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        Praise for Dodger


‘The characterization of Dodger is spot-on, exactly as I would
        have imagined him as a young adult. Benmore has a natural talent
        for writing characters. I found it very difficult to put down, reading
        all 405 pages in two marathon reading sessions and laughing out
        loud through most of it!’ Bookbag

        ‘Hidden in amongst the tale of an almost irredeemable thief are
        morals, and friendships and honour. There is plenty of depth and
        emotion. I don’t think there is even an age or gender group for
        this book, from Young Adult to grandparent, there is something
        in this story for all to love’ Parmenion Books

        ‘Dodger is a hugely entertaining book, combining 21st century
        storytelling with a genuine passion for the original books’
        Fiction Desk

        ‘The plot twists and turns brilliantly, with many well thought out
        surprises along the way; and the ending is quite unexpected, yet
        startlingly obvious in a way that makes you want to read it again
        immediately to pick up all the clues. Dodger himself is drawn
        brilliantly. The language is full of humour and colour … the cheeky
        charm is something that transcends time, and Dodger’s world is
        one that you can’t help but be absorbed into’ SJI Holliday

    
        
        James Benmore studied literature at the Open University and has
        since completed an MSt in Creative Writing at Oxford University.
        He won the AM Heath prize in 2010 for best work of fiction by
        a writer graduating from Kellogg College. His short stories have
            been published in various anthologies. He lives in London.

              Dodger is his first novel, which begins a series following the adventures
        of Jack Dawkins, the Artful Dodger. The second will be
        Dodger of the Dials.

    

For my parents, Henry and Eithne.




‘It’s all up, Fagin,’ said Charley … ‘the Artful’s booked for a passage out … To think of Jack Dawkins … the Artful Dodger – going abroad for a common twopenny-halfpenny sneeze-box … without no honour nor glory!’ …


‘Never mind, Charley,’ said Fagin soothingly; ‘it’ll come out, it’ll be sure to come out. They’ll all know what a clever fellow he was; he’ll show it himself, and not disgrace his old pals and teachers … What a distinction, Charley, to be lagged at his time of life!’


From Oliver Twist, Chapter XLIII





Part One






Chapter 1
The Silver Sneeze Box





Wherein the reader learns of how my carefree childhood was cruelly snatched away by a cold-hearted magistrate with no regard for my youthful promise





We was a gang of six and we was swooping through the London crowds like low-flying jackdaws, fast, thieving and beautiful to behold. It was the first day of May and the people of the city was all dressed in their Sunday finery, not least us, the happy students of the Saffron Hill School of Finders Keepers. We was scudding through the dusty lanes towards Covent Garden, where we hoped to find the choicest trinkets that London could offer, and we was all very much feeling that spring buzz. I was leading the thing, as was natural, and close behind me was my best pal, Charley Bates. After him came Jem White, Georgie Bluchers and Mouse Flynn and that, I now reflect, should have been all. Five has always been more than enough to work a spring crowd; in truth the ideal number of boys to go finding with was three. One to distract, the other to dip and pass, and the last to make the dash. But what with the day being so merry and fresh we was all feeling companionable and so was stuck together like toffees in sun. All of these boys was gifted in the art and had it just been us then it would have remained a very pleasant and productive morning. But we also had Horrie Belltower dragging along behind us and this stupid oaf proved to be my undoing.


Horrie was not one of us. I had never taken him to Saffron Hill because I knew the Jew would not be interested. He was too old and too lumbering. He looked and smelt as if he’d been dredging through the riverbank all night, so shabby was his clothes. We was all dressed up flashy and colourful in proper gentleman’s attire, with studs, rings, gold chains and such, so we didn’t much care for the look of him in his dirty coat and faded neckerchief. On top of this he was too feeble-minded and fat-fingered to make a living in our chosen profession. As a thief, all he was good for was the kinchin lay – jumping out in front of young children what are running errands for their mothers in the genteel districts and taking their sixpences by force. No one respected the kinchin lay, an idiot could do it. What Horrie couldn’t do was turn himself invisible like we could, he couldn’t put himself just outside a cove’s sight and stay there no matter which way their heads may turn. But worse than all this, he was slow. And we all hated slow.


We slid by the corner of Jarrett Street, where a big crowd was distracted by the puppet show. Mr Punch was busy battering his wife with a stick and he squawked a friendly That’s the way to do it! as we brushed past tailcoats and gowns, finding ourselves all the richer for it. We was well pleased with our earnings and was itching for more when Mouse asked me where the Belltower boy was. We looked back towards the puppet booth and saw Horrie still stood among the crowd and watching the story.


‘Good riddance,’ said Jem. He had been vexed with me all day for letting Horrie tag along but until now had not shown the steel to say it. ‘I thought we’d never shake him.’


Charley was most amused at the thought that, any minute now, the gentlemen either side of Horrie would feel that their pockets was lighter and grab him as the culprit. The younger boys laughed too and only Jem was sharp enough to see there was nothing droll about that. He turned to me.


‘We ain’t going back for him, Dodger. Least I ain’t.’


The other boys stopped laughing and looked at me in wonder at the very idea.


‘He’s got nothing on him,’ said one.


‘He won’t say nothing,’ said another.


‘And even if he does, so what?’ asked a third, ‘he ain’t even met the Jew.’


‘I know Horrie ain’t much,’ I said. ‘But friends is friends. And if any of you lads was in a tight spot, then I would just as soon come to your aid.’ This remark made an impression upon Charley and the two younger boys and they nodded at me with due admiration. Jem, though, was having none of it.


‘Tell that to the workhouse boy,’ he said, referring to a recent incident what had led to all sorts of trouble for the Jew. ‘If this Horrie wasn’t a relation of yourn, then you would just as happily stroll off.’


I ignored this slur against my good character and spoke to the others. ‘You lot go to the courtyard off Crick Lane to compare findings. I’m going back for Horrie and, while I’m there, I may feel like collecting some more valuables for my trouble. We’ll meet at the broken pump in ten minutes.’ I emptied my pockets of my morning’s work and handed them to Charley for safekeeping. These was some handkerchiefs of the finest silk, two ladies’ purses containing eighteen sovereigns between them and, what was most impressive, a gold watch and chain what I had liberated from an old gentleman’s vest pocket. The boys oohed and aahed, as well they might, as these findings was worth more than all theirs put together. I dangled the ticker from its chain so they could see its value and I tossed it to Charley. I was the only one among us what dared to do vest pockets.


With that I shot Jem a hard look to remind him who was topsawyer around here. Then I put my hands in my pockets, so as to strike an idle pose, and went sauntering back to the scene of my freshest crime whistling a carefree tune. Those boys may well have wondered, as they watched me stroll away, as to why a clever thief of distinction, such as myself, would be risking the grab for one such as Horrie, a boy that we had long since nicknamed the Fartful Podger. The answer to this lay in my regrettable dealings with a woman I was once unfortunate enough to live with. A wicked, conniving old hag called Kat, who I often had cause to wish that I had never even met. But it is a sorry truth that you cannot pick your own mother.


*

The last time I had seen this Kat Dawkins was two nights prior in the taproom of the Three Cripples public house. This was a safe establishment in Saffron Hill where I could often be found after a hard day’s work drinking and conversing with like-minded individuals. On this particular evening I was in the back room playing cards and enjoying a nice pot of beer with Len Pugg, Precious Tom and some Chinamen. Normally these gentlemen would not have gambled with someone of my tender years, considering as they did that such behaviour was an unnatural corruption of childhood innocence. However, earlier that day I had pinched some high-quality cigars from a Mayfair tobacconist and so they agreed to overlook my youth. The little room grew smoky, the conversation ribald and I soon won a tidy sum using skill, bluff and nerve, as well as a second pack of cards I had hidden just below the table. Just as I was about to clean them all out with my royal flush of diamonds, the door of the taproom blew open and in burst my mother like an unfortunate queen of spades. I had not laid eyes on the woman in eighteen months but here she was, just as I remembered her, wild-haired, starey-eyed and shrieking like a banshee.


‘Here you is!’ she screeched, making Precious Tom, who is of a nervous disposition at the best of times, spit up his whisky and drop his playing cards on to the table where we could all see them. ‘Here, among thieves and low characters, just as your father ever was! Shame on you, gennelmen, for corrupting him so!’ I was sat at the furthest end of the round table, facing the door, but my fellow players had their backs to her so they was good and startled. She circled the table, slapping them all on the back of the head and laying curses upon them, and the poor confused Chinamen reacted as though she was an officer of the law and made for the exit. As they left they pushed past Barney, the landlord of the Cripples, who was following her in from the front bar. He was swearing that he had tried to stop her from coming back here but that she was slippery as an eel and had dodged him. His meek apologies though was no match for her violent wailings.


‘You have given me nothing but agonies since you was first placed inside me, you ungrateful wretch!’ She grabbed my ear and began her striking of me. ‘I have borne countless miseries for you, young wastrel, I’ve sacrificed my own comfort for yourn, and never once have you heard me repine!’


If these charges had been made against me in a more delicate manner, then I could have answered back. I would have refuted the image that she had painted of herself as a selfless mother, as well as her claim that I had never once heard her repine. But at the time I was unable to make these arguments, bent over as I was and covering my face against her sharp whackings. Then Len Pugg decided that he had stood this interruption for long enough and he rose from his seat to knock some sense into her. Len was a hero in that vicinity due to his prowess in the boxing line, and behind the bar of the Three Cripples there was displayed many pencil sketches of him in the ring knocking men out. But here he faced a challenger of a different sort, and no sooner had he risen to his feet than Kat reached inside her petticoat and produced a flash of metal that caused him to stop cold.


‘Sit, Pugg!’ she spat, pointing the knife towards him in a way that created a strong impression that she had used it before, and not just for skinning rabbits. Precious Tom cried out like a woman, Barney begged her to take it outside and Len sank back down. ‘I’s come here to talk to my Jacky,’ she said. ‘And my Jacky alone. If you gennelmen would be so kind as to piss off out of my face, then we shall both bid you goodnight.’ She hoisted me from my seat and tugged me out of the room. ‘It’s long past his bedtime, the poor lamb.’ Then she pulled me through the front bar, which was full of drunken associates of mine. They was all singing along to a bawdy tune being played out on the piano and none of them saw fit to come to the aid of a young boy being led out into the night by a woman with a knife pressed to his ear. But then the Cripples was a smoky inn, so let’s be generous and say that they must not have seen me. Outside she near pulled my arm clean off as she dragged me through a maze of back alleys and crooked lanes until reaching one, all dark and dripping, where only the rats could hear us talk. She pushed me against the slimy wall and grinned at me. ‘Well,’ she said, ‘ain’t you going to give your dear old mum a kiss?’


‘What you after?’ I demanded.


‘That’s pleasant,’ she replied, all innocence. ‘I travel all the way from Seven Dials just to visit my angel child and this is the greeting he gives me. I’m after nothing, Jacky, nothing other than what is due me.’ My belly turned with the beer and cigars. I felt like I was going to empty my dinner right out into the dirty lane if she wouldn’t stand back and let me breathe. She started brushing down my coat of all the sawdust from the Cripples and spoke gentle. ‘All I wants from you is returns,’ she said, ‘and not for me, you understand. But for your older brother Horrie, bless his simple heart.’


‘Half-brother,’ I said. ‘We ain’t got the same dad.’


‘Half is still half,’ she winked, wiping the dust away, ‘even if it ain’t the good half.’


She began telling me that she felt that I had done her a wrong turn as a son. I had benefitted, she felt, from all that she had taught me at an early age, such as how to pinch my own supper from the markets, and by what means a lady’s clothing may be penetrated by small, searching hands. And all she had ever prayed for, she said, was that one day I would be able to use these skills to provide for my mother in her dotage and for my slow-witted brother who was not born as gifted as I. But, she lowered her voice to stress the depth of my treachery, instead I had applied my talents for the good of some Jew to whom I owed nothing, whilst my family was starving to death. As she said this last thing I thought I spied a tear glisten in her blue eye and thought, not for the first time, that she could have made a success of herself on the stage if life had turned out differently.


‘I saw Horrie two days gone,’ I answered back. ‘He’s good and fat for someone starving to death.’ Her hand was like a claw around my neck.


‘Clever lad, ain’t you?’ she hissed. ‘But you won’t feel so clever when someone starts whispering about your Hebrew friend and his little school up there.’ She banged my head against the wall. ‘Horrie needs to learn the ways and means with which to make his living. He eats too much, he drinks too much and he’s about as much use around the house as a hole in a pisspot. You come by with your little friends on Sunday and take him out to work the crowds.’ She released me from her grip and stepped away. ‘And mind he don’t get pinched,’ she added before taking her leave, ‘else it’ll turn ugly for all.’ I dropped on to the muddy ground and, sure enough, my guts started emptying. By the time I raised my head to wipe away the spew, my mother had gone.


*

So that is why, two days later, I was having to edge my way back into the puppet-show crowd to fetch Horrie, squeezing past ladies and gentlemen whose pockets I had picked just moments before. The former owner of the gold watch was so engrossed in the entertainment that he had yet to perceive his loss and every eye was still on Mr Punch, who was now hitting a police constable good and hard with his stick. Everyone was laughing at this while my half-brained half-brother just stared, mouth open, as if the whole scene was giving him ideas. I worked my way through, stepping over stray dogs and trying not to disturb the baby carriages, and sidled up close. He had helpfully managed to position himself between two large gentlemen, both of whom, to my trained eye, looked to be the taking-the-law-into-their-own-hands type. I tapped him on the shoulder and addressed him most genteel.


‘Horace, good fellow,’ I said, ‘do come along. We have an appointment with some right distinguished personages elsewhere for whom we must not be late. Let us leave this vulgar entertainment and proceed forthwith.’ Horrie turned his fat head and looked at me as if I had took to speaking Russian, so I stamped on his foot and whispered, ‘Move your fat arse!’ This woke the dreamy lump up and he remembered where we was and what sort of trouble we was in. He nodded and I led him out of the crowd, both of us trying hard to avoid notice. We was not helped in this by Horrie stepping on the tail of a young lady’s pet dog. The dog yelped, a baby cried, eyes turned upon us and I had to make a grand show of petting the noisy creature until Mr Punch won back his audience’s attention.


Once out of the crowd we quickened our feet until we was clear of Jarrett Street. The two of us then hid ourselves deep within a fresher crowd, what was watching a procession of musicians and acrobats pass along Great Knaves. There was stilt-walkers, people on tambourines, jugglers, drummer boys, all creating a fine distraction. People was stopping on both sides to enjoy the sight and I nudged Horrie to say that here was good pickings. He was busy gawping though, just as before, at the fellow on the tallest stilts, as if the whole thing had been laid on for his entertainment alone.


‘Let’s get stones,’ he said suddenly. ‘Let’s get some stones and chuck ’em at the wooden legs. See if they tumble.’ He snorted like a pig and I looked at the boy amazed that we could ever be of the same blood. I used to remind myself, in such moments, that Kat Dawkins was a wicked liar and that in all likelihood she had found one of us as a baby, abandoned in an alley. If this was true I also hoped that I should be the one that would prove to be the foundling.


‘It’s May Day,’ I reminded him. ‘We ain’t out to have fun.’ I was vexed with Horrie for getting so distracted and I had a mind to do a Len Pugg and wallop him hard. I stopped myself because violence is lowering and also because he was much bigger than me and would most likely wallop me back. So instead I just asked him if he felt ready to try his hand. ‘Just do what you saw me and the others do. And keep your wits sharp. You ain’t robbing kinchins now.’


We walked along with the crowd. Horrie was moving close by, all stiff and with a fierce look on his face, and I fretted that he would give us both away. I told him to saunter like I was doing, trying to capture the air of a gentleman at leisure but he didn’t understand. ‘Do you want me to look at ’em or don’t you?’ he asked. What could be done with him? Some boys just don’t have the aptitude for this line of work.


There was lots of rich people strolling about and I fanned them as I brushed past. When you’ve been practising the art for as long as I have you become good at fanning the outsides of pockets and with only the lightest touch I could tell you to the nearest shilling the value of what was within a person’s tailcoat. This crowd’s pockets was bulging with fogles, tickers and other trinkets and I was itching to take them for mine. I felt as though they was mine and that these people was the thieves and my stealing of them was a stealing back. It stung when I realised that I would have to let them stay where they was just because I had no faith in Horrie as an accomplice. If this outing was going to be an education for him, then we would need to start off with something simple.


Further along, at the corner of Knaves and Goswell, I saw a cove who was ripe for this purpose. Sitting at a table outside an inn was a portly, bald-headed gentleman in a blue velveteen coat that spoke of money. He was alone, scribbling into a notebook, and he raised his head every few moments in order to see the coming procession before returning to the book as if describing what he saw. A writer, I thought, pleased. Picking the pocket of a writer is akin to stealing from a baby carriage; they is a dreamy-headed lot. This one seemed oblivious to the world about him so lost was he in his words and I signalled to Horrie that here was sport. As we approached him he reached inside his coat and produced a silver snuffbox that glinted in the sun. He took a delicate pinch of snuff and put the box back into his coat, the street-side pocket no less, from which it stuck out for anyone to see. He was ever so accommodating and couldn’t have made this easier if he’d tried. I was feeling the tingle as we drew near and, with the drumming and the whoops and the cheers covering my words, I instructed Horrie as to what was expected of him.


‘You dip, I dash. As practised.’


‘I dip?’ he said.


‘Yeah, you dip.’


‘I want to dash.’


‘No. You walk ahead, dip, I come fast behind, you pass, and I dash. Right?’


‘Why should you get to do the dashing?’


‘All right. I’ll walk ahead and dip. You dash. But Horrie, dash don’t mean really dash. It means sauntering off quick. Inconspicuous. Don’t just run for it.’


‘In-con-spic-a-what?’ he said. I told him what it meant. Stone me, he was stupid.


The procession of stilt-walkers and acrobats was nearing the inn where our silver snuffbox was waiting for us and the crowds was at their thickest. The spectators was mixing in with those that sat outside enjoying the acrobats, and this writer cove was surrounded by people, any of whom could snatch his snuffbox if they’d only had the steel. I walked a few paces in front of Horrie and veered towards the cove whilst pretending to watch four lady acrobats stand on each other’s shoulders, one on top of the other. This produced a roar of amazement from the people, and various gentlemen that sat outside the inn, including this writer, got to their feet to clap and cheer. I brought my body close to him, laughing loud at the lady acrobats, crossed my arms and pressed myself against the blue velveteen coat. As a fifth lady began climbing the others and the crowds held their breath, I inserted my left hand, covered from view by my right arm, into the pocket. My fingers removed the snuffbox and I coiled it up into my hand so as not to be seen. Then I unfolded my arms, just as the crowds began their mad clapping, and moved my hand behind my back, so that Horrie could just take the box and just glide away with it.


Horrie did not glide away with it.


Instead there my hand remained, the snuffbox waiting to be passed to another hand that just would not come. I left it there, open to the street, for five or six seconds, which in pickpocketing is too long for anything to happen. So I curled it back into my own pocket and carried on down the street, careful not to look behind to see what had happened to the boy. And then all this shouting was heard.


Stop that boy! Stop him!


This is when dash meant really dash and my feet took to running before the cries was even out. I darted headlong into the crowd, away from the cove, and weaved my way through the spectators at great speed. I was heading towards the direction of Goswell Street, where I knew I could lose myself down an alley, but the people about was now agitated and the voices of Stop that! and No, boy! grew louder and panicky and I wondered if I would make it past the people who was turning and gasping in shock. And then there was this scream, a woman’s scream, followed by more screams and some crashing noises and the people became hysterical and the crowd began to lurch and I was squashed between other bodies what had begun dashing about in all manner of directions. There was more shouting of Seize that boy! and What boy? and then The boy with the stones! and I knew then that all these cries was not in reference to my activities.


I turned back towards the procession to see what the fuss could be about but I saw nothing more than the backs of gentlemen gathered around where the acrobats had stood. I approached with caution, still ready to dart if need be, and as the backs parted I saw the five lady acrobats all lying across each other on the stone street, crying in pain. Near them was a stilt-walker who had also come down hard into the crowd. His stilts was snapped and he was face down on the cobbles with blood trickling out underneath. The drumming had stopped and some selfless gentlemen was attending to the fallen women by running over with offers to rub their bruised bodies. I cast my eyes about for my partner-in-crime, Horrie Belltower, knowing that he would be close by, and saw him just outside the inn, being grappled to the ground by four large men, two of whom appeared to be policemen. He was red-faced and crying out for his mother.


I surveyed this ugly scene and decided that it was not for me. Nothing could be done to help Horrie now. I had tried to be a good influence on him and teach him our ways but there are some youths that will always be trouble and I’m sad to say that he was one of them. If my mother should feel a grievance against me for allowing him to get pinched, then I would tell her the honest story and say she should take it up with Horrie when he was finally released from jail. The men was dragging him away so I shook my head at the shame of it and turned on my heels. I was planning on meeting Charley and the others, if they was still at the pump, where I would enjoy telling them the whole sorry tale, when, just as I was leaving, my coat was grabbed from above and I was hoisted up.


‘You, my young shaver,’ said an angry voice, ‘is going nowhere!’


It was a rough man what had got hold of me, who had been creeping up behind in an unsporting way while I had been watching the chaos. I tried to escape, but his grip was tight and he pulled me towards himself with one hand and knocked me hard on the head with the other. ‘Stop your wriggling!’ he said, with breath that stank of the gin-house, and he began going through my pockets. I cried out at this injustice and demanded to know for what reason was I being abused in this here fashion. Some of the crowd, what was still gawping at the injured acrobats, turned to look, but they seemed to consider my struggles to be an even fresher entertainment and did nothing to help. I called for the police, knowing that they was all busy with Horrie, in the hope that this would startle the man into loosening his hold, but he just laughed.


‘I am a policeman,’ he said, ‘and I’ve been watching you from that there window.’ He nodded his head towards the building opposite and to the second-floor, which overlooked the street. ‘I saw you and the other boy work the street together. You were stealing from coat pockets while he threw stones by way of distraction. Very clever! But not so clever as could get by me. Oh no!’ I was vexed with this person, first for the grab and second for thinking I would ever work a plan as stupid as that. I had no love for policemen – they was ordinary men what work against their own class – and I bit this one’s hand good and hard. He just struck me harder than before. And then a voice spoke on my behalf.


‘Good sir,’ it said in a gentle tone, ‘I pray, do not treat the lad with such viciousness. He is just a child after all. Do you not have children yourself?’


‘Certainly I do,’ replied the man. ‘To speak truth, I have a son the same age as this one.’ And then he boxed me on the ears once more. ‘And I don’t care for him much neither.’


‘Please,’ continued the voice, ‘do not debase yourself with brutality. What on earth has the child done to deserve such ill treatment?’ I wriggled towards my champion so as to display my innocent, helpless face and to encourage him in his heroism, when I made the ironical discovery that he was none other than the writer cove in the blue velveteen coat.


‘Check your pockets, sir,’ said the rough policeman. ‘You will find them lighter for this item.’ And then he produced from my pocket the silver snuffbox.


‘That’s mine,’ I cried. ‘I takes snuff myself. You’ve no proof it belongs to him! Let me go!’


But the man remained cold.


‘Yours, hey?’ he said. ‘So is this your name engraved upon it then?’ He showed me the lid of the box and then passed it to the cove. ‘Or is it perhaps this gentleman’s?’ The writer peered at his own property through his little, round spectacles and gasped in surprise.


The engraving read:


MR SAMUEL PICKWICK, Esq., G.C.M.P.C.


‘Bless me,’ he said, and he began searching through his coat-pockets as if expecting the box to be in two places at once. He seemed a decent sort of cove but he had something of the simpleton about him. ‘I didn’t notice the loss,’ he said eventually, half smiling, like someone who has been the victim of a most rare magic trick. ‘He must have the touch of a feather, this boy.’


*

The magistrate who presided over my trial days later was less enchanted by my mastery of the magical art of pickpocketing, however. I was shoved into the hot and heaving police office, full of watching women and crying babies, and I had to speak loudly to make myself heard. I was one of countless unfortunates what was put forward for sentencing that morning and Constable Hodge was telling the court that I was a troublemaker. I had just enjoyed two nights’ hospitality in an Old Bailey cell under his protection and I still had the bruising to show for it. Not that Jailer Hodge was responsible for these; in truth he had tried to stop me from getting bruised-up the night before. The good fellow had chanced upon me getting a kicking from Constable Hummerstone in the outer yard, which I had broken into during my third try at escape. Hummerstone was applying his boot to me with enthusiasm when Hodge had ordered him to stop.


‘Hummerstone!’ he cried. ‘Have you run mad? The whole prison can hear you.’


‘I caught the rascal again, sir,’ said Hummerstone sweating. ‘You should see the damage he’s done to his cell door. Lord knows where he keeps getting the chisels from.’


‘But can’t you see he’ll be red raw? He’ll use those marks against us in court. I’ll take him back to the lower cells while you get him a nice soft cushion. Then we’ll take turns punching him while the other holds it between.’ He was a kind old soul, Constable Hodge.


I promised Hodge and Hummerstone not to peach about their violent ways, if they swore not to bring up my escape bids, but I still found plenty to say to the magistrate. I addressed the court in a most familiar manner and accused the police of entering into a conspiracy against me. When my arresting officer gave his statement I threw some nice insults across at him and I then asked the magistrate to hurry things along as I had an appointment in town after lunch. I then declared that I had several good character witnesses sitting just outside the doors and when they couldn’t be found I said they must have gone to lunch. None of this amused the officers of the court but it went over very well with the watching crowds, who liked to see some cheek in the face of authority. I saw few people I recognised in the crowd, which was as expected, as my sort of people tend to steer clear of the police office.


The magistrate was having none of me. He had a head on him what seemed to be made out of red brick, like it was weighing down into the rest of him, and this discomfort may account for the harshness of his judgment. Seven years transportation he gave me, just because I was a notorious criminal well known to the law in many a locality. He couldn’t have cared less about my promise and talent. I was booked for a passage aboard a ship what was to sail me down the Thames, away from my home city, and take me around the world to Australia, where it’s nothing but heat, flies and hard labour, and no one has invented anything worth pinching except for some queerly shaped sticks. A place where the sun makes a mockery of Christmas, and if St Nicholas shows up he wonders if he hasn’t read his calendar wrongly. Australia, where a lesser lad would have remained, withered and died.


But the Crown was soon to discover that, like the boomerang, I was not to be chucked so easy.





Chapter 2
The Booted Cat





Wherein I relate my happy return to British shores after six years away. I am much changed





Sometimes, in the more fashionable novels, there comes a part in the story what is so very unpleasant that the cove narrating it will spare his reader the horrible details and write something such as No words can describe the horrors that I endured. This is never true – there are always words to describe anything.


Take my voyage out to New South Wales by way of argument. Some of the words I could use to describe what it was like to travel on a six-month voyage down in a hold with fifty other convicts include: starving, sweating, spewing, shitting, fleas, rats, cockroaches, shackled, flooded, underfed, airless, freezing, boiling, rotting, punching, kicking, unwanted, sexual and advances. Stick some of them together in the same sentence and you get a fair idea of the transportation experience. But where is the use in dwelling upon such an ordeal when my return journey at the age of nineteen was so much more agreeable? I sailed aboard a magnificent vessel called the Son and Heir what was transporting wool back from the colonies, and myself and a man named Warrigal stayed in a large cabin what rivalled the captain’s for comfort. This luxury had been paid for by my new benefactor, a Lord Franklin Evershed, and his generosity did not end there. Warrigal and myself would parade around the top deck, as our ship sailed across the equator, dressed in our fine tailorings and bearing other signifiers of wealth, and these did much to make up for my rough accent and unvarnished ways. Although I had spent my youth picking the pockets of people of their class, the other travellers did not seem to suspect me of criminality and I was pleased that they was ready to believe that I could have made my fortune at such a young age. Warrigal, they all agreed, was an unusual choice of valet, but he seemed an attentive servant and they was sure he would be happy in London society. Perhaps, suggested Captain McGowan as we shared a pipe one evening as we watched the Canary Islands fade into the distance, I should consider giving him a nice English name when we arrived home so that he should fit in better. I gave this idea some thought and, when the ship docked in to Dover on a miserable November day, I had almost started to believe our story myself and was sorry to have to wave goodbye to the crew.


Warrigal and myself walked down the unsteady gangplank of the Son and Heir, harassed by the wind and rain, with carpet bags over our shoulders and each carrying an end of my trunk. We made straight for the local booking office to see what could be done about a coach to London and when we got into the mouldy little room we found other wet people making the same enquiry. The clerk behind the counter was an oily-skinned, belligerent lad what I took to be about my own age and he was telling everyone that he was sorry but the last coach to London for the day had just been taken and there was an end to it. He didn’t look very sorry and, as I pushed my way through the dispersing crowd to the front of the counter, he took a long lazy look at me, then at Warrigal, and then turned his eyes back down to a newspaper he was pretending to read. I impressed upon him the importance of me and my valet securing a passage to the capital forthwith and I hinted that there could be something in it for him if he could arrange events to my satisfaction, wink wink. But either the lumpen youth misunderstood my subtle insinuations or he lacked the spirit and capability that you would have found in a boy from the rookeries. He thumbed to a posting bill pasted on to the wall behind him that told how the next carriage out wouldn’t leave until six o’clock the next morning.


‘You won’t find another coachman what’ll take you to town in this weather,’ he yawned, his eyes still not leaving the paper, ‘so you can either book yourself into an ’otel or you and your black are welcome to bed down in the stables with the ’orses. Either way, you ain’t getting out of Dover tonight less you plan to foot it.’ I was somehow getting the impression that this waste of blood and bones doubted my credentials as a gentleman. I held a silver-tipped cane in my hands which I raised to my lips and made a hmming noise as if pondering upon these suggestions and, as he turned the page of the paper, I hit him over the head with it. He cried out in pain. ‘What’s that for?’


‘Apologies,’ I said, all concerned. ‘Just thought you wanted rousing, that’s all. You was so very taken by these tales of crooks and lowlives –’ I tapped his copy of Bentley’s – ‘that you must have imagined you was talking to one of them. You ain’t. You is talking to a respectable gent what appreciates a bit of manners.’ The room was now almost empty save for some gentlemen drying themselves off and Warrigal who was standing by my trunk and staring out of the doorway towards the rain. He was dressed in a brown greatcoat and wore a top hat as splendid as any Englishman’s but his thoughts must still have been on the other side of the world. ‘This here is my servant,’ I said, pointing my cane at him, ‘and as such is not accustomed to sleeping in stables. The last carriage to town has been booked, eh? Well, unbook it then, because I don’t plan to spend one more hour in this here town.’ I smiled at the boy to show that I was a reasonable gent but I still held my cane in a way that made him flinch every time I moved it.


‘Bravo, sir,’ said a voice from behind me. ‘A swift but gentle knock to the head is the surest way to combat insolence. You were right to strike him.’ I turned to see a man in a clergyman’s collar who had been watching me close throughout the whole performance. At a quick glance I could see that he had no valuables about him worth pinching. His clothes was not special and nor was the cheap timepiece he had pinned to his waistcoat. He was the sort of cove you would hardly be aware of if he lived in your same street, and had he not spoken then I would have never have noticed him.


‘If it is a carriage towards London that you want, then perhaps I can assist,’ he continued in his pleasant way, ‘for I was the man that booked the last coach. My name is Reverend Albert Cherry and my family and I are headed towards the suburbs. If you would care to travel with us we will happily take you, and perhaps you can book into the Booted Cat, the same inn where we are to lodge. I fear that is all the progress you are likely to make today.’ I told this Cherry that I feared he could be right. Then accepting his kind offer I said that I would like to pay for my share of the journey, but that if he had his heart set on letting us ride with him for free then I wouldn’t insult him by refusal. He had not actually mentioned that the ride was gratis but now he was stuck with it.


‘Dawkins is the name,’ I told him, offering him my hand, ‘and it’s a pleasure to make your acquaintance. You can help my valet carry this luggage if you care to.’


‘Good gracious, Mr Dawkins,’ said the game fellow as he grabbed the end of my trunk and lifted it with Warrigal. ‘This is a mighty weight.’


‘You’re not wrong, Reverend,’ I said as I buttoned up my coat and readied myself to head back out into the wet. ‘You’ll find it easier if you lift with your knees,’ I advised him. ‘We don’t want you to be doing yourself a mischief now, do we?’ Before picking up my other bags I reached into my pocket for a coin. I tossed it towards the clerk and thanked him for his trouble but he was a clumsy catcher and was busy searching on the ground for it as I walked out. He needn’t have bothered; it was Australian money.


Outside the rain was letting off but I had to step around a great many puddles on my way to the coach so as not to muddy my expensive shoes. The reverend was chattering away as he carried the trunk and I admired how much puff he had in him for his age. He was all questions. From where had I travelled? How long had I been away? What on earth was Warrigal? I kept my answers good and short like Evershed had warned me to.


‘There will be just enough room for you to join us inside the carriage, Mr Dawkins, but your valet may have to sit out beside the coachman.’ He didn’t look to Warrigal as he said this, despite being nearer to him. ‘He will be rather exposed to the elements, I’m afraid.’


‘Oh, you needn’t worry about Peter Cole, reverend,’ I replied. ‘It’ll be a treat for him to feel the drip of English rain on himself after all those years of living in heat and dust. I imagine he’d be disappointed if we didn’t let him ride outside.’ I also took great care not to look at Warrigal as I spoke, especially since it was the first time he would have heard his new name. We reached the coach that the reverend had booked and I saw that it was a larger, grander vehicle than I had expected and seemed a bit plush for a simple clergyman. The rest of his family was already inside and the horses waiting to go as Reverend Cherry explained to the coachman about the new arrangements. The coachman eyed Warrigal with suspicion as he helped him stow my luggage, and I saw the reverend give him a shilling to let Warrigal sit beside him. Once they was sat atop, Reverend Cherry said that all that was now left for him to do was to introduce me to his family and we could set off. With that, he pulled open the carriage door and revealed something well worth travelling back from the other side of the globe for. They was four women in all, a wife and three daughters, and these girls was as sweet and as delicious a set of English Cherries as I could have hoped to have met upon arrival home. I smiled and doffed my hat to them as their father explained that I would be joining them on the journey.


‘My family, this is Mr Dawkins, a businessman, and he, like us, has just returned home after many years abroad. Mr Dawkins, allow me to introduce to you my wife, Mrs Cherry …’ Mrs Cherry was a plump, pink-faced woman who, as I took her hand to kiss it as a gentleman should, let out a little gasp as though it was the most exciting thing that had ever happened to her. From this I reasoned that it was not difficult giving thrills to a clergyman’s wife. ‘… And our three daughters, Constance, Amelia and Lucille.’ Their three pretty, bonneted heads was smiling out at me and I guessed their ages to be between sixteen and nineteen. So, I thought as I removed my hat and climbed into the carriage, squeezing myself good and tight between Amy and Lucy, the good reverend does have something worth pinching after all. Once the reverend was settled inside I tapped the roof of the carriage with my cane and we was on our way towards London.


I was, you must remember, still a young fellow who had spent most of those difficult years wherein a boy becomes a man stuck in a penal colony surrounded by convicts, soldiers and aborigines. So for me to be now pressed in a small space among three lovely roses, all sweet smelling and in the fullest of bloom, was having a strong effect upon my senses. The coach was rattling gently as it trundled along the stony ground and this created a nice jiggling sensation inside the carriage, which made looking at the Cherry girls in their white cotton dresses even more appealing. We had travelled less than half a mile when I had to find an excuse to place my hat over my lap in order that it should hide the dirty great dart that had begun to grow beneath. Also, it must be noted that during my time away I had grown into an attractive fellow myself, not handsome in a traditional way but there was some young wives of the ship’s crew what had fallen for my rakish charms while their husbands was busying themselves on the top deck and away from their unlocked cabins. I knew I had good looks enough for those smiling ladies to welcome me in whenever I paid them a visit, so I was now hoping now to press a similar advantage upon these three fair maidens.


All this time Reverend Cherry had been talking about how he and his family had just returned from Bombay where he was doing missionary work and I was making a good show of pretending as though I cared. He was saying how the girls had been well educated there, and had been raised as paragons of Christian virtue, but he was worried about how they was to fare now that they was back in England. They was so innocent, he said, and London had a reputation for wickedness. He hoped they would not prove corruptible. The dearest prayer of him and his wife was to see all three girls wedded off to successful men of distinction so that they would not have to worry about their financial futures. But they met so few eligible bachelors abroad, he sighed.


‘There was one young man though,’ he beamed, touching the hand of the girl sat next to him, ‘an officer in the navy, no less, whom we had the pleasure of meeting while he was stationed in India, and who developed a strong admiration for our little Constance.’ This did not surprise me as I was sat opposite the buxom Constance and as we bounced along the hilly path I found I was developing a strong admiration for her myself. ‘Before he returned to England,’ continued her father, ‘this man came to me and asked for her hand. I can honestly say that it was the proudest, happiest day in the lives of myself and Mrs Cherry.’


‘And you were delighted too, weren’t you, Constance dear?’ twittered the mother like an idiot bird. Constance looked as though this was the first time anybody had asked her opinion on the matter and she returned a weak smile. I wondered why Mrs Cherry thought that she would be in any way excited about marrying a man too miserly to give her an engagement ring as I had noticed that, buxom though she was, she had no decent jewellery about her for me to steal.


‘And so you find us, sir,’ Reverend Cherry continued, ‘on our way to reunite these two lovebirds. William has requested that Constance be brought to the town of Welling in Kent where the wedding preparations are already under way. His family, as I understand it,’ he lowered his voice to a whisper, although who he thought was listening in I don’t know, ‘are rather affluent, I believe. They even arranged for this carriage.’ He winked.


‘If only we could find such suitable husbands for our younger daughters,’ commented Mrs Cherry. She paused and looked to her husband as if waiting for him to say something. He said nothing so she asked me herself. ‘You seem rather young to be a businessman, Mr Dawkins. What line do you say you are in?’


‘Sheep shearing,’ I told her.


‘Sheep shearing?’


‘That’s it. The shearing of sheep. Down in Australia I’ve got some farms with my name on the outside and plenty of sheep to put in them. The world will always need wool.’ Reverend Cherry agreed that this was so and said that I must be quite prosperous indeed if my clothes was any indication. ‘I keep the wolf at bay,’ I said. ‘If you lie down under a blanket tonight,’ I assured him, ‘there is a strong chance it’ll be made of Dawkins wool. We export shiploads of the stuff.’ The reverend and his wife seemed most impressed with this boast and, to the left of me, I could feel young Lucille sitting up a little straighter. To my right, however, Amelia was still looking out at the green fields in a sulk, showing herself to be the harder to impress of the two.


‘Do you hear that, girls?’ cooed her mother. ‘Dawkins wool! I can’t say that I’ve ever heard of it, but I am certain that I shall. To think that I will be able to tell people that we once shared a carriage with the famous Jack Dawkins of Dawkins Wool.’ Sat opposite me, Constance was tilting her head to one side.


‘Will you stay in England very long, Mr Dawkins,’ she asked, ‘or must you soon return to Australia?’ Her eyes were full of curiosity and I had a feeling that her fiancé was not too close to her thoughts at that moment, which served him right for not giving her an engagement ring.


‘I imagine that Mr Dawkins must have a sweetheart back in Australia waiting for him, Constance,’ said Lucille, with all the subtlety of her mother. ‘Do you have a sweetheart, Mr Dawkins, back in Australia, waiting for you?’


‘No, Miss Lucy I do not.’ I made the sad face. ‘It seems that I have been so very industrious that I have just not had the time to find anyone worth sharing my fortune with. Perhaps I never will.’ This made Constance, Lucille and Mrs Cherry all of a cluck and they was quick to say that I was mistaken in thinking it. Reverend Cherry promised me that the Lord had made matches for every beating heart and that mine was sure to make herself manifest before long.


‘Sometimes, Mr Dawkins, He hides these things beneath our very noses. Isn’t that so, Amy?’ All of the other Cherrys looked towards this middle child as if this was her cue to deliver her one line in a play that they often acted out. But she just shrugged and raised her hand to her mouth to yawn. Reverend Cherry was a smooth performer though and he changed the subject quick to what a delightful creature his youngest daughter was, while his wife looked at Amy with a burning eye. The rest of the journey was taken up with Lucy this and Lucy that, as both her parents was keen for me to know of her every skill and accomplishment. Several times I was told that she could speak French, German and Dutch, could play the harpsichord, dance a quadrille and sing like an angel, as if could I care a tinker’s tit for any of that. The reverend was boasting of how she had always been an obedient daughter and that she was sure to prove a pliable wife for some lucky fellow. Lucy blushed to hear herself spoken of like this and she gasped and giggled to hear any nice compliment that I chose to sprinkle on her. I told Mrs Cherry that her three daughters had better watch out when being introduced into London society as the Indian sun had turned their complexions to such a pleasing brown that this, on top of their blonde loveliness, was sure to send the lesser beauties of the city into violent fits of jealousy. Lucy and Constance was as delighted with my flattery as I had expected them to be, and their mother clapped her hands in joy, but, much to my surprise, I heard a small scoffing sound from the girl to my right. That Amy Cherry seemed not to be susceptible to my gentlemanly charms was a source of annoyance to me, as she was more interested in gazing at passing hedges than in anything I had to say. I was starting to wonder as to what her problem might be. Here was I, Jack Dawkins of Dawkins Wool, a successful capitalist and silver-tongued charmer, and here was she, a penniless clergyman’s daughter without a jewel on her, and yet still she was treating me like I was some common boy from the rookeries. I hoped that her father or mother was fixing to give her a good talking-to later that night for being so ill-mannered.


On the coach trundled and the day began to darken. It was easy to see that the accomplished and pliable Lucy was a ripe Cherry just waiting to be squeezed, and just a few more lies and worthless promises was all it would take for me to pop her. But, as we neared the end of the journey, I had started to lose my appetite for her, so unsettled was I by her sister’s indifference. Amy was a pretty girl, this was a truth not to be denied, and the more time I spent in that carriage with these sisters the more I began to think her the most appealing of the three, although it seemed as though this Cherry had the hardest stone within. I decided to not waste another moment more thinking on her.


Finally we came to a large coaching inn where Constance Cherry was to be reunited with this William cove about who I had heard such big talk. The painted signboard flapping in the wind and the drizzling rain showed a cat wearing leather boots what was strutting his way past a sign what pointed towards London. It was a large place and most inviting, with an ostler waiting to take care of the horses, and through the window a crackling fireplace could be seen. Our coach came to a stop and out stepped three men holding umbrellas. The first of these strode right up to the door and opened it for us before the coachman had even got down from his seat, declaring, ‘Constance, my love, I feared you were not coming!’ The reverend beamed and told me that this was William Faith, the fiancé of little Connie, and I raised my eyebrows as if I never would have guessed. This fancy cove greeted all the Cherrys as if he was marrying the lot of them, and to see the way the reverend and his wife acted he may as well have been. He helped the women down from the carriage as his two friends held the umbrellas above their heads and we all moved to the sheltered part of the inn-yard to shake hands as the coach was unloaded. Once Faith had finished fussing over the wellbeing of the Cherry family he turned to introduce the two coves flanking him. The first was a lad called Martin, about my age, and shaking his hand was like being handed a dying fish. He was a junior officer in the navy we was told, and Reverend Cherry responded to this information as if it made him the new Lord Nelson. But whether Martin was his first or last name I cannot now recall as he made little impression upon me. The other man though was harder to ignore. He was tall and beardless with grey side-whiskers that was as stiff and as bristly as a used brush and he was old enough to be William Faith’s father. He was introduced as Wilfred Bracken, a great and faithful friend of the family, and I found myself wary of him right away. His face was the colour of pot ashes, his skin all pitted with smallpox scars and his hands was big and grabbing, out of all proportion with the rest of his bony self. He put me in mind of something from one of those gothic novels that I had been given to read back in the colony, a creature what had been stitched together from the dead parts of others, and I did not care to look at him.


‘Gentleman,’ said the reverend, ‘allow me to introduce to you Mr Jack Dawkins, a new and valued acquaintance of our family.’ I gave them all a little bow and said how did they do.


‘Dawkins, you say?’ asked the miserable Bracken, and I half expected a thunderclap to accompany him, so doom-laden was his voice.


‘Yes,’ Mrs Cherry answered for me, ‘of Dawkins Wool. Perhaps you have heard of them? They are quite famous, I am told.’


‘Are they?’ said the creature, and he looked me up and down like he was measuring out my coffin.


The reverend was explaining to William Faith about how we had met, and I said that I needed lodgings for the night as I was leaving for London the very next day. Faith was sure that the landlady of the Cat could find me a room and said we should all get inside out of the rain.


‘And perhaps later, Mr Dawkins, you might care to join us all for a private dinner? That is, if you and your family don’t object, Reverend?’


‘Not at all, young William. It would be a joy for us to have Mr Dawkins attend. And for Lucy especially, I imagine.’ He winked at his youngest, who was a picture of shrinking bashfulness. Amy didn’t look like she thought my attendance would be a joy though. The snooty mare was barely listening.


‘Very good then,’ said Faith. ‘I shall tell the landlady to set another place and we will meet again at … Who in fiery blazes is that?’ I turned to see what they was gawping at. It was only Warrigal, who had come up behind me with the luggage. He had been helping the coachman unload not just my trunk and bags but also those of the Cherrys, and now he was standing as still as a statue waiting to be told what next. He was drenched with rain and his crunched black face was glaring out at us from under his soggy hat as though he was busy putting curses on us all.


‘Oh yes,’ I said. ‘It’s just my valet, Warri—Peter Cole. He’s a docile one, I promise you. He’s what they call an aboriginal – there are whole tribes of them down in Australia – and he’s proven himself to be as faithful and as hard-working a servant as I have ever had.’ William Faith apologised and said that he had not realised that this was my servant and that he would ask the landlady if another room could be arranged for him. At this, a sharp hacking cough came out of Warrigal what made every head turn on him again.


‘Don’t put yourself to all that trouble,’ I told Faith. ‘Peter Cole will be happy sleeping on the floor of my room, if we get him a blanket. It may sound rough, but he’s used to sleeping outside at home so he won’t mind. We’ve an early start tomorrow after all.’ The whole party glanced at each other as if this was most unusual and also cruel. But William Faith was an agreeable fellow and he took Constance by the arm and led us all through the low door of the inn and into the main bar where a rosy-cheeked landlady was waiting to greet us. She told me she had the perfect room for myself and Warrigal and would send a chambermaid along with an extra bedding shortly.


‘Perhaps they will be made of your own wool, Mr Dawkins,’ Mrs Cherry said with a smile, and I smiled back saying that perhaps they just might. And so we was all directed to our separate chambers in the rambling old place, down passages and up staircases, and I made a special note of where the Cherry girls was staying just in case I should need to know. Warrigal and myself was struggling with the heavy trunk and Faith told us that dinner would be served in just over an hour. Once we was inside our room we dropped down the trunk, locked the door behind us and Warrigal flopped on to the large mahogany bed.


‘That ain’t for you, Warrigal,’ I said, hanging my hat off a peg on the wall. ‘You could have had your own chamber, you know you could. I can’t be expected to lie on the floor. Not with my back.’ Warrigal stared at the ceiling. He hadn’t said one word to me since he’d got to England and it didn’t look like he was going to start now. ‘That’s where you’re sleeping,’ I told him, pointing at a rug on the floor in front of a small fireplace, ‘and very cosy you shall be. But the bed is mine.’ Still he said nothing. He just lay there like a sooty corpse and ignored me. I busied myself around the room, taking off my coat and unpacking some of the clothes and toiletries that Lord Evershed had supplied us with and preparing myself for dinner. ‘Come on now, enough of this,’ I said after a time. ‘Ain’t we friends?’ He gave no response. I took some boot polish out and started work on my own shoes.


‘Is it because you was made to sit out in the rain?’ I asked. Still nothing.


‘Is it because I keep calling you by another name?’ I finished on my shoes and asked him if he wanted me to do his. He nodded, unlaced them and passed them to me. I did a good job and they came up lovely. I showed him how shiny they was and placed them by the door.


‘Something is troubling you, Warrigal, and I think I know what. You think I shouldn’t be sniffing around these Cherrys when we have more important things to do, that’s what you think. You think I was wrong to tell them my name when we was told not to draw attention to ourselves. Well, Warrigal, maybe you is right, but where, I ask you, is the harm in it? We’ve done nothing but travel for months, so why not enjoy ourselves on our first night in England?’


Just then the chambermaid knocked on the door and I half opened it so she couldn’t see Warrigal lying in my place. ‘A pillow and a blanket,’ she said, handing them to me, ‘for your valet.’ I thanked her, she curtsied and I shut the door and went over to the fireplace to lay them out. Warrigal was now propped up on the bed with two large feather pillows behind him. He looked at me like I was just one of those flies that was forever buzzing around his head back in Australia.


‘You is a malingering wretch, Warrigal, that’s what you is,’ I told him as I buttoned up my evening shirt. ‘Stay there then, if you feel so strong about it. I don’t care if you lie there till morning. It’s you that has to watch over me, remember, and I’m not sitting up here with you all night.’


I turned my back on him and picked up a small looking glass in which I inspected my collar and brushed my hair. In the reflection I could see Warrigal still lying on the bed and looking at a clock upon the mantel. He reached for his fob-watch that was chained to his waistcoat and began setting it to English time in a lazy way. I wished I knew what was going on inside that head of his. I wondered, as I watched him, if he was thinking about the pact we had both made with that red-coated devil, and how he was going to kill me, if and when the time came.





Chapter 3
Shiny Things





Containing further particulars of that evening and of the dinner I took with my new acquaintances. Romance was in the air





‘It is very good of you to insist that your valet serve us at dinner, Mr Dawkins,’ William Faith was saying, ‘but quite unnecessary. I believe the Booted Cat is fully staffed.’ Warrigal had been helping to pour the drinks and serve from the soup tureen throughout the starter. I said that it was good practice for him and that he was enjoying himself greatly. Mrs Cherry commented that he was the very model of a valet.


‘My father had an attendant once,’ she said, ‘and he was forever vanishing when needed. But your Peter Cole seems rather devoted to you. He’s very much your shadow.’


‘Isn’t he just,’ I replied, and I knew that Warrigal was now sat behind me on a chair against the wall watching me eat, his eyes fixed on the back of my head. He knew he had to busy himself if he was going to be able to stay in the dining room with me, and the dirty imp wouldn’t let me out of his sight. He would play out his part in public though. He knew what Evershed would do if he didn’t.


The dinner had started badly, this was true, as I had shown myself to be a man who lacked proper breeding. I had entered the private room and sat myself straight down while the other four men was stood behind their chairs waiting for the Misses Cherry and their mother to seat themselves first. These ladies made matters worse by taking forever about it, and I could see Amelia Cherry smirking at my rough manners. I had no clue as to which of the many knives and forks I was to be using and when, but I was sure I was the only one there who knew how much they would fetch in a Whitechapel pawnbroker’s. I was contemplating numerous strategies to smuggle these items away later on when something happened that pushed these idle wonderings away. William Faith had got down on one knee and was talking to Constance.


‘My darling,’ he began, ‘what a brute you must think me. To have asked for your fair hand and to have requested that you travel across continents to live here as my wife without ever having once presented you with that which any tender bride could reasonably lay claim. Here, my turtledove.’ He reached into his waistcoat pocket and produced a tiny felt-covered jewellery case which I knew from the insignia to be of the highest market value. Constance gasped, her sisters and mother squealed with excitement and the reverend and myself leaned over, knowing this was to be something special. Faith opened the case slow, as if he had bought it from God’s own jeweller, and as soon as the lid parted and the light could catch it we saw the diamond glint from within. ‘It is the finest cut,’ he told us, ‘for the sweetest heart.’


It certainly was a beauty. He took the ring from its case and placed it on her finger and the light bounced it in all directions. Mrs Cherry did not know what to do with herself to see such a vision and she looked fit to faint. All three Cherry girls was now in tears of happiness and as Constance leaned forward to receive Faith’s courtly kisses I could see in the eyes of Lucy Cherry that she had forgotten all about Jack Dawkins of Dawkins Wool. This was a small concern for me, however, as by this time I had lost all interest in anything either of the two younger Cherry girls had to offer me. It was Constance now who had my full attention, Constance, who was holding out her finger to display her prize for everyone to see, who passed it underneath my very nose to be admired. Sweet, innocent Constance who could not have possibly known what a deep stir her teasing actions was causing within me. I have always had a weakness for shiny things – it’s something I cannot help – and I knew then that there was no chance I was leaving that there diamond on that there finger. I wanted it for mine and there was an end to it.


‘Bravo, William,’ said Junior Officer Martin once we had all settled ourselves. ‘It is a quite brilliant stone.’ Around the table everyone agreed and then Bracken, whose big hands was dabbing away at the pea soup around his lips, spoke for the first time that evening.


‘It is an exquisite stone to be sure. Rose-cut, I think. I suspect it comes from the new diamond mines in South Africa, and is three carat. It’s quite rare and must have cost you a small fortune, William, although it would be indelicate of me to try to guess how much. The ring itself is less expensive and you purchased it from a jeweller’s called Lillertons in Hatton Garden. It has been designed in the style of ancient Rome and the image of the snake coiling about itself is a Roman symbol of eternal love. This design has become particularly popular ever since Prince Albert bought one like it for our young Queen as an engagement ring. Correct me if I am wrong.’


‘As ever, old friend,’ Faith said smiling, ‘nothing escapes you.’ The spooky old cove nodded and returned to his soup. Faith went on: ‘But however could you tell all that from just a quick glance?’


‘A lucky coincidence, nothing more,’ said Bracken. ‘Retrieved a stone just like it for Lillertons some time last year. Could even be the same one, its kind is so rare. A most extraordinary case.’


‘I beg your pardon, Mr Bracken,’ Reverend Cherry asked, blinking, ‘did you say you retrieved one last year? What on earth can you mean?’ William Faith laughed and apologised for not explaining.


‘Our Mr Bracken is a somewhat celebrated professional in the capital. He is one of Sir Robert’s men.’


‘Sir Robert’s?’ someone asked.


‘Yes. A bobby. A peeler. One of Sir Robert Peel’s original Metropolitan police officers. We have the honour, ladies and gentleman, of sitting with Detective-Inspector Bracken of the Yard.’


All of a sudden I had lost my taste for the soup. I preferred it when I thought Bracken just a thing from the grave.


‘I dare say you have been away from London for so long, Reverend Cherry,’ Faith continued, ‘that you won’t be aware of the wonderful progress that has been made by men like Bracken here. Gone are the days of the Bow Street Runner and his ineffectual attempts to maintain law and order. In recent years an organised force of men has emerged who are more persistent in their pursuit of the criminal class. And Wilfred Bracken is universally recognised as the best of them.’


Wilfred Bracken did nothing to deny this compliment; instead he just bowed his head as the Cherry family all made noises to show they thought he sounded right heroic. Faith went on to say that Bracken was the scourge of the rookeries and that thieves trembled to hear his very name. He then insisted that Bracken tell us about his exploits as if this would be a great treat for us all. Bracken was agreeable and cleared his throat.


‘The case to which I refer,’ he said in a low, serious voice which I felt was at odds with the merry occasion, ‘was the Case of the Pimlico Pincher. You may have read about it in the Police Gazette.’ The ladies all shook their heads. Of course they hadn’t read about it, or anything else, in the Police Gazette, as well he knew. But they all leaned closer into the table to listen to him, his lifeless old face looking even more ghoulish in the candlelight. ‘Lillertons jewellers had been contacted by a lady calling herself Countess Mariana Velez. She had written to them explaining that she was an ambassador’s wife currently staying in the fashionable area of Pimlico and that she wished to purchase some jewellery to wear at the Spanish Embassy Ball. She arranged for a brougham carriage to collect an assistant from Lillertons and bring him round with a selection of diamond rings and ruby necklaces for her consideration. The assistant arrived at the address where a housemaid led him into the front room of a fully furnished house and told him, in her thick foreign accent, that Countess Velez was sick upstairs in bed. Would he mind handing over the rings and necklaces for her to take up for inspection? The assistant, like a fool, agreed and it was almost ten minutes before he tried the door and realised that he was locked in. The so-called maid had fled with the jewels and it wasn’t until the real owners of the house returned home that it became apparent that there never was a Countess Velez and that somehow this woman had gained access to the place through craft and villainy.’


Everyone looked good and shocked at this and I also acted as if I could never believe such deviousness. But inside I was amused as it was an old ruse and I was pleased to hear it still worked.


‘Upon arrival at the scene I interviewed the jeweller’s assistant and he estimated that the housemaid had been around two-and-forty. Her accent was Spanish, he said, although when pressed he admitted that in hindsight there may have been traces of Italian in it. Despite this, he told me, he had simply not found anything suspicious about her, she had seemed so comfortable in the place. The only remarkable thing he remembered was her eyes. They were odd-coloured, one green, one blue.’


Inside me, as he said this, something went cold.


‘Then I spoke to the lady of the house. She was in a state of some distress as it had now emerged that some priceless family heirlooms had also gone missing from her bedroom. I took an inventory of what was lost and asked her if she had noticed anything irregular in recent days. She told me that that two days prior to this she had been accosted, while travelling on an omnibus, by a strange woman who had tried to sell her soap. This woman, whose age she estimated at two-and-forty and whose accent was Irish with traces of Scottish, had travelled next to the lady for long enough to pick a key from her pocket and press it between two bars of soap thus giving her all she needed to make a perfect replica. When asked if she remembered anything about her appearance the lady mentioned her eyes. One green, one blue.’


‘How extraordinary!’ said Mrs Cherry. ‘Odd-coloured eyes. I’ve never heard of such a thing. Have you, Mr Dawkins?’ I shook my head and lied.


‘Our next task was to locate the driver of the brougham carriage. This was made simple as the man himself had already complained to the police that he had received counterfeit notes for a job that involved collecting a jeweller from Hatton Gardens and taking him to an address in Pimlico. He told officers that he had been paid in advance and until now he had not closely inspected the money. The woman who paid him was …’
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