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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 constables 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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      Paddy’s Peelers Mystery (Historical Romantic Suspense)

      Sweet romance,

      Crimes, Conspiracies, and Courtship #1

      Pads, Purses, and Plum Pudding #2

      Poisons, Potions, and Parasols #3

      Rogues, Rotters, and Rubies #4

      Wakings, Wooings, and Wrongdoings #5

      

      Once Upon a Widow (sweet Regency)

      Earl of Sunderland #1

      A Wicked Earl’s Widow #2

      Rhapsody and Rebellion #3

      Earl of Darby #4

      Earl of Brecken #5

      Earl of Griffith #6

      Beware a Wallflower’s Wrath #7

      A Wallflower’s Wassail Punch #8

      A Scoundrel’s Christmas Challenge #9

      The Duplicate Duke #10

      Merry Mazes and Mistletoe Magic #11

      Kiss the Scoundrel Farewell #12
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      A fiery-haired beauty…

      Clara Alberts, known affectionately as Ruby to her family and friends, has worked hard to craft her skills as a cook. When a French count moves into the influential Hatton Garden, she gets the chance to display her talent and move up in the domestic world of the ton. Add a chance encounter with a handsome young Bow Street Runner, and Ruby decides fate is finally smiling down on her.

      A perplexing series of thefts…

      Elijah Norton is finishing his second year as a Runner when he’s asked to look into some recent thefts in Hatton Garden. Each jeweler questioned has found only one set of jewelry stolen and cannot say how long it has been missing. As Eli searches for answers, he meets the beautiful Clara Alberts. She steals his heart at first glance, a true diamond in the rough.

      Justice or love…

      As the Peelers continue to search for more clues to the elusive Vicar and his vast criminal network, Eli discovers Ruby’s father is linked to the anonymous villain. If he pursues the lead and questions Mr. Alberts, he’ll lose the girl. Yet ignoring the information may put the Crown in peril. Will the truth bring clarity to their relationship or create an imperfection in their gem of a romance?

      

      Set in the hectic district of Cheapside during the Regency, Paddy’s Peelers search the dregs of London with skill and cunning to bring criminals to justice and, perhaps, unexpectedly find love along the way. A sweet but action-packed romance.
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        January 1804

        Limehouse, East End, London

      

      

      

      Elijah covered his ears, his eyes squinting shut against the latest battle between his parents. His father came home only once a week for a couple of days. Each time he walked through the door, Eli experienced a short-lived joy as his Pa tossed him in the air and caught him in a fierce hug. But harsh words and the inevitable argument always followed. It had grown worse lately. Spats about money, food, where Pa spent his time.

      Smack! The sound of a hand connecting with flesh sent Elijah from his bed, peeking through a slightly cracked door while his heart pounded furiously. His father was rubbing his cheek, those dark eyes narrowed as his mother took a step back.

      “I could beat ye fer that,” Pa snarled, moving one booted foot forward.

      “Then I’ll die by your hand or from hunger. I’d prefer the quicker death if you don’t mind.” But Ma took another step back, fear brightening her hazel eyes. She coughed, the gurgling sound echoing through the small space. “There’s something smoky about your absences, Tom. Where do you go when you leave us?”

      “Always ringin’ a peal, Alice. Why should I come home at all to a hellcat? Ye used to meet me with kisses.” His father sat down heavily on one of the three chairs. The only other furniture they owned was a bed and a small table that wobbled.

      “That’s when I thought you loved me.” Ma’s confidence returned, hands going to her hips. Wheat-colored strands stuck out from her mobcap. “No more Banbury tales. What is going on?”

      Da sighed. A terrible, forlorn sound. “I can’t afford ye no more. I ain’t got the blunt to keep ye here.”

      “You can’t afford…” Ma seemed temporarily dumbfounded. “I’m your wife, Tom, not some laced mutton.”

      “A doxie would be cheaper.”

      She flew at him then, a high-pitched scream rending the air. He stood and caught her fists mid swing, easily holding her arms above her head. His mother began kicking at Da’s legs, trying to wrestle from his hold. Pa bent and said something in her ear, and Ma froze.

      “But you’re my husband,” she choked out as another spasm of coughs racked her body.

      “Not accordin’ to the law. I already had a family when we met, and I can’t keep paying fer two.” He let go of her, and Eli watched as his mother fumbled for the chair to hold herself up.

      What did that mean? Pa didn’t want them anymore? Could he do that?

      “Why did you marry me?” she whispered, her voice hoarse.

      “Ye’d sprained yer ankle and came to me all hysterical. What was I s’posed to do?”

      Ma shook her head. “Of course I was hysterical. I was pregnant and unwed.”

      “So, I wed ye. Problem solved till now.”

      Eli blinked back the tears. His father had another family. They must be better because he spent more time with them. If only he’d known Pa had other children, Eli would have tried harder to be the favorite. He wouldn’t have eaten so much.

      “Did you ever love me?” His mother’s voice sounded so weak. Like Eli’s when he didn’t feel good.

      “I can take the boy with me,” his father continued, ignoring her question. “He’s fit, so I can find him a position somewhere. I’ll check on him regular-like and make sure he’s bein’ treated proper. Ye’ll ‘ave to go back to yer family.”

      Eli’s stomach twisted. Ma had another family too? Would she leave him with his father? The question bounced around his brain, and he rubbed his temples against the onslaught.

      Ma shook her head. “I can’t go back. Not now…” Eli’s heart cracked when his mother let out a wrenching sob. “Mama was right. I’ve been such a gull.”

      “The rent’s paid till the end o’ the week. Ye got till Saturday to figure it out.” He swiped a hand through his dark curls. “Am I takin’ the lad or no?”

      “Elijah is mine, you scapegrace. He’s all I have. I could never let him go.” Ma began crying in earnest now, her face hidden in her arms, forehead against the scarred oak table.

      His father hovered over her, his hand almost touching her head, then pulling back. Tears ran down Eli’s cheeks as he watched his father’s retreat. The door slammed with a shuddering thump.

      Eli silently padded up to his mother, wiping his wet cheeks with the bottom of his nightshirt. He had to fix this. “It’ll be all right,” he whispered soothingly, rubbing her back. Her narrow shoulders shook, then more coughing.

      She wiped her reddened eyes with her sleeves. “I know it will, my sweet boy. Did you hear everything?”

      He nodded, then threw his arms around his mother. “I love you, Ma. I’ll take care of you.”

      Ma managed a snort and held him close. “I’m so sorry, sweetheart. I’m so sorry.”

      “You should go rest now, Ma.” He pulled on her hand, and when she rose, he led her back to the bed. “I can work like Pa did. I could be a street sweeper, maybe.”

      After she lay down, she patted the thin mattress. “Come lie with me, Eli. We’ll stay warmer curled up together.”

      With his mother’s arms around him, and her words repeating softly in his head—I could never let him go—he drifted back to sleep. Ma loved him. Everything would work out.

      Five days later, Eli and his mother left the only home he’d ever known. They had one small bag his mother tied around her waist and hid beneath her thin coat. All the clothes they owned had been layered over their bodies to help fight the chill weather. “If the culls think I’m with child, we might be safer,” Ma said as she took his hand and they stepped into the moist, cold fog.

      “Where are we going, Ma?” he asked, pulling up the rough wool collar of his threadbare coat.

      “To the devil, I fear,” mumbled his mother. Her coughing had grown worse. There were deep purple bruises under her eyes, and her skin was so pale it was almost translucent.

      “It would be warmer,” quipped Eli, giggling at his own joke. But his humor hadn’t brought the usual chuckle from Ma. Her eyes were darting about the street as the sun set.

      His mother squatted before him, holding both his thin arms with a surprisingly strong grip. “No matter what happens to me, Elijah, I will make sure you are taken care of.” Then she hugged him tightly, and he could hear the rattle in her chest. Panic poked at his belly. The landlady’s husband had sounded like that when he was taken to the hospital and never came back.

      When she stood, Eli slipped his hand into hers again, wishing they both had gloves. That night, they found shelter between some barrels in an alley. It was behind a tavern, and a tiny thread of light spilled out onto the slick cobblestones.

      Eli snuggled against his mother, and she wrapped her cloak around him, leaning her cheek against his head. “Only for this one night,” she whispered as he fell asleep to her rhythmic rasp. “Then we’ll have a proper bed.”

      In the morning, the tavern owner chased them off. Once again, they wandered the streets of Limehouse.

      “Ma, you don’t look so good. We should find a new place to live.” Eli knew the sheen on her face, especially in the cold air, must mean a fever. Her body would shake sometimes, and she’d grip his fingers really hard.

      “There,” she pointed. “The Dog’s Bone. We’ll go in there.”

      He smiled at the name. It reminded him of the funny wiry-haired dog that lived with the landlady. The place was warm and crowded, and Eli could smell something cooking. He sucked in a deep breath, and his mouth watered.

      Ma found a corner in the back of the large room. When she sat down, pulling Eli onto her lap, they were hidden by the oak table in front of them. The noise of the laughing patrons droned in his ear, and soon, he was asleep.

      “Wake up!”

      Eli woke with a start when someone shook him. He blinked and rubbed his eyes, peering up at the pretty woman with a round face. He stretched, his hand hitting something soft behind him.

      “Ma,” he cried, jerking around. “I didn’t mean to—” Eli stared at the empty eyes of his mother. She was pale and still, her vacant hazel orbs staring at something beyond him.

      “No!” He rubbed her cheek with his palm. “No, Ma. Wake up.” Eli squeezed her shoulders and rocked her back and forth until her head thumped against the wall.

      The nice lady tried to pull him away. He threw his arms around Ma, shaking his head. “She’s only sleeping. She’s so tired. We’ll be okay.”

      A larger set of hands wrapped around his waist and picked him up, pushing his face against something hard, covered in wool. When the hard thing spoke, Eli realized it was a man.

      “Let’s get you to another room, boyo,” said the deep voice. “We’ll let da doctor care for yer mother.”

      The giant man set him in a chair in front of the hearth. There was a large black pot hanging over a fire. The stranger scooped a ladle of something into a wooden bowl and set it in front of Eli. “Eat and get yer belly full so we can talk.”

      Eli looked toward the back of the room. He couldn’t see the corner anymore where his mother lay. His stomach growled. “I have to get Ma something to eat. She made me eat her share. Then she’ll get better.”

      “The most important thing ye can do for yer mother right now is eat. If ye get sick too, she’ll be all the more worried.” The man patted Eli’s head. “Go on, boyo. It’s a good venison stew.”

      Another growl of his stomach convinced Eli the man was right. Gripping the spoon with his fist, he made short work of the feast. Then he looked up at his new friend. He had red cheeks and hair, but his eyes were very blue. His hands were gigantic, his body even bigger, but it was the smile that beckoned to Eli.

      He smiled back at this strange-speaking person. “Are you a foreigner?” he asked. Pa had talked about foreigners from faraway places that came through the docks. They all talked differently from Londoners.

      “In a sense, aye,” said the man. “Name’s Paddy O’Brien. Who do I have da pleasure of speakin’ with and how old are ye?” He held out a great paw.

      Eli knew how to shake hands. When he slipped his palm against Paddy’s warm one, he smiled up at the red, grinning face. Eli instinctively knew he could trust this man.

      “I’m Elijah. I’m five… I think,” he answered, standing. “I have to check on my ma.”

      The big paw sat heavily on his shoulder. “I’m afraid ye can’t help her now, boyo.”

      The fear came rushing back, filling his chest, stealing his air. Eli had seen eyes like his ma’s before. The dog that got hit by a wagon. A man who had been sitting on the steps of their boarding house last winter.

      Too drunk to make it up the stairs. Froze to death on the stoop, his father had said with a shake of his head.

      “She’s dead.” It wasn’t a question. Eli knew even before Paddy nodded.

      He began to cry, softly at first. Then loud wails, tears streaming down his cheeks, onto his chin, then dripping down his neck. Paddy set Eli on his lap and wrapped his bear-like arms around his body, rocking him back and forth. He cried for his mother, for his father who had pretended to love him, for being abandoned, for not being good enough to make his Pa want to stay. He cried until he had no more tears and no more energy to be sad. Then he closed his eyes and fell asleep in the warm, comforting embrace of a giant.
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        * * *

      

      Eli woke on a cot in a strange room. It was a dark room with a small hearth and shelves on the walls. There was a table with a platter of bread and a bowl of… butter? He heard the murmur of voices beyond the door. Throwing off the blanket, he inched toward the table, waiting for someone to rush in and tell him not to touch the food.

      No one did, so he took one of the slices and dipped it into the bowl of butter. He closed his eyes and chewed. It was like food sent from heaven. The bread was not stale or chewy, the butter not oily.

      “What in heavens will we do with him?”

      Eli’s attention turned back to the door. The workhouse. Pa had taken him there a couple of times when he was little. The place where boys went when no one wanted them anymore. Who would want Eli now? He dipped another corner of the bread into the butter and crammed it all into his mouth, then ran into the public room.

      His eyes darted about the room. He saw a mop and a bucket. Eli ran to it, swallowed the last of his meal, and yelled, “I’m real strong. I can work. See?”
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        * * *

      

      Paddy watched the pale, blond boy try to pick up a mop. The handle was a good head taller than the lad. Holding it like a jousting lance, Eli pushed it into the bucket and managed to get it back onto the floor, spilling water everywhere. Paddy’s heart cracked a little.

      The thin shoulders moved back and forth as he mopped, an urgency to his actions. When the boy swished the mop into the bucket again, he splashed his shoes. There was a hole in the toe on both feet. All three adults stared at it, and the lad’s eyes followed.

      “Don’t worry,” Eli cried, sitting on the wet floor to pull off his shoe. He walked with one bare foot to the large fireplace, a large wet spot spreading across the back of his coat, and set the pitiful piece of leather on the stone floor. “I won’t get sick. Ma always said I’m real healthy.” Panic sounded in the shrillness of his young voice as he pleaded, “You’ll see.”

      When he returned to the bucket to continue mopping, Paddy couldn’t stand it any longer. “Come here, boyo. That can wait.”

      It was well past midnight, and the tavern was closed. Maggie would be worried about him, but there had been the woman’s body to take care of. And the boy to deal with. Paddy knew Max and Martha couldn’t take the waif on. They’d just had a babe of their own and were only now turning a profit after buying The Dog’s Bone. The last orphanage Paddy had seen wasn’t much better than the workhouse.

      “Don’t send me to the workhouse,” Eli blurted out as if reading Paddy’s mind. His small hands fidgeted with the frayed hem of his coat. “I’m strong. I can do anything you want.”

      “I have no doubt.” Once the boy stood before him, Paddy picked him up and set him on his lap. “Ye’ll have to be brave with yer mother gone.”

      Eli blinked. His hazel eyes, bright with unshed tears, turned more brown than green. “But not at the workhouse? I can be brave anywhere but there.”

      “No, not at the workhouse.” Paddy sucked in a breath and asked the next question. “Do ye know where yer father is?”

      The boy shook his head, eyes glinting with anger now, his chin stuck out. “Back to his other family. He said he couldn’t pay for us anymore.”

      A fist of ice gripped Paddy’s chest. The worthless piece of horse dung. The lad was a by-blow. Who had his mother been? Eli’s speech wasn’t that of a street urchin. One of his parents had some education. Paddy gave Max and Martha, The Dog’s Bone owners, a questioning look. Martha nodded with a smile of relief.

      “Your Maggie would want ye to,” she said, her brown eyes sparkling. “Another unfortunate set in your path.”

      Paddy gazed down at the scrawny boy in front of him. “Weel, I t’ink my wife is in need of a helper. Someone to help in the kitchen, feed and brush the dog, run errands for her. Would ye be interested in coming home with me?”

      The boy’s trusting eyes held Paddy’s steady, and then he nodded solemnly. “Yes, sir.”

      “Ye’ll have three other boys to tend with. D’ye mind having brothers?” he asked, holding back a grin when the boy’s eyes grew wide.

      “You mean like a family?” Eli asked quietly.

      “Exactly what I mean, boyo. No strangers in the O’Brien household. We’re all family once ye cross the threshold.”

      Eli threw his arms around Paddy and nodded.
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