gardstein was a man you wouldn’t look at twice. He carried the blank face of an everyman. Neither handsome or ugly, of average height and build with clean, black hair that was kept as neat as its thickness would allow. He had a thick mustache above his upper lip. He was a fervent anarchist.

What with everything the Jews had been put through in Russia and elsewhere on the European continent, Gardstein just couldn’t see a positive use of government and its crooked institutions that always played favorites. And those favorites were never the Jews.

“Does everyone understand their roles?” asked Gardstein.

There were murmurs of agreement and the nodding of heads. Gardstein looked over at Karl Hoffman. Hoffman and Piatkov were similar. Both of them were elegantly dressed. Like English gentlemen. They were taller than average and good looking. Both had dark black, slicked back hair and spoke King’s English like royal courtiers. They’d be the two lookouts on each end of the block in front of the Exchange Buildings.

Where Hoffman was clean shaven, Piatkov had a very nicely trimmed handlebar mustache with goatee. The sort of mustache and goatee you might see on a musketeer.

“I’m going to remind you all again. Hoffman and Piatkov will be on lookout. One of you at each end of the lane. You see anything funny, you come up here and alert Sokoloff, right?”

They all spoke Russian when together. When not together none of the men except for Piatkov and Hoffman would be mistaken for Englishmen. The rest of them spoke broken English with thick accents.

William Sokoloff wore a beard to draw the eye away from his receding hairline that he brushed back over his head. He was the only one of them who wore glasses. He was mid-thirties and average in all the ways. He was acutely aware and ashamed of his balding pate that no one really paid much attention to. 

He nodded at Gardstein. Piatkov and Hoffman nodded too. Piatkov just wanted to get out of this rat infested room they were in. The stench was getting worse and he didn’t like it. He was here for the money. Well, the money and the anarchy, but mostly the money.

If there was, at a minimum, twenty thousand pounds inside the walls of HSH Jewelers, that meant that each of these eight other men standing in this room with Piatkov could be assured of at least two thousand pounds each with two thousand pounds to spare for the anarchist cause.

Two thousand pounds was a king’s ransom. In fact, it was about twenty years’ worth of wages for a skilled worker. It was such a large sum that Piatkov could barely imagine the things that could be bought and the life that could be lived on such largesse.

“That means that Sokoloff is going to be up here in this room to receive any warnings from Piatkov or Hoffman,” continued Gardstein.

He looked at Sokoloff. Sokoloff nodded again.

“Also up here with Sokoloff will be Dubov,” said Gardstein.

Dubov nodded and put his cigarette out on the wooden table that held the washbasin. Ash had fallen about his feet looking like the wings of dead moths. Yourka Dubov was the tallest of the men. A little over six feet, he was as thin as rails and couldn’t seem to find clothes that fit him well. Everything hung off of him as it might if he were just a skeleton.

“The rest of us will be down in the yard of number ten breaking through the wall. Along with me, that’ll be Smoller, Peters, Svaars and Rosen. Good?”

The Exchange buildings were two rows of rooming house buildings that were separated by an alley. However, a portion of one of the buildings, the one Gardstein and his men were in, abutted businesses instead of the alley. One of those businesses was HSH Jewelers. These businesses had rented rooms above them.

Gardstein looked around. They had been through this before, but he was a cautious man and this would be the biggest score of his life and he could not fail at it. This burglary would help fund anarchist causes for years to come. They could concentrate on the cause and not on the stealing and thieving. Though he didn’t mind stealing from the rich, like the Englishmen’s favorite robber, Robin Hood.

Fritz Svaars was standing by the door. Every so often he’d put his ear to it to make sure no one was listening on the other side. Svaars was the shortest of the bunch and the fattest. He was also amongst the youngest, being in his late twenties. Only Peters was younger, being in his mid twenties, and Rosen was of similar age to Svaars. But where Rosen was stocky, Svaars was fat.

Svaars was clean shaven with a mop of thick brown hair that couldn’t be tamed. He was also instrumental in securing the tools they needed to drill through the wall of the yard and access HSH Jewelers.

Gardstein looked around at the faces of the men. He had known most of them for years. Only Peter the Painter was newer to him. Smoller had brought him into the fold earlier this year. Gardstein wasn’t sure about him. He was fancy and seemed to have adapted too well to the English temperament and way of life. Nevertheless, he was a good orator and his anarchist leanings were unimpeachable. He was also a good face for the movement.

Gardstein looked at his wristwatch. It was just after seven p.m.

“Alright. Who else has a watch?” he asked.

“Nobody has a ladies wristwatch,” said Rosen, grinning.

“This is not a ladies wristwatch,” said Gardstein. “It is a man’s wristwatch of the sort the soldiers used in the Boer War.”

There were chuckles from the group.

“Mark my words, we’ll all be wearing wristwatches come the twenties,” said Gardstein. “So who has a watch?”

Smoller, Hoffman and Piatkov raised their hands.

“Let’s make sure we have the same time,” said Gardstein.

Smoller had the fanciest pocket watch. Hoffman’s and Piatkov’s pocket watches were similar, nice but not high end. They all looked at their watches.

“I have seven oh five. Make yours the same,” said Gardstein.

All three adjusted the dial on their pocket watches.

“Good,” said Gardstein, nodding his head. “Now we’ll take a break, get some supper and I want everyone back here by nine so we can get started. If you don’t have a watch, you’ll have to stick with Smoller, Hoffman or the Painter.”
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Under Cover of Night
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East London, December 1910

Gardstein was carrying the sledgehammer. Dubov was behind him carrying a canister of compressed gas. Rosen was following Dubov and he was carrying sixty feet of rubber hose that would be attached to the canister of compressed gas. Sokoloff and Peters were each carrying a bag each that contained the smaller tools. Drill bits, hammers, a crowbar. Things of that nature.

Bringing up the rear was Smoller with a stethoscope around his neck that he’d use to get into any safes on the other side of the wall. He was also carrying an unlit lantern.

It was just after ten p.m. on Friday the sixteenth of December. The night was black thanks to the cloud cover. No moon and no stars were visible. It was cool, just a few degrees above zero and damp. It was the dampness that made everything worse.

Gardstein made it to the wall in the yard that separated number eleven from number ten. For some reason the landlord wouldn’t rent them number ten Exchange Buildings even though it was empty. Piatkov had checked that number ten was still empty when he’d gone out with Hoffman to start their reconnaissance. 

Svaars was in the rooming house and he’d wait for Sokoloff and Dubov to get back and then he’d head out to the yard to help with the work of dismantling the wall behind which was their ticket to riches.

He wasn’t sure why he’d been left behind. Gardstein should have left Sokoloff or Dubov behind seeing as they were going to be the ones to keep an eye on the place when he was gone. Maybe it was because he’d offered to carry the sledgehammer and he’d dropped it making quite the racket.

Gardstein put the sledgehammer down head first and leaned it against the wall. The wall was only about five feet high. He hauled himself onto it with his hands and feet and straddled it while he took another moment to look into the windows of number ten. The windows were dark and he could detect no movement in the place. He jumped off to the other side.

Dubov was next, he passed the sledgehammer over and then the cylinder of compressed gas. Carefully, because dropping it could cause it to explode. He didn’t jump over but he and Sokoloff passed over the tools and equipment after the others had jumped over.

Gardstein came up to the wall and talked to Sokoloff and Dubov.

“Get Svaars and stay in the room and keep watch. You see anything, you know the call, right?”

Dubov nodded. He could imitate a few birds. The warning call was going to be an owl, and at the same time Sokoloff would head out the back and call them personally just in case the call didn’t work.

“We’ll be done by four,” said Gardstein, looking at Smoller. Smoller nodded.

“The latest,” he said.

Dubov and Sokoloff nodded their understanding and took off back into the row house they had just come from and informed Svaars. Svaars grabbed the heavy woolen blankets and headed back out. The woolen blankets would provide for a few things. They’d keep the men warm while they were working to break into the wall. It would also help muffle the sounds from their tools and it would provide them cover. 

When Svaars got over the wall, the others were setting up. The yard of number ten had an assortment of timber that they were using to make a haphazard boxy shelter that they placed two of the heavy blankets over. The third blanket was folded and placed on the concrete ground to make it more comfortable.

The shelter could only fit three of them inside at a time. Smoller wouldn’t be needed until they were inside HSH Jewelers and Svaars wasn’t needed at this time either. The two of them would act as additional lookouts in the yard.

Gardstein, Peters and Rosen were inside working. They also had the lantern with them which Svaars could tell was lit as a little stingy yellow light leaked out from the corners of the blankets covering the shelter.

Without that little bit of light it was very dark in the yard. Smoller had taken to walking up and down the length of the yard. The stethoscope still around his neck. Every so often he’d stop and cock his head as if listening to something.

Svaars hearing wasn’t so good on account that he’d been too close to some bombs he’d set and that had gone off back in Russia a little too close for comfort. Not that he’d told anyone that, but they must have known his hearing was off.

Svaars had offered to blow up the back of HSH Jewelers but Gardstein hadn’t liked that idea, and for good reason. It would cause one hell of a racket, curtailing the amount of time they’d have inside the shop to steal all the jewels they wanted.

Additionally, even though Smoller claimed to know that the jewelry shop contained around twenty to thirty thousand pounds worth of jewelry they weren’t exactly sure where it all was. They didn’t have a man inside, only the word of another Latvian who had been inside to browse.

He’d given indication that he thought the safe that held most of the jewelry after the store was closed was likely in the back, though he’d never seen it. The back was where they were now, working on drilling into the wall.

Even with the blankets to muffle the sound it seemed loud to Smoller. He decided to jump over the wall to see how loud it sounded from number eleven. He was getting too old to be climbing walls willy nilly but he needed an idea of how loud it was. It was a good thing they had rented out both number nine and number eleven. That gave them a buffer from number eight and number twelve.

The sound from the drilling and the tapping was greatly reduced in the yard of number eleven, and probably more so in the yard of number twelve. He looked over at it. The lights were out and this being a Friday evening, the streets were starting to get a little noisy as men and women spilled out from the restaurants and pubs.

Smoller hauled himself back over the wall into number ten’s yard and kept up the pacing back and forth. Svaars was leaning against the wall between number ten and eleven and watched Smoller pace back and forth.

He’ll wear himself out, thought Svaars. But Smoller wasn’t pacing because he was nervous. He was pacing to keep himself warm. He didn’t have the fat around his middle like Svaars did and his jacket wasn’t as thick as Svaars’ either.

Light was stingy in the yard. Other than the leaked lantern light, there was just the glow from the lights on Houndsditch. But that wasn’t a concern. You wanted the cover of night in order to conduct your nefarious business and so Svaars watched and waited. Smoller paced and listened. It would be a long night. Probably take at least two to three hours to break through the wall, especially being as slow and quiet as they could be.

Every so often, Svaars could see either Dubov or Sokoloff up in the second floor window of number eleven looking down at them. There was no light on in that room and their silhouettes were more ghostly than materialistic but it gave Svaars some comfort knowing that all eyes and ears were on the task at hand.
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East London, December 1910

Max Weil worked at the Billingsgate Fish Market. He was working there on Saturday the seventeenth of December. That was tomorrow which meant he needed a sober head. The knives were sharp and if the mind was dull you’d likely pay with a finger or two.

He took out his pocket watch. It was coming on ten and he was on his last beer at The Maiden’s Arms. It was his favorite public house and not just because it was only a couple of blocks from his home on Houndsditch. It was also because the proprietor hired women with large bosoms. Being a single man, Max liked that.

He loved England. He’d come over in the eighteen nineties when many Jews like him were fleeing the hatred they’d endured in Russia. The freedom he enjoyed and the way of life was much better than what he had experienced in the old country.

And it wasn’t as if he were a rich man. He’d been a fishmonger since he was sixteen. That was thirty years ago.

Mary came over to the table where he was sitting with a couple of friends.

“Another round for my favorite gentlemen?” she asked, in her thick cockney accent.

Weil still had an accent, though he carefully covered it up by day. But by night, when he’d had a few, you could pick up the Slavic tongue which loosened in his mouth with the help of drink. 

Weil was a gourmand, not that he understood the term. But he did enjoy good food, good drink and good women. The last of which he enjoyed mostly at a distance or in his mind. He was a fat man with a thick bush of curly grey hair and caterpillar eyebrows over small, beady eyes. His complexion was ruddy and his breath wheezy. 

“Not for me, love,” he said. “I’ve got to be playing with sharp knives tomorrow. But I’ll be back at the end of day as usual.”

Most nights Weil was at The Maiden’s Arms for a drink and oftentimes a meal. It was his home away from home. The room he rented on Houndsditch he just mostly slept at.

The two other men Max was with demurred as well. Max took the last couple of swigs from his drink and got up from the table. He was feeling fairly steady on his feet. He’d only had three pints plus a dinner. He’d sleep like a baby.

“Well, lads,” he said to his companions. “See you tomorrow. Same place.”

They nodded and murmured their agreement.

“Won’t be far behind you,” said one of his friends.

Max weaved his way between the patrons of The Maiden’s Arms. It was busy on a Friday night at around ten in the evening. But Max needed his sleep. Despite his girth, he was a man otherwise disciplined. He enjoyed his drink, his food, his sleep and his work. He was a simple man like that. But it was his discipline for sleep which he credited for still holding onto all eight fingers and two thumbs.

Most of the fishmongers down at Billingsgate didn’t have all fingers and thumbs. Hard to keep them all if you’d worked as a fishmonger more than a handful of years.

He was thinking about this as he walked back towards his room on Houndsditch. He had his mittened hands in front of him, palm up, and he was moving his fingers up and down as if he might be playing a piano the wrong way up.

The sea takes back its own, he’d heard a fisherman once say to him when he was just starting out in the business. Being so young at the time, he hadn’t quite figured out what the man had meant. But it made sense now. Fishermen and fishmongers take from the sea and the sea takes back in the form of drowned fishermen and missing digits. At least that’s how he thought of it.

The streets weren’t very busy. Most men and women were indoors if they were smart on account of it getting colder. And a fog was starting to roll in. That muted the sounds of his footsteps.

He reached home and took off his right mitten in order to stick his hand in his front pants’ pocket and get his key. The street was quiet for a moment. There wasn’t anybody close by. Up the street a bobby was doing his patrols. Down the street a lady ducked into a doorway.

Max’s breath rhythmically reached for the sky like dying smokey tendrils. He heard a knocking. Then it stopped. He heard it again. It had a pattern to it and there was a far off drilling sound. It seemed to be coming from his neighbor’s place. His neighbor was the jewelry shop next door.

Max walked over to HSH Jewelers and peered in through the window. He couldn’t see anything. But he could hear the banging. Soft and steady like someone might bang on a drum. But it wasn’t a drum. Sounded more like a hammer against stone.

Max looked up the street. He couldn’t see the bobby anymore. Perhaps he’d ducked down a side street to investigate something. Max was unnerved. He walked to the other side of his building. But there were no alleyways there. He’d have to walk down the end of the street before he could duck into an alley to get a better look.

But he didn’t fancy any inconvenience. He needed to get to sleep, and in any event, why was it his concern? The steady knocking carried on with a far off whining or drilling sound.

The very least he could do would be to get the attention of the bobby he had earlier seen. That’s what Max decided to do. He started walking up the street the way he had come. That was where he had seen the policeman before he had disappeared.

It didn’t take long. Max was only about halfway up the street when the bobby popped out from a side street and started to head his way. Max waved at the man and walked towards him.

“What can I help you with?” asked the policeman.

He was tall and slim. Max was short and fat. The bobby’s nut cracker or truncheon was attached to his belt and his custodian helmet made him look taller than he actually was. He had a small electric torch attached to his belt and his black and white striped duty armband was around his lower left forearm on his tunic. He stood in front of Max with his arms clasped in front, looking down at him.

Max looked up at the bobby. He must have been about twenty years younger than him. He was a nice looking young man.

“I’m hearing some strange sounds not far from where I live,” he said.

“What sort of strange sounds?”

Max looked behind him and pointed towards his room, next to the jeweler.

“I live down there by HSH Jeweler. Sounds like there’s a banging sound.”

“Show me,” said the policeman.

Max started back down towards his home. When he got there he stopped. They both listened. There wasn’t anything for a few seconds but then the banging started up again. And the soft whining of a drill that you could almost mistake for the caterwaul of a cat about to fight.

The bobby nodded. He looked down the road to assess any entry points. Then he looked back at Max.

“This is where you live?” he asked.

Max nodded.

“I rent a room on the third floor,” he said. “Next to the jeweler. Maybe they’re trying to get into the shop.”

The bobby nodded.

“Leave it with me. If I need more I’ll come and get you. What room?”

“I think it’s coming from one of the yards out back of those row houses.”

“What room are you in, here?”

“Number five.”

“And your name?”

“Max,” he said, “Max Weil.”

The bobby nodded and strode off down the way he was already headed. Max tried the door and found it open. He didn’t need his key. He headed upstairs happier for having found the policeman.

Constable John Piper had only worked for the Metropolitan Police for a little under a year. Before that he’d spent some time in the King’s Own Royal Regiment, Lancaster. They’d seen some action in the Second Boer War. Piper hadn’t joined by then and his four years in the King’s Own hadn’t given him any action at all. 

By contrast, there was always something happening on the streets of London. He preferred that. He was never bored.

He walked briskly down the road and took a right and followed on until he came to a wall. He was tall enough to peer over the wall and it contained the concrete yard of the first row house. Every so often more walls split up the yards of the different row houses. 

Piper stopped and listened. He could still hear the banging and the whining. Only it was much quieter here than it was closer to the jewelry store where the citizen had drawn his attention to it. He shielded his eyes as there was a street light spilling light from the corner of the road not far from where he was.

In the far distance, about halfway up the row houses, about where the jewelry store might be he thought he could see a soft light glowing. As he steadied himself and strained to look it also appeared as if a man were pacing back and forth in the yard. 

Coincidentally, there was a light coming from a second story room in the row house that might overlook that yard. Though Piper could not see anybody in the room. Piper took some time and tried to count how many row houses up from the corner this yard was. He counted twice. It was either ten or eleven up from the first one where he was.

He headed towards the corner and turned right again. He was now walking parallel to the jewelry store. Conveniently, the first row house was number 1 Houndsditch. The one after that was number two.

Piper walked up slowly and carefully, almost tip toeing so as to keep his footfalls soft and quiet. He arrived at number ten. He took a few steps back. It was a three story row house and none of the row houses on either side of number ten had any lights on in the front. It was also dark in this area. A street lamp was down by number three and there was another one towards the end of Houndsditch several more row houses up.

Piper walked up to the front door, took his truncheon from his belt and wrapped firmly on the door. He stepped back again to see if any light came on from inside. No light and no lanterns from what he could see. He waited a minute and wrapped again.

Still nothing. No light came on from inside the house and no movement that he could detect. Piper walked up to number eleven. It was either ten or eleven he thought.

He stepped back from the front of the row house and looked at it. There seemed to be a very faint glow of light that leaked into one of the front facing rooms. Perhaps from the room in the back that overlooked the yard. It was hard to tell. Looked not much more than the glow of a match being burned.

Piper looked to his left and to his right. The street was empty. He walked up to the main door and rapped on it with his truncheon. He stepped back a couple of steps and he waited. He was just about to knock again when he heard footsteps from the other side of the door.
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East London, December 1910

Piper looked up the street. From that end you could get into the cul-de-sac where another set of Exchange Buildings was located. However, it appeared that it was this row that had yards that pushed up against the jewelry store and Weil’s accommodations. 

The door opened and a man a little older than Piper stared out and then looked furtively up and down the road. He wore a beard and spectacles and his thinning hair was combed back. He was slim and of average height.

Piper tried to look past him into the house but the door was open just a crack. Enough for Sokoloff to stick his head out. A little light leaked down the stairway just behind Sokoloff. Piper unhooked his electric torch and turned it on. He shone it in the direction of Sokoloff.

Sokoloff squinted his eyes. There was something about the man’s manner that unnerved Piper. He didn’t think the man was alone. It hadn’t taken long for Piper to learn to read people. Especially those up to no good. There was something about the man’s nervous energy that was off putting. Piper had to think quickly on his feet.

“Is the missus home?” he asked. Still trying to look behind the man and into the house.

Sokoloff shook his head.

“No, she’s out,” he said in a thick Russian accent.

“Very good,” said Piper. “Perhaps I’ll try again tomorrow morning.”

Sokoloff closed the door. Piper did not like what he had seen. There was something going on in that house. He stood still and listened. He couldn’t hear anything from this side. His breath curled around his neck in the still air like a cat’s tail.

Piper looked back towards the direction he’d come. Then he looked up the other way. He thought he’d go that way and then turn right and right again and take a look down the cul-de-sac between the Exchange Buildings to see if he could get a better look that way.

He started walking the rest of the way up the front of this row of Exchange Buildings. He turned right just past the street lamp. On the corner of the buildings just before the cul-de-sac he saw a man leaning against the last of the row house’s short wall that enclosed its yard.

It was an odd sight. The man was well dressed. Looked young enough to be around Piper’s age. He wore a handlebar mustache and goatee.

Piatkov looked towards the sound of footfalls coming towards him. It was the police. He quickly turned around and started to walk away from Piper.

“Excuse me, sir. Can I have a word?” shouted Piper.

The man’s stride quickened. He walked past the cul-de-sac.

“Sir, a word!” exclaimed Piper. 

Piatkov didn’t look back, he kept walking on towards Outwich Street. Piper had a decision to make. He could follow the man towards Outwich Street and accost him there or he could duck down the cul-de-sac to see if that gave him a better view of what was happening in number eleven’s yard. He decided to duck down the cul-de-sac.

Piper’s pace quickened. He looked towards the cul-de-sac and then back towards the fleeing man. Piper decided to head on down the cul-de-sac. He realized he didn’t have any good evidence of an actual crime. Perhaps the cul-de-sac would reveal that evidence.

Piper headed down the dead end. At the end of the cul-de-sac he stopped. He was met with the wall of a building. The buildings here butted up right against the yards of the Exchange Buildings. He leaned over the yard of the closest row house but even as he strained his neck to look further down, he was no closer to number eleven than he had been on the opposite side where he had first learned of the noise.

Piper turned around to have a look. The cul-de-sac was narrow. Wide enough for a horse and carriage to turn around if the driver was good. Piper turned off his electric torch and hooked it back onto his belt.

There was a street light at the open end of the cul-de-sac and another light was on in one of the row houses on the opposite side of the row he was interested in. It gave him enough light to see well enough. He exited the cul-de-sac and headed back towards Houndsditch. Just turning the corner, he came across a couple of his colleagues.

Constable George Woodhams and Constable Walter Choate were walking up Houndsditch towards him. He waved them down and explained what he had heard and what he had seen. He asked them to keep watch of number eleven and the back side of the row houses by the cul-de-sac while he went for help and to report the suspicious activity. Woodhams and Choate agreed.

Bishopsgate Police Station was only about a half mile from where Constable Piper was. He continued in a westward direction up Houndsditch until he got to Bishopsgate where he headed south towards the police station.

Piper informed the sergeant at the front what he had seen. The sergeant went into the back to fetch one of the sergeants on active duty on the beat that night.

A man with short red hair and a short orange beard walked into the front area with the sergeant Piper had just shortly before spoken to. The sergeant whispered into the ear of the new sergeant and pointed to Piper. The new sergeant walked up to Piper.

“I’m Sergeant Charles Tucker. You’ve seen something suspicious, have you?” he asked.

Tucker was probably close to six feet tall with an average build. He had mischievous eyes and an easy smile. Piper explained what he had seen, how the sounds could be those of someone trying to break into the jewelry shop. Tucker nodded and listened intently.

“Right. Well done, lad. Head on back and inform Constables Woodhams and Choate to stand by. I’ll get some men and meet you there momentarily.”

And with that, Piper left and headed back towards the Exchange Buildings to inform the other two constables he had left there to keep watch. He went to get Choate who he had seen head down the cul-de-sac first.

Choate was at the very end of the cul-de-sac looking around and occasionally straining to peek down the yards. But it was a futile effort. There were probably six to eight yards between number eleven and the end of the cul-de-sac.

Choate and Piper nodded at each other.

“See anything?” asked Piper.

“Nothing so far, John. Hard to see down to number eleven.”

“And hard for them to escape out the back then,” said Piper.

Choate nodded.

“I’ve informed Sergeant Tucker, he’s coming with some men. Let’s go wait around the front.”

Choate nodded and the two of them walked back up the cul-de-sac, and then headed back towards Houndsditch. Woodhams was pacing up and down by row house thirteen to fifteen.

Piper informed him that help was on the way with Sergeant Tucker coming with some men.

“It’s these anarchist Jews again isn’t it?” asked Woodhams.

“Probably, considering we're here at Houndsditch,” said Choate.

“They’re goddamn vermin, the lot of them,” said Woodhams, looking down towards number eleven. “No wonder they get kicked out of every country that has the sense to do it.”

Piper’s grandfather had come to England from Russia in eighteen thirty nine after the first anti-Semitic stirrings were starting to be felt. His grandfather had known about anti-Semitism on the continent since the Crusades, where whole communities of European Jews had been massacred. And even before that, when the world was less than a century into the common era, pogroms and forced conversions had been dotted about Europe like the spots of the pox.

It was a secret that had been kept in his family since his grandfather had first come over to England as a young man without papers. But his grandfather was an educated man and spoke English well even before he arrived.

All of this he knew from his father. Piper had met his grandfather but he had no recollection of it. His grandfather, Misael Pfeiffer had died when Piper was only three years old and Misael was just shy of his seventieth birthday.

Piper had learned as a young boy that whenever he spoke about his grandfather he was to use his English name. That name was Michael Piper. The name that Misael had given himself when he landed on England’s shores.

Misael had married a Christian English woman by the name of Emma Johnson. She was a marvelous woman. Not a practicing Christian other than at Easter and Christmas. But a woman with a deep sense of justice and love. She had died when Piper was eleven. He remembered her fondly.

Nobody knew of his family’s secret. His father had explained the reasons why. Deep within the soul of his being, Piper had hoped to one day explore his Jewish roots. But that day was not yet here, especially with the rise of anti-Semitism across Europe and now too in England.

A bunch of anarchist criminals who just so happened to be Jewish weren’t helping. 

“I’m not too sure that the problem with these anarchists is their Jewishness,” said Piper.

Woodhams looked at Piper without saying anything for a moment.

“Well, maybe you’re right. All I know is that I’ve never met a Jew I liked.”

“The tailor I use is Jewish,” said Choate. “He’s fair, friendly and does good work.”

“He’ll screw you as soon as he thinks he can get away with it,” said Woodhams.

Piper looked down Houndsditch. He saw Sergeant Tucker with another constable turning the corner and walking towards them.

“Let’s get ready,” said Piper, and he started off towards Tucker with Choate with him. Woodhams stayed where he was to keep watch.

“Constable John Piper, this is Constable James Lawson,” said Tucker.

Piper and Lawson shook hands and greeted each other. Choate shook hands with all of them and introduced himself.

“Now tell me again what you saw,” said Tucker, looking at Piper.
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Piper started telling Tucker what he had seen. He was pointing at the building and explaining the bad feeling he’d gotten from the look of the man who answered the door.

Piper explained what he looked like. Slim, with a beard and receding hair that he combed back over his head. He wore spectacles and he had a thick Russian sounding accent.

As Piper was explaining all of this, Sergeant Robert Bentley and Sergeant Thomas Bryant were walking down Houndsditch and stopped to talk with Woodhams who was waiting at around number thirteen.

Woodhams started gesticulating and pointing at number eleven. He didn’t know as much about what had been going on as Piper hadn’t given him the details as to what he’d done. And he hadn’t told Woodhams the important bit that he’d knocked on the door and it had been answered.

With that bit of knowledge, Bentley probably wouldn’t have recommended they go knock on the door to number eleven to see what they could find out. But that’s exactly what he suggested after Woodhams had finished speaking.

“Let’s go take a look inside then, shall we,” said Bentley as he started towards number eleven Exchange Buildings.

“Shouldn’t we wait for the others down the road?” asked Woodhams, pointing to Tucker, Piper and the others at the far end of the street.

“I should think they’ll join us when they’re ready,” said Bentley.

Sergeant Bentley was a good copper. He was quick to action and that had served him well before. He wasn’t afraid of a little scuffle and he despised anarchists of all kinds. Didn’t matter to him if they were Poles, Russians or Jews. An anarchist was an abomination and he fancied getting a few of them into gaol.

Bentley was a handsome man with dark black, wavy hair and a fine handlebar mustache to match. He had hooded eyes and spoke with the accent of the upper crust. That was not his natural accent but rather one he had worked on ever since he’d been teased by some upper class boys when he was young.

Bentley started for number eleven with Sergeant Bryant and Constable Woodhams with him.

“Truncheons at the ready, lads,” said Bentley.

Gardstein had been back and forth into the row house and then the yard to check on the work. Earlier that evening he had been alerted by Sokoloff that the police had come by looking for his wife. Gardstein found that suspicious. After all, what would a copper want with Sokoloff’s wife at ten at night? More than that, Sokoloff wasn’t married. None of them were.

Gardstein’s girlfriend and Piatkov’s girlfriend were staying at Piatkov’s apartment on Grove Street, about a twenty minute walk away.

And that led Gardstein to another question. Where on Earth was Piatkov? He was supposed to be on the lookout. For that matter, where was Hoffman? He was nowhere to be found and neither of them had informed Sokoloff or anyone, for that matter, that the police were roaming Houndsditch.

Gardstein went upstairs to talk to Sokoloff. Sokoloff was off to the side of the window with the curtains drawn. A small lantern was in the corner of the room providing just enough light for them to see but without giving away their presence. Sokoloff occasionally peered out the corner of the curtain.

“Do you see them?” asked Gardstein, entering the room.

Sokoloff shook his head.

“There were a couple of them a couple of doors up, but I can’t see any of them now.”

“Hoffman and the Painter?” asked Gardstein. “Where are they?”

“They were supposed to be on the lookout,” said Sokoloff, offering nothing that Gardstein didn’t already know.

“I know that. Have you seen them since?”

Sokoloff shook his head.

“I’m going to have some questions for them when this is all over,” said Gardstein. He looked at Sokoloff who was facing him.

“Do you still have your pistol?” he asked Sokoloff.

Sokoloff nodded and reached behind himself where he pulled out his Dreyse 1907 and released the magazine. He looked at the top cartridge nestled in the magazine as snug as a swaddled, sleeping baby. Seven babies sleeping in the magazine and none in the barrel.

“Do you need it?” asked Sokoloff, offering it to Gardstein.

Gardstein shook his head.

“No, hold onto it. I’ve got my own. If the police enter we might have to shoot our way out. I’m going to check on Dubov and Svaars to make sure they’re ready for anything that happens.”

And with that, Gardstein headed back downstairs. He found Svaars in the kitchen buttering a piece of bread. He was also drinking a mug of tea. No wonder the man’s fat, thought Gardstein.

“You know the police are outside,” said Gardstein, looking at the young man.

Svaars shrugged and took a bite of his bread.

“They’re probably just on patrol,” he answered.

“They’re not patrolling. Sokoloff said he saw a couple of them just standing around a couple of doors up.”

“Maybe they’re interested in that house. George, how would they have found out about anything we’re doing here?” asked Svaars.

“The police were literally here about an hour and a half ago.”

“Yeah, and he was looking for a woman.”

“I don’t know if you’re that naïve or just being stupid.”

Svaars looked up at Gardstein and put another big piece of bread in his mouth.

“George, what are we going to do? If they’re here for us, we’ll have to shoot our way out. If they’re not, then we’ll carry on getting the jewels. I just don’t see how we can do anything other than wait.”

“Yes, but I want you ready. Do you have your pistol?”

Svaars reached behind him and took his Mauser C96 from the small of his back and put it on the table.

“Take it if you want,” said Svaars.

Gardstein shook his head.

“You keep it ready. I’ll be back in a minute.”

Gardstein walked out of the kitchen into the yard. He was worried that everyone wanted to give him their pistols. Were they not ready to do what might need to be done? Rosen, Dubov, Peters and Smoller were in the yard standing around together. Dubov was smoking.

“You’re supposed to be inside,” said Gardstein to Dubov.

“Svaars needed a break so I came outside.”

Gardstein wasn’t happy. At least they’d stopped banging and drilling into the wall of the jewelry store. He’d had them stop since Sokoloff informed him the police had been by around ten.

“Listen. No more drilling or banging until we figure out what the police want, or they leave.”

“You already told us that, George,” said Rosen, with a smirk on his face. He was getting a little nervous excitement building up in him.

Smoller on the other hand looked like a worried man. He didn’t fancy gaol at his age. Peters however, could care less. English prisons were better than the Russian ones he’d spent time in. Nevertheless, he wasn’t worried that they’d be seeing gaol anytime soon.

“Give me my pistol,” said Gardstein, looking at Rosen. Rosen reached into his pocket and took out a Dreyse and handed it to him.

“Your guns are ready?” he asked, looking at each man in turn.

Everyone nodded. Though Smoller wasn’t looking to use his if he could help it.

“Let’s get ready for anything. If the police try to come inside, we’ll have to shoot our way out. Understood?”

The others gave him a wishy-washy nod.

“Understood!” said Gardstein, more forcefully.

“Don’t worry,” said Peters. “The coppers don’t carry guns here. We’ll be walking out without any problems from them if they try to get in here.”

“And what if they have some military snipers with them?” asked Gardstein.

“Why would they do that? I’ve never heard of anything like that. They don’t know who’s here and even if they asked the landlord which they probably haven’t done, John Williamson sounds like a nice English tenant,” said Peters.

“Just be ready,” said Gardstein, and he went back inside the house.

Bentley knocked on the door with his truncheon and waited. Nobody answered. He knocked again and waited longer. Still no answer. He knocked a third time even more forcefully and waited, and waited. He was just about to knock a fourth time when the door opened.

A man of average height with black, wavy hair and an English mustache to match opened the door and peered around the corner of it. Gardstein saw the three policemen beside him. He put his hand in his pocket which was hidden from view and adjusted his Dreyse so that it was not poking out.

“Who lives here?” asked Bentley.

The man said something unintelligible in what sounded like Russian.

“English,” said Bentley, “someone speak English,” he said, loudly.

Gardstein understood him well enough.

“Da,” said Gardstein, grinning. Then he turned his back and walked back inside the house down the hall with the front door opened just a crack.

Bentley looked at Sergeant Bryant and Constable Woodhams.

“Let’s go have a look,” he said, opening the door partially and walking in with Bryant and Woodhams following.

“Um, sir,” said Constable Lawson to Sergeant Tucker who they were now huddled around as Tucker gave the group instructions.

“What is it?”

Only Lawson had an unobstructed view of the three policemen who were just about to enter number eleven.

“Those three up there are just about to head into the house, sir.”

Tucker turned to his left and craned his neck to see up the street. He saw Bentley entering the row house followed by Bryant and Woodhams.

“You told Sergeant Bentley you had just knocked on number eleven earlier, didn’t you, son?” asked Tucker, looking at Piper.

“Uh, no sir. I don’t know those men up there except for Woodhams, sir.”

“Well, you told him didn’t you?”

“I told him I’d found some suspicious noises coming from that area.”

“Did you tell him you’d already knocked on the door and spoken with one of the residents?”

“No, sir. I just asked him to keep a lookout while I went for help.”

Tucker rubbed his forehead. He looked back up the street. Woodhams was disappearing inside the house.

“Goddamn,” he said. “They’ve already been alerted and who knows how many men are in number eleven. Alright lads, truncheons out and we’re going to go and give them a hand.”

Bentley walked into the house. Gardstein was walking towards the back. To Bentley’s right was a staircase that led upstairs. Walking towards the staircase, following Gardstein, Bentley noticed a pair of legs halfway up the first flight of stairs.

As he made his way towards the stairs he looked up and saw a man with a beard, thinning hair and glasses. He looked around the same age as the man they were following into the back of the house.

“Speak English?” asked Bentley.

Sokoloff nodded.

“Mind if we take a look in the back?”

Sokoloff nodded again. He felt nervous perspiration on his upper lip underneath his mustache. He had his right hand tucked into the back of his waistband and around the grip of his pistol.

Bentley passed by the stairs as he kept following Gardstein, as did Bryant and then Woodhams. Woodhams looked up the stairs and nodded at the man standing there.

There was something about the man. He couldn’t put his finger on it, but the man looked nervous. And he was standing strangely. One foot on the stair he was firmly planted on and the other resting on the stair behind as if he had been frozen walking down the stairs. And his right hand was behind his back.

Sokoloff nodded back and stared after them. Gardstein was walking into the kitchen. Bentley saw him look to his right and say something in Russian. There was a scraping sound coming from the kitchen that Bentley couldn’t see. Sounded like something heavy scraping across a wooden table.

Bentley’s hand tightened around the grooved grip of his sixteen inch truncheon. The leather wrist strap was around his wrist. He was good with a truncheon. He knew how to use it to incapacitate a man without leaving him seriously injured.

Bentley entered the kitchen and looked to his right and saw the man that Gardstein was talking to. The man was fatter than the other two and drinking a mug of tea. Bentley didn’t see the pistol in his lap which was covered by the table.

Bentley turned towards the door that opened into the yard. He was no more than six or seven feet from the door when it swung open widely. Gardstein had by this point moved towards the table where Svaars was sitting.

Through the door, Rosen rushed with his pistol pointed towards Bentley. Bentley noticed the man with the busted nose and brought his truncheon up to shoulder height, but that was as far as he got.

Rosen fired two shots. One hit Bentley in the shoulder and the other hit him in the neck. He was dead before he hit the kitchen floor.

Bryant started quickly towards Bentley and Rosen, his truncheon raised. Woodhams close behind him, but Sokoloff had by now descended from the staircase. Sokoloff fired a couple of rounds towards Woodhams and Bryant, but he was nervous and unfamiliar with his weapon. The one bullet hit the door frame to the entrance of the kitchen, the other hit Woodhams in the upper left leg.
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