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			Chapter 1

			Confessions of a London Opium Smoker

			A short time on from the thrilling events of the last volume, the reader now finds me at my leisure in what some might call ‘The Best of Times’

			Picture me there if you can, laid out good and comfortable on one of Li Wu’s thickest and furriest blankets, shoes off, shirt buttons undone and sharing a recreational pipe with three other working magpies. I was just about readying to shut my tired eyes and drift off into a sweet poppy-fuelled reverie, when who should appear in that underground den to disturb my bliss but the pale and pinched personage of Oliver Twist or Oliver Brownlow or whatever else he was now choosing to call himself.

			And, just as on that famous occasion when we had first met, I had spotted him before he had me. The smoke inside that puff-palace was thick, so I had to blink hard and lift myself up from my prone position before I could be sure that it was indeed my youthful acquaintance who had just walked through the far door and was taking off his shoes at the proprietor’s request. I leaned forward and pulled back the purple silk hanging what screened my room from the other smoking chambers just an inch to see if I was mistaken, as Oliver’s presence in such an establishment made no sense to me. He was, after all, a notorious flat so what he might be doing by himself in a low place such as Wu’s of Limehouse was a mystery and one I was still lucid enough to be intrigued by.

			Our last encounter had been months ago, when he had paid a surprise visit to the crib I shared with my fancy woman, Lily Lennox, and I had not expected to ever see him again. But there he was, talking business with the youngest Wu boy and it looked as though his appearance had altered much in that short time. He was wearing an expensive-looking suit and a matching hat what he had removed upon entering. My covetous eye admired the suit’s style, tailoring and colours very much. It was too bold for Oliver though, what with his stiff deportment and provincial ways, and would have hung far better on some flash metropolitan, like myself. Also, a fair and tidy growth had now appeared just between his nose and upper lip what I would guess he had cultivated so as to cut a more mature figure. If so, the moustache was a failure. He looked as boyish and as unworldly as ever. No matter how hard he tried to fight it, the former workhouse boy still retained his talent for venturing through the slums of my city like he was a Royal prince on an expedition into deepest Africa.

			On the occasion of our first meeting we had both been young kinchins and I had marked him sitting on a stone step of a suburban street in Barnet. He was shivering, homeless and as vulnerable to the world as a baby sparrow from a dropped nest might be. But, even in that desperate hour, he still managed to affect the air of one what considered his rough environment to be all a bit beneath him. As I watched him survey those lantern-lit rooms, through which the Wu’s led all their most prosperous visitors, I noted that his manner had grown no less condescending with time. I could even tell when the first true breath of poppy vapours entered Oliver’s lungs, as he seemed jolted by its heady effect. He removed a snow-white fogle from out of his outer breast pocket and into that he allowed himself a discreet cough. This proved – as if proof was ever needed – that until now Oliver had been a stranger to The Black Drop, and so further forced the question of what business he might have down here.

			Wu’s was an underworld den in more ways than one. We was close to the docks and below the line of water, so all ventilation went upwards. The opium fumes therefore advertised themselves upon the nostrils of those walking on the streets above. But only those with connections would know upon which door they should be knocking or indeed what the latest password might be, so it was not the sort of place a cove just happens to stumble into when passing. But, for all his flatness, Oliver was a newspaperman and I knew from our recent encounter that he was a bloody good one, so perhaps he was here on some sort of investigation. I continued peering at him around a brick column, as he moved from one silk-screened smoking chamber to another, inspecting each and every drugged inhabitant he found within them. The place had several of these coloured and silky partitions with oriental lettering upon them what separated the different groups of puffers from each other, and I saw that it would not be long until he and his new moustache worked their way around to mine.

			I felt a surprising panic at the thought that I was about to be discovered here, accompanied by a rare and unusual sense of shame. I scurried back to the mattress upon which my pipe still lay and contemplated hiding myself under the blanket until he passed me by. My three fellow puffers what I had been sharing the oil lamp with was all well adrift already so it would have been a simple deception to pass myself off as another anonymous dreamer. But I pulled up short before doing this and gave myself a swift talking to. Why should I hide from Oliver Twist in such a cowardly manner? I asked to myself as I saw his unmistakable silhouette moving closer on the wall. No doubt he would have more reason to be ashamed at being found in an opium den then I ever would. So, instead of hiding from him, I sat down upon the mattress bench in a brazen manner, leaned closer to the lamp and continued smoking like the carefree sophisticate that I was.

			‘Bust me,’ I pretended to splutter when he at last reached my smoking chamber and pulled back the purple hanging. ‘Is that young Oliver I see before me, grown all tall and dressed up smart?’ I squinted at him and his face registered some surprise upon seeing me. ‘Why, I do believe it is! And they told me that this was an exclusive gentleman’s club. It seems like they’ll let in any dubious character.’ I held out my pipe to him as he waved some smoke away from his face, dipped his head under the low hanging and stepped in. ‘Care to partake?’

			The silk behind him parted like a curtain and the youngest Wu entered the chamber as Oliver blinked at me through the smoke. I addressed the Chinese boy beside him, who could not have been much older than twelve.

			‘Now then Youngest Wu, I wish to raise a matter most delicate,’ I said to him after breathing out more smoke. ‘It is about Mr Brownlow here. He ain’t all that he says he is.’ The boy looked unimpressed with this intelligence and I supposed that, like his older relatives, he could not speak much English. ‘Yeah, you heard. It is my reluctant duty to inform you that he is was born under a different name and is –’ I pretended to whisper this next bit – ‘of rather low birth.’ Then I nodded at the Chinese boy and winked. ‘So get the money off him up front, there’s a good lad.’

			I placed the pipe back into my mouth and grinned at the unsmiling Oliver, who had never been much on taking a joke. Youngest Wu tapped Oliver’s coat sleeve and pointed at me.

			‘That there’s him, innit?’ he asked, surprising me with a cockney accent thicker than my own. ‘Now where’s that shiner you spoke of?’

			Oliver reached into his coat pocket and produced a bright guinea. It was only then that I realised that he had come here looking for me and I felt my whole mood drop at the revelation.

			‘Thanking you kindly,’ the Youngest Wu bowed to us both once the coin was in his fist. ‘Have a happy smoke, gents.’ Then the boy disappeared from the smoking room in a literal puff of it. Oliver’s eyes had still not left me and he cleared his throat before coming closer.

			‘No thank you, Jack,’ he said at last when I again offered him the pipe. He was brushing some small insects from off of the cushion of the rickety chair what stood across from my bench with his gloved hands. It was as if he was waiting for me to offer him the seat before taking it. He also seemed to be a bit perturbed by some of the rats what was scurrying around the outskirts of the far walls, but if he planned to remain down here with me he would have to overcome such genteel sensibilities.

			‘Suit yourself, Oliver,’ I said and placed the pipe down by my feet, ‘but you might like it if you only gave it a chance.’

			‘No doubt I would,’ Oliver said as he at last decided to stop faffing and just sit himself down. ‘Which is why I shan’t be having any.’

			As he positioned himself across from me with his hat in his lap and his thin vicar’s smile, I was overcome with a dreadful sagging sensation. I could feel the sweet bliss of the poppy, what I had paid a pretty penny for, just dissipate in his saintly presence.

			‘Have you ever, I wonder, read Thomas De Quincey’s book on the subject of opium?’ he asked.

			‘I’ve read all manner of books,’ I replied. ‘More than you have, I’d wager.’

			‘De Quincey describes the substance as highly addictive,’ he said. ‘I’m also told that it brings on drowsiness.’

			‘Yeah well, so does most of the stuff you write in The Morning Chronicle,’ I replied. He pretended to laugh but it was clear he had not come here to banter and my innards grew tight just looking at him. I will admit that of late I had grown fonder of Oliver, as he had provided me with invaluable assistance at the start of the year during my unjust incarceration in Newgate Prison. I may well have been hung, were it not for his aid and so I did not wish to appear ungrateful. But that Oliver – the loyal, heroic Oliver, who had acted with no thought of reward – was not the Oliver what was visiting me now. This here was disapproving, judgemental Oliver and I knew that his fingers was itching to wag already. Here was the Oliver I have hated ever since he told the authorities what my dear old Fagin was all about and destroyed my happy childhood. The opium was working on me hard, altering my disposition and turning me against him.

			‘Hark this, Workhouse,’ I let more smoke blow out of my nose and dropped the smile. ‘Whatever business you think you have with me, you don’t. I don’t take kind to people paying others for information about my whereabouts and I don’t wish to be disturbed when in the company of these . . .’ I waved my hands over the trio of slumbering magpies dotted about the room in their druggy stupors, who was now exhibiting all the charm of rotting cadavers and thought about how to describe their relationship to me. I had only met two of them a week ago. ‘. . . Close friends,’ I settled on.

			Oliver did not even glance in their direction.

			‘If you have one friend in this entire place, Jack Dawkins,’ he said, ‘then it’s me, whether you like it or not. And while I may not consider you to be the best friend that I’ve ever had – far from it in fact – you are still undoubtedly my oldest. So I am here to help you. Again.’

			‘Why, that’s very obliging of you,’ I said after coughing in indignation. ‘But help me with what, eh? I ain’t in a condemned cell no more, thanking you kindly. As you can see, I’m free as a bird and doing the genteel at long last.’

			‘There is more than one way to be imprisoned,’ was his flat and aggravating reply.

			‘You’re very fond of your own goodness, ain’t you, Oliver?’ I said and shook my head in wonder at his nerve. ‘Very proud of that halo what balances above your head. You want to take care that nobody knocks it off you.’ Oliver ignored my aggression. Instead he reached down and picked up my opium pipe by its stem to inspect it. I guessed that he had never seen one outside of an illustration before and I suspected that he was curious to see how it worked, in spite of his disapproval.

			‘Jack,’ he sighed as he peered in close at the pipe’s stained bamboo and at its ceramic pipe bowl, ‘I’ve read many important texts about this,’ he continued before placing it back where it was, ‘and you’ll soon be dependent upon this drug, if you aren’t already.’ I could not help but chuckle at him and his misplaced melodrama.

			‘Prison libraries have a lot of books about puffing,’ I told him, ‘including the one you mentioned earlier and I’ve read the lot of them. But there are some things about which you cannot learn in no book. I’ve been smoking pipes with all sorts of exotic ingredients in them since I was ten, or thereabouts. And this stuff has no more effect over me than a strong cup of tea.’

			‘Your eyes are like pinpricks,’ he returned. ‘And see how sweaty your rug and pillow are.’

			‘They was like that when I got here,’ I assured him. ‘And the pin eyes would be on account of the lack of light, I shouldn’t wonder. Now, if it’s a proper opium fiend you’re after,’ I reached down to pick up the pipe again preparing to smoke some more, ‘then have a word with old Eddie there. I doubt he’s left this den in years.’

			Eddie Inderwick was, once upon a time, Fagin’s sharpest student and favourite magpie. But that was before I came along – nowadays he was just a faint shadow of a thief. When I had first returned from my five-year incarceration in Australia, I made it my business to seek Eddie out and discovered him here in this very smoking chamber, muttering to himself, wasting away in old clothes and entertaining mad fantasies. It had been a sad sight and he was still at it now, rolling about in restless slumber on the opposite bench, gibbering about some murders he had witnessed and wrongs what had been done to him. I poked him with the end-piece of my pipe so he would quiet himself.

			‘He’s often much better company than this,’ I told Oliver as I moved the pipe back to the oil lamp. ‘You’ve caught him on a bad day.’

			But before I could suck in some more of those lovely fumes, the pipe was smacked out of my hands by Oliver, so fast that at first I thought that I had dropped it. I was stunned, not just at the action but by the realisation that his hands had been quicker than my own for once. I cried out at the injustice of the dirty snatch but Oliver leaned closer to me and spoke firm.

			‘I have been sent here to talk some sense into you, Dodger. To convince you that you are letting this poisonous habit destroy you. Do you want to know who sent me?’

			‘It ain’t the Lord Our Saviour, is it?’ I winced, rubbing my itchy eye with one finger. ‘Cos I’m never in the mood for none of that.’

			‘It was Lily,’ he replied. I felt myself sober up a little by the very mention of her name.

			‘My Lily?’ I asked. ‘She’s the one what told you that this was where I might be found?’

			‘She’s the one that told me this was where you can always be found.’

			I was unsure of how to feel about this information. On the one hand, I recalled the shine that my fancy woman had taken to Oliver on their previous meetings and so was unsettled to hear that they had been having further communication without me around to keep a close eye upon developments. But, on the other, I had thought that Lily was lost to me anyway and so to learn that she had been expressing concern about my well being to other parties was an encouragement that I could still win her back.

			‘Lily paid a visit to the Chronicle office yesterday and asked for my help in the matter. She said that you were so shaken by your experiences in the condemned cell that it has caused you to turn to opium and, now that I have seen you, I cannot help but agree with her. You have altered in an alarming way.’

			‘I ain’t altered one ounce,’ I snapped back, ‘and I take offence at the suggestion. All the danger of the past year wasn’t nothing, I don’t care what she’s been saying. I’ve just had a bad run of things, that’s all. I’ll be right again.’

			‘Are you aware that your hands are shaking as we speak?’ he asked in a flat voice.

			I crossed my arms quick as he said this, to tuck them away from his sight. But it mattered little, as what he had observed was true. Ever since we had been speaking of Lily the shakes had overcome me again. This was why I needed another drag on my pipe so as to steady them.

			For some moments we both sat in silence and I stared at the lights what shone from the opium lamp. I tried to resist picking up the bamboo pipe at my feet while Oliver was watching me, but I wanted to do nothing more. At length, and once I had regained mastery of my hands again, I breathed out and decided to speak a little of what had been preoccupying me of late.

			‘Did I ever tell you,’ I began in a more conversational tone, ‘of how I came to be called The Artful Dodger?’ Oliver shook his head and looked interested, which was just as well as I was going to tell him regardless. ‘It’s a moniker what has always suited me, true, but did you know that it was Fagin who first coined the name? One of the proudest moments of my life that was.’

			I had pulled one of Li Wu’s round tasselled cushions up behind me so I could sit more comfortable against the damp brickwork. I always found talk of my time with Fagin to be cheering, although I appreciated that Oliver did not look back on him with as much affection as I did.

			‘This was in the days after I had first come to live in his crib after running away from my mother,’ I recalled. ‘I was still just a kinchin mind, just one of the new bunch of boys what had moved in to his warm Saffron Hill home during the cold winter months of ’36. We was all of us jostling for attention from the old devil, who was known to be more generous with the mouthy swaggerers than he ever was with shy boys, but it had been hard even for me to shine at first. There was bigger lads, such as Georgie Bluchers and Jem White, what could beat me at fighting if they wished to, so nobody had me pencilled down as much back then. But that all changed after the old man took us out on our first big finding lesson.’

			‘You may recall,’ I continued, ‘during the short time in which you too enjoyed his hospitality, that it was not common for Fagin to risk the grab himself. He preferred to instruct us in his craft from the safety of his kitchen and judge us by our winnings whenever we returned home. But in those early days, and on the rarest of occasions, he would lead us fledgling blackbirds onto the streets himself in order to teach us some tricks. He would wash and cut his greasy hair just for the occasion and put on his one smart suit. And, while I cannot pretend that the man would ever be mistaken for Beau Brummell, you might be surprised at how respectable he could appear when he made the effort. Now, this particular outing was a proper treat as it fell on Christmas Eve and we was all headed to the Lowther Arcade. You know the place? On the Strand?’

			‘I know it well,’ Oliver smiled at the mention. ‘That long arcade with all the fine toy shops and those wonderful glass ceilings. My adopted father took me there on our first Christmas together to buy me some toy soldiers.’

			‘Well, that’s just what my adopted father was doing!’ I beamed upon learning of this shared experience of ours. ‘Only I doubt that your Mr Brownlow expected you to pinch the soldiers for yourself. Fagin, though, was keen to use the festive season as a spur to make ready shoplifters of us all. He knew that the skills we would learn collecting our own Christmas gifts would stand us in good stead for our future careers. We had been over the theory many times, now we was to put it into practice. In pairs of two we was each expected to enter at the south end of the bustling arcade and work our way northwards through the long passage of shops, to see which pair could impress him the most with our findings. The prize, as ever, would be gin.’

			‘What an appalling way to motivate children,’ Oliver remarked.

			‘Georgie and Jem went in first,’ I continued, ignoring him, ‘and they bungled it. Like most beginners, they made the mistake of trying to lift what they wanted for themselves rather than what would be good for the dash and they was almost grabbed trying to make off with some model trains what they had to drop in order to escape. Other boys had more success pilfering smaller toys, but these did not add up to much and that was all Fagin ever cared for. But I knew without being told that the real value of all the Christmas window displays was not in the toys themselves but in the distractions that they offered. I convinced Charley Bates – who you’ll remember from that day when the three of us all went out on a spree – that we should not waste time even entering the shops. Instead, we loitered around the window-shoppers who was gawping at the many Christmas trees and concentrated on emptying the coat pockets and gowns of the ladies and gentlemen there. We kept moving as we did, so by the time we emerged at the north end of the arcade, our clothes was stuffed with wallets, purses, watches and jewellery. Fagin, who had been watching us close as he sauntered by himself, saw my natural talent for the first time and was good and impressed.’

			From the other side of the smoking chamber, Eddie Inderwick was groaning at us. It seemed as though he was trying to turn onto his side so he could tell us to keep our chatter down, but his words came out as one long wheeze.

			‘Ignore him,’ I said to Oliver, who looked concerned. ‘He’ll drift off again soon. So anyway, that night in Saffron Hill, after we had all grown bored of those ill-gotten toys and discarded most of them, we lined up in Fagin’s kitchen to eat this Christmas pudding what he had been preparing all week. He lifted the lid from off his large steel pot to release the steam and we could smell the fruits and brandy within. But before he began filling our bowls he made an announcement:

			“Hush my dears, hush,” he placed a finger to his lips. “Before I start dishing out this tasty and well-earned pud, I wish to say a few words. And that is to tell you how very glad I am that you’ve all come to brighten up my humble abode!” Cheers and stamping from the new boys in the line and some banging of pots from the older ones already sat at the long table. “You’ve made a lonely old man very happy,” he said with a flourish, although it was doubtful that he had ever spent a lonely day in his life. “It makes me feel thirty years younger, it does, to be enjoying such youthful company!” Charley shouted out that he must be feeling around ninety then to which Fagin feigned offence, grabbed a nearby wet flannel and threw it straight at his face. Merriment from all around as it slapped and covered its target but Fagin, once he had finished chuckling himself, held the still clean ladle in the air as if halting an orchestra. “My dears, each and every one of you,” he continued once we had quietened down, “has what it takes to be the prince of this city if you wish it! I cannot remember the last time this creaking old house had such a crop. Nevertheless,” his face turned more serious and he pointed the ladle at us again, “there is a question what needs answering before we feast. And this is the small matter of which one of you,” he moved the ladle along the line of newcomers as if expecting it to stop at one of us of its own accord, “will be declared top sawyer!”

			This stilled us. We waited to be told who the finest thief in our company was and therefore who would be our leader. We knew that whatever name Fagin said now would go unchallenged, as we was then too young to pick one for ourselves.

			“Every crew needs a captain, does it not?” Fagin continued, confident in our full attention. “And every pantomime needs a principal boy.” The ladle was still travelling along the line of boys waiting to anoint the chosen one. “And I know the name of your top sawyer before you do! His name is . . . The Artful Dodger!”

			Disappointment rose up from all around. None of us had heard of him.

			“Sounds like a lavender boy,” cried Jem White in his insolent way, “and he belongs in a molly house, not here.” There was much laughter at this, but this time Fagin did not join in with it. Jem knew he had no chance of being our top sawyer after his poor showing at the arcade, so he was already out of sorts with whoever this Artful Dodger person might turn out to be.

			“I know what you mean, Jemima dear, I know what you mean,” grinned Fagin, coining another nickname what Jem was stuck with for some time. “He sounds like a bit of a sharp one, don’t he? A bit of a character.” He then began banging the steaming pot with his ladle. “Who is this mysterious Dodger then, eh, and what is so artful about him?” He spoke as if daring the boy to show himself.

			But before any young chancer could try and claim the title as his own, Fagin plunged the ladle into the pot. “Why don’t we ask this Christmas pudding here, eh?” he said with a wink. “A pudding always knows the truth, I find!”

			Fagin then snatched the first bowl from out of Georgie’s hands and began filling it with his pudding. There was knowing smiles from the older thieves, who would have doubtless seen this show before when their own top sawyer was announced.

			“There’s a gold shiner hidden somewhere amid all these plums and prunes, which is worth more than all your day’s swipes put together.” The full bowl was handed back to Georgie and then Fagin took the next one from Mick Skittles. “And this here coin is of the magic sort and it knows what bowl it is meant to be found in.” Once Mick’s bowl was full, Fagin took Mouse Flynn’s and continued like this until all the boys ahead of me in the line had been served. “And in whichever bowl we find it,” he continued as he grabbed at my own and filled it with a bit more care than he had the others, “well, that would be the bowl what belongs to the Artful Dodger, I should think.”

			He winked at me as he handed me back the bowl and I knew then that I would be tasting metal in my mouth, before I had even taken a bite. I felt like I was being christened.’

			Oliver sat there on that rickety chair and I could see that he was not sure of what to make of this rum naming ceremony. I imagined that a serious scribbler such as him might find my fond childhood memories to be a bit on the sentimental side. When he next spoke it was with some hesitation.

			‘Don’t take offence, Jack,’ he said after coughing into his fogle again, ‘but it sounds to me like any one of you could have been named the Artful Dodger.’ The smoke made me blink hard and I asked him what he meant by that. ‘I mean that it was all just a bit of Christmas tomfoolery,’ he explained. ‘That you were merely a random winner, perhaps even an accidental one. How could Fagin have guaranteed that the coin would end up in your bowl?’

			I was most taken aback by this stupidity and gave a loud snort to let him feel my contempt. ‘You lived at Fagin’s house, Oliver,’ I said back. ‘Did you ever see him perform a conjuring trick what ended up in any other way than how he wanted it to? If he asked you to pick a card then you would always pick the one predicted. There wasn’t anything accidental about the Jew so it stands to reason that I was meant to be the Artful Dodger, eh? All the other boys took it to be so.’

			‘But haven’t you ever wondered,’ Oliver pressed on in his vexatious manner, ‘whether Fagin didn’t really care who the Artful Dodger was? He just knew that there had to be a top sawyer among you, a leader, and that if the business wasn’t settled then there would be fighting. So he made a game of announcing the nickname. Perhaps that was the real illusion.’ As he spoke, I could feel myself grow hotter at the blasphemy of it. ‘And as for the wink?’ he persisted. ‘In my memory Fagin was forever winking at anyone over anything. It signifies nothing.’

			I would have leapt up and given him a proper hiding for his treason had I not been rendered so lazy from the opium. Instead, I just jabbed my finger in his general direction.

			‘I’m the Artful Dodger, Oliver, and you bloody well know it. You saw me in my prime, there was no faster thief. Fagin knew it, Charley Bates knew it, they all knew it. The very idea that such a name could have belonged to anyone else, that it could have suited anyone save me, is a travesty what I’ll not entertain.’ The three other occupants in this smoking chamber was all stirring now. I even heard Chinese voices from behind the silk curtains telling me to shush, but I was too hot to heed them. ‘Back then,’ I kept growling, ‘I earned the name on every finding spree. Back then I was the Artful Dodger of every minute of every day.’

			‘Back then?’ said Oliver in a voice much calmer than my own. ‘Not now?’

			I slumped back down onto the pillow and felt the fire what had just risen inside me burn out just as fast. I looked over to where a small jug of greenish water and some pewter cups was resting on a table. I did not want to ask Oliver to fetch a drink for me – I would not let him treat me like an invalid – and so I forced myself up from the bench again and poured myself a drop of this dubious liquid. I asked Oliver if he would like some but was unsurprised by his refusal, considering how unwise it was to drink water what you could smell from a distance. But I just needed to wet my throat with it so I spat it back into the cup once this was done. Then I returned to the bed, closed my eyes in exhaustion and thought on all the wrongs of the past few weeks.

			‘No,’ I said at last. I felt relieved at speaking the hard truth of it, the truth of which no doubt the rest of the criminal underworld was already well aware. ‘Nowadays, it is starting to seem that I ain’t that artful at all.’

		

	
		
			Chapter 2

			Kingdom of Monkeys

			Recounting the shameful circumstances surrounding a recent family outing

			‘If you really want to hear about it, Oliver, then the first thing you’ll no doubt want to know about of is all these noose nightmares what I’ve been having ever since Newgate. I’d also tell you about all the sweating and the shakes they’ve brought on and about how I’ve been doubling up on opium by way of a treatment, but I don’t much feel like going into it, if you want to know the truth. However, if you’ve spoken to Lily, then I suppose she must have told you about what occurred at the zoo, and if so, then I ought to set you straight on that. There are always two sides to every story and this here is mine.

			As it was a hot June day, myself, Lily and little baby Robin had all spent the morning picnicking in a small cemetery not far from our crib. I would imagine that someone of your class might look askance upon us poor people choosing to holiday among the tombstones on a summery day, but when you live in the slums there is often no greener, fresher or more pleasant destination within walking distance. And, on top of that, this particular cemetery was the final resting spot of my poor fallen friend Mouse Flynn and his wife Agnes, who had died in childbirth. This departed pair was the true parents of that little item of mortality Robin, who, as you will recall from your visit to our happy home, Lily and myself was raising as our own. So it felt only right that we should take him to visit his family whenever possible. While we was there playing with our adopted son and speaking to the dead Flynns I decided to again raise with Lily a matter most sensitive. See, although our lives had been beset with many shocks and sadnesses over the past few months, there was one thing what gave me joy whenever I dwelt upon it. I had so taken to fatherhood ever since that little boy had come to live with us in our crib, that I had begun to dream of a future where I would be not just a surrogate father to him, but also the natural father to many others. I would soon sire a whole litter of kinchins and educate them all – boys and girls – in the crooked ways of this world. And then – once they was old enough – these junior Dodgers could all provide for me and their mother in our dotage, so there would be a return on the investment. But whenever I mentioned this sentimental ambition to the light of my life, she did not seem as enthused.

			“The world’s got more than enough people in it, Jack,” she told me blunt as she changed Robin’s soiled swaddling clothes, “it don’t need no others.”

			“But you make for a good mother,” I flattered her, as she finished cleaning his bottom and tossing the soiled napkin into a bush, “and any child would want me for a father, so nature must take its course, eh?”

			“Hmm,” she replied as she pinned his new napkin into place, but it was obvious that she needed further persuasion. During her whoring days Lily had been taught to take precautions against falling into such a condition and it seemed that she never stopped taking them. Don’t ask me what these precautions was, but they had been successful, much to my chagrin. Before I could argue the case for reproduction further, she changed the subject to that of my unseasonal attire.

			“Take your coat off, my love,” she said as she gave Robin back a little stuffed mouse what he did not like to be without and lifted him back into his baby carriage. “You must be sweltering in this heat.”

			“I don’t like to,” I answered. “On account of my scars.”

			I had told Lily often enough that I hated the sun as it reminded me of my time in Australia and that, even through a thin shirt, the stinging rays could aggravate the many whip marks what streaked across my back. But this was only sometimes true, as the real reason I wore a winter coat in summer was down to the chills what would come upon me if I went without tasting opium for too long, chills I was already feeling despite the church clock above us not having yet struck twelve. I had promised Lily that I would spend the afternoon with her and Robin in Regent’s zoo, as she wished to see the new bear. But I could think of other things I would rather be doing, so I tried to tell her that I had business matters elsewhere and that she should take Robin by herself while I went off to be the family provider. This, it seemed, was ill-judged.

			“You ain’t picked a pocket or robbed a crib in weeks, Jack,” she chided me as we wheeled the wicker carriage containing the baby and the picnic basket out of the cemetery. “Which is why there ain’t no money coming in other than that what I steal. You’ve got the Limehouse itch again, don’t go pretending otherwise, I can see it on you. Well, there’ll be no puffing today. These tickets what I found in that lady’s purse are dated for this afternoon, so we’re all going to the zoo whether you care to or not. Now, trot over to that there thoroughfare and hail us a cab big enough for this,” she tapped the carriage. “I want to see Black Boris.”

			The journey towards Regent’s Park proved to be an unpleasant one. As the hackney cab trundled along gravelly roads, I found myself rocking forward in an uneasy manner what had little to do with the motion of the vehicle. I could feel the sickness coming on again and Lily handed me a fogle so I could dab the sweat from off my brow. Now that I had agreed to remain at her side for the rest of the day, she had become more sympathetic towards me and said that she was only making me spend time away from the poppy for my own benefit. She again entreated me to remove my coat, but I remained reluctant. I thanked her for her concern as I gripped tight onto the wooden seat to hold myself in place.

			Once we was through the southern gates of the zoo I did begin to feel a little better and, as we pushed the baby carriage up the shrub-lined promenade towards the bear pit, Lily at last managed to convince me to remove my coat and enjoy the weather more. Her attitude had softened towards me by then and our chat became more cordial as we neared Boris the mighty black Russian, about whom there had been much talk about town. The new bear was proving to be a popular attraction and there was at least three dozen spectators gathered around the square iron barriers what surrounded his pit and they was all very distracted by the ursine celebrity. Boris had obliged his adoring audience by climbing a stout wooden pole in the centre of his pit, so as to display himself proud and high but was still at a safe distance. Many of the gentlemen watching him was holding out buns on the end of long sticks, attempting to feed him, to the delight of all.

			“Fancy doing likewise?” I asked Lily and nodded towards the stall where they sold the buns and implements. She shook her head and lowered her voice.

			She halted the wicker carriage before we became part of the crowd ourselves. “I’d rather watch you work your mischief.” Lily smiled her wickedest smile. “See how distracted they all are,” she indicated the congregation. “Dipping conditions are perfect, don’t you reckon? You can circle that pit easy and once you’re done, you can hide your findings underneath Robin’s crib here.”

			In all truth, I could feel my left hand start to twitch at the very suggestion. Perhaps it was just the heat, but a discernible sensation of dizziness came over me at the thought of picking any pockets without having prepared myself for the task first.

			“Yeah, I don’t know about all that, Lil,” I whispered back. “Any experienced thief will tell you that it ain’t clever to work in an enclosed space such as this here zoo on account of there being no handy cuts to escape down. And I wouldn’t want to risk you and the baby getting into no bother.”

			“Oh, but when have such things ever troubled you in the past?” She laughed, and I understood now that she had brought me here to be tested. “We’ll be alright. You go brush up against some pockets, why don’t you? It always used to give me a buzz to see you do it.”

			Her clear excitement at the prospect of witnessing me work my art again made her seem so very beautiful that I longed to satisfy her desire and return from the pit with many pilfered love tokens. Doubtless she would have been so attracted by my success that we would have gone straight home afterwards and set about making babies. But my hands was too clammy, I could not even remember my last dip and I knew that I was just not up to it.

			“Not today, Lil,” I replied and felt limp as I did so. “I ain’t much in the mood. Perhaps next time.” Her smile vanished and she turned from me. She shoved the baby carriage off away from the bear pit and walked off deeper into the zoo. I trotted after her.

			You’re a married man, Oliver, so you know well what they can be like. Lily remained in a huff for a good ten minutes as we negotiated the aviary walk, where bright-coloured caged birds screeched and squawked at me as if they was all expressing Lily’s irritation on her behalf. At last, we came to a tree-lined avenue where a hut had been built in which ladies could go to relieve themselves and Lily broke her silence to tell me that she needed to pay it a visit. She told me to watch over the baby until she got back and so I wheeled the carriage over to a sheltered bench, and with one hand on the side so it would not roll away, I let my eyes rest for a spell. Robin was happy enough squeezing his toy mouse and it felt good to allow myself a little doze in Lily’s absence.

			“Watch out, constables, it’s the Artful Dodger!” yelled a high-pitched voice not far from my earhole, causing me to start up from my nap in fright. “Arrest him quick afore he pinches one of the efelants!”

			Young laughter rippled all around as I woke to find myself surrounded by the boys from the Low Arches, a rascally gang of six. From the little noise they had made in their approach they may well have dropped down from the trees above like chimpanzees. They was all dressed up flash and colourful, as I used to do at their age, in clothes what was far too big for them, and they seemed to have found sneaking up upon my sleeping self to have been a most amusing jape.

			“Sorry for the disturbance, Mister Dawkins,” grinned the closest boy on the bench beside me, as the others continued giggling at my momentary confusion. “But we’d like to make an introduction if you don’t much mind?”

			I was a bit embarrassed to have been caught unawares by these youthful admirers of mine. The Low Arches boys was a band of keen and industrious urchins who was local to Seven Dials and their leader, the imp what had just woken me up in so rude a fashion, was a boy of about thirteen called Joe Muckraw. I was familiar with Joe and his little collective as I had become something of a Fagin figure to them in recent months. They all grew up knowing the Artful Dodger by reputation and so they’re forever buzzing around my haunts in the hope of ingratiating themselves. Now I’m more than happy to encourage them in the ignoble art although, unlike the old Jew, I would never let any of the thieving buggers inside my own crib if I could help it. But they’ve often been known to knock on my door to ask me to inspect whatever findings they may have acquired during the day, or to ask me to play the fence if I think there is a profit in it, which there often is.

			“I don’t need eyes open to know when you’re about, Muckraw,” I smiled back at him. “You have a very distinctive odour.”

			This got him back where it hurt and his ratty little face crumpled as his pals directed their laughter away from me and towards him. I knew Joe to be very sensitive about his cleanliness, as he had been born a mudlark boy, meaning that his late parents had both been river dredgers. The first time I met him he had more dirt up his nose, behind his ears and under his fingernails than a person exhumed, but that was over a year ago. Nowadays he had declared himself to be the top sawyer of this little gang and so he was making more of an effort to wash himself.

			‘Perhaps you ain’t heard,’ he informed me as he jumped down from the bench, placed his thumbs into his waistcoat pockets and puffed out his chest. ‘Nobody calls me Joe Muckraw no more. I’m The Slippery Soap these days,’ he nodded at his gang with misplaced grandeur, ‘because I always get away clean!’

			‘Come up with that yourself, did you?’

			‘Yep,’ replied the self-anointed upstart. ‘Like it?’

			I stretched my back before answering. Reclining on that bench had antagonised my scars again and put me even further out of humour.

			“I ain’t certain that I do, Joe,” I answered and I saw the puff go out of him. “But it’s clear to all that you can imagine no more elusive object than soap, so what can we expect?”

			His boys sniggered again to his obvious displeasure. Perhaps this was a bit cruel, but Joe Muckraw had made the mistake of trying to humiliate me and so it stood to reason that he should be paid in kind.

			“Soap is famous for being hard to keep hold of,” I continued. “It is not steady, but all over the place. It is a liability, Joe, and you would be ill-advised to name yourself after a famous liability.” Before he could respond to that, I turned to the others and noticed that there was one boy standing among the group who I had never seen before. He was a couple of years younger than the rest. “This who you want to introduce me to, is it?”

			“Pleased to meet you, Mr Dawkins sir,” said the new boy.

			“What’s your name, son?”

			“Nick, sir.”

			“That all?” I asked. “Not named yourself after a household toiletry like Joe here?”

			“Nah,” he shrugged. “I’m happy with Nick.”

			“Good for you, Nick,” I nodded in a languid way. “And besides, the great thieves never come up with their own identities,” I cast a disapproving glance towards Joe the Soap as I said this, “but instead we have our criminal names given to us by older, respected crooks. And we in turn are expected to bestow suitable monikers on any gifted, younger thieves what we might notice showing promise. In this way reputations are given as well as earned and in my view, we should look with derision upon any flash youth what might try to buck this time-honoured tradition.”

			“You must be very honoured ’bout meeting Mister Dawkins here, eh Nick?” interrupted Joe, pretending to be unconcerned by my criticisms. “After all, this is the man they used to call Lummy Jack, Fagin’s Favourite, the Artful Dodger. People considered him to be the patron saint of all thieves, once upon a long time ago. He used to be top sawyer of the Diallers, you know. A high distinction back in his day.”

			It was my turn to drop the grin, as I turned my attention back to the cheeky sod.

			“I still am top sawyer in Seven Dials, Muckraw,” I spoke low and with deliberate threat. “And it ain’t advisable to go pretending otherwise, even in fun.”

			“That ain’t what we hear,” piped up Venetian Vince, a swarthy youngster who, despite his nickname, was born in Maidstone. “We hear Tom Skinner runs things there now, and that you ain’t done much of anything since you was released from gaol.”

			“Tom acts as my Prime Minister,” I explained. “But I remain the monarch. And monarchs, as we all know, don’t do nothing if they don’t wish to.”

			Vince smirked at me. Joe smirked too. I noticed that they was all smirking, save for newcomer Nick.

			“So you’re just as sharp as you ever was, eh Dodge?” asked Joe as he took a couple of steps backwards. “Still top sawyer?” The other boys had been edging backwards too and it was becoming apparent they was up to something tricky. “Then how come, Jack the Puffer,” he sneered with undisguised delight, “you ain’t even noticed what we’ve stolen from you yet?”

			Even then, I am ashamed to record, it took me a full second to fall upon what he was referring to. But, as soon as I did, something inside just dropped and I cried out in alarm. The wicker carriage had vanished.

			I jumped up from my bench in horror. “What have you little bastards done with my son?”

			But already the Low Arches boys was scarpering off in different directions, all of them cackling at me like demons. The only one still within reaching distance was new boy Nick and I grabbed hold of his arm as he tried to escape. I yanked him back so hard that I could have pulled his limb off if he’d resisted more. I shouted into his terrified face.

			“Give him back now,” I warned him, “or you’re going in the bear pit!”

			This Nick struggled to get away and spluttered something about not knowing where he was. “Some other boys wheeled him off while you was dozing, Mr Dawkins, sir,” he answered fast as I twisted his arm. “They’re only having a laugh. It weren’t my idea or doing.”

			Joe Soap yelled at me from the far end of the lane. “They’ve taken him to the reptile house,” he grinned. “You best hurry Dodger, afore the snakes swallow him.”

			I released the boy and raced off towards this part of the zoo, sheer panic spurring me on to run faster than I ever had before. I shoved my way past any strolling couples what obstructed my path and shouted my adopted son’s name at the top of my voice. My heart pounded at the very thought that I might lose him for good and I became even more terrified thinking on how Lily would react. My distress was made worse by not really knowing the whereabouts of the reptile house, and instead I came to the elephant paddock at the north garden. Spectators was lined up to gaze through the bars of the enclosure at the long-trunked beasts bathing themselves in their pond.

			“Which way’s the reptile house?” I demanded of the congregation but, being all of the genteel middle-class, they pretended to ignore the frantic cockney in their midst. So I instead directed my question towards the three white-robed black men in the paddock who was helping to scrub the elephants. These African attendants did not appear to speak much English, so I moved my arm like a snake and hissed. They nodded and pointed me in the right direction.

			Soon I came to where the reptiles was kept. This corner of the zoo was far less populated than the rest. To my great relief, there the abandoned baby carriage stood under the shade of the wooden pavilion. I approached it, ready to gather up the precious boy safe into my arms. But when I peered into the carriage I instead screamed out in fright. The carriage’s only occupant was a green snake slithering itself into a tight coil.

			I staggered backwards and almost fell down from the shock of it. Then I heard the unmistakable sound of my baby boy crying and I spun around to see him in the arms of Joe Muckraw at the top of a grassy mound to the left of the pavilion. Joe was cradling little Robin, flanked by two other boys who must have been the ones what had made off with the carriage in the first place. How they had managed to pinch the snake was bewildering, but I was too hot and angry to enquire and began cursing up at them. Joe looked down at me and jeered.

			“We was only larking about, Dodge,” he said and rocked my baby son to try to settle him. “Take a joke.”

			I was just about to march up that little grass hill and snatch Robin back when something even more fearsome reared into view behind them. Lily Lennox in her green summer dress, looking like she was poised for a kill, uttered something to the trio of baby-nappers what I could not hear from that distance, but seemed to strike terror into them. With one swift action she grabbed the child out of Joe’s arms and gathered him safe into her own. The other two Arches boys fled in opposite directions, but it turned out that the Slippery Soap was not going to get away so clean after all. Instead Lily kicked him hard in his stomach. Joe doubled up and tumbled down the small hill towards me.

			I turned back to the baby carriage, reached inside to grab the snake and, before it had a chance to strike me, flung it back towards the pavilion for someone else to worry about. Then I wheeled the carriage up to where Lily was, congratulating her on her successful recovery of our baby and planning on stamping on Soap’s fallen body myself as soon as I got the chance. But once the baby had been placed back inside the wicker carriage, Lily began pushing our child away from me. I followed after, making all manner of feeble excuses and apologies, and then she spun around.

			“Stay away from us, Jack!” she seethed with more hostility than I had ever before known from her. “You ain’t a suitable father for this, or any other child. You’re a wastrel and nothing more and the quicker I can get him away from you, the better!”

			“Don’t be like that, Lil,” I protested, “it weren’t my fault. It was all the doing of these here kinch–”

			“You don’t provide for us no more, you can’t protect him,” she continued loud enough for the whole of Regent’s Park to hear. “What possible use are you to either of us?”

			As I was struggling to find a reply to this, she moved in closer and spoke with what sounded like genuine sorrow in her voice.

			“What happened to the man I fell for, eh, Jack?” she whispered. “Did Newgate take him after all? Cos I ain’t seen him in a while.”

			I was at a loss as to how to respond to this and muttered something in my defence as she turned and pushed the carriage away towards the exit. She left me standing there dumbfounded, as she spoke her cruellest cut yet.

			“You’re the last man I’d ever have a child with,” was what I thought I heard her say.’

		

	
		
			Chapter 3

			A Disappointed Drudge

			My conversation with Oliver continues and a cruel deception is revealed

			Oliver had not uttered a word while I had been relating my sorrowful tale to him and it was instead Eddie Inderwick who at last interrupted me. My fellow puffer was, once again, seized by one of his nasty coughing fits and he gripped his stomach as he curled up and hacked it all out. Then he rolled over on his stained mattress to face my side of the smoking chamber. He scowled at me as if he considered his pain to be somehow my doing and told me to shut my yapping, before pulling a ragged blanket over himself, returning to sleep. Oliver looked upon him as though he was some colicky baby what we must be careful not to disturb.

			‘Don’t be deceived,’ I said as Li Wu entered through the silk curtains with a clean jug of water and poured me out a fresh cup. ‘Eddie can be quite the conversationalist when the mood takes him. Even if it is only to himself.’

			The Chinaman filled up the rest of the pewter cups what was lying beside each of his paying customers. As he did so he placed a finger over his lips and told me to shush. I apologised to him and he scuttled off without even acknowledging my visitor.

			‘There are times,’ I remarked to Oliver once Li Wu had left the chamber, ‘when I wonder if that Chinaman thinks he’s running the British Library or something.’

			Oliver seemed unoffended at having been ignored by the proprietor of this opium den and waited for me to finish wetting my throat. Then he leaned in further and asked me if I thought that it truly was over between Lily and myself.

			‘When I got back to our crib early on the following morning,’ I said once my cup was drained, ‘I found that she had gone. Not only that, but she had removed most of her things and all of Robin’s.’

			‘That was terribly fast,’ observed Oliver. ‘Where were you while this was happening?’

			I picked up my opium pipe and inspected it from a number of angles.

			‘I had spent the night here,’ I admitted and avoided meeting eyes with him. ‘Smoking my cares away.’

			‘I see,’ he sighed.

			‘She left me a note to say that she was taking him by coach and horses to live with her childless sister and her husband, the poor little mite. They’re up in Rochester in Kent and are a right pair of flats by all accounts. The husband’s a schoolmaster, she’s a seamstress and neither sound like much fun. Robin won’t grow to be happy and bright under their roof, I don’t care what Lily says.’

			I took another hard puff of that pipe and shut my eyes. I had a deep desire to just ignore Oliver and lie back down onto my mattress, but it seemed like he was not going to allow it.

			‘She still cares for you, Jack,’ he told me. ‘She told me so herself.’

			‘Yeah?’ I murmured with my eyes still closed. ‘She’s got a rum way of showing it.’

			‘I must say though, I agree with her,’ he added. ‘The child is better off away from your bad influence.’

			My eyes snapped open again and I sat up straighter, ready for a confrontation. ‘That ain’t for her to decide though, is it!’ I barked at him. ‘The boy was mine, unnerstand? Not by blood, I grant you, but all other rights. His true father, Mouse Flynn, was a Saffron Hill boy and he was like a brother to me. This made Robin my responsibility and, therefore, my boy to raise. She stole him from me, hear?’ I stressed the word as if stealing was the worst crime a person could commit.

			I realised then that I was shouting and I received some complaints about the noise from some disturbed sailors in a neighbouring smoking chamber and some of the older sons of Wu.

			‘I’m sorry if my words offended, Jack,’ Oliver said although he did not look very sorry. ‘But let me ask you this. Would you tolerate a thief who stole not just your baby from you, but Lily as well? Who stole all of your earnings and your gang of Diallers too? Who took your talent for thievery and the standing that, until very recently, you enjoyed among the criminal community? Because that,’ he pointed at the now almost extinguished opium lamp, ‘is precisely what you are allowing the poppy to steal from you unchallenged.’

			The light was starting to die inside that little chamber. I looked down to the bamboo pipe what I cradled in my hands and knew that there was no longer any use in refuting these truths. The opium had rendered me low and I was overcome with remorse at the deplorable state I had let myself fall into. I could not meet Oliver’s eye when I spoke next and I must have sounded like a whimpering adolescent.
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