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Prologue


1923, Mayfair, London


She’d never loved him as her husband had. In her opinion the boy was rather too clever for a seven-year-old orphan gifted advantages in life. By birth he would have had nothing but his angelic looks to recommend him. As a baby he had charmed her with his pale hair and brown eyes that had shaded into green. His colouring mirrored hers … a good omen, she’d thought, when bringing him home. But from his developing character she knew they would never have anything else in common. Praise from kith and kin for her handsome son were scant compensation for the challenge he’d present as he grew. She was unwilling to rear the mischievous brat. Others would judge her though so she kept this to herself. Everybody understood a mother on her own faced problems. Educating one child was costly; two were beyond her means if she were to keep this house. She’d made her choices and one of the adopted East End waifs had to go. She knew which one.


‘Is it wise to tell the boy the truth, Mrs Harding?’


‘Wiser than it is to lie to him I think, Sergeant Drover,’ she responded tartly. Having poured the tea, she handed a cup to the policeman. ‘Jake is sharp and has been taught to be honest. I would be a hypocrite if I didn’t practise what I preach.’ She glanced dispassionately at the child standing silently by the door. ‘I hope his new guardians will continue to discipline him so our efforts with him are not wasted.’


The sergeant turned ruddy at the put down. His top lip took on a faint curl. Madam High and Mighty pointed out the boy’s talents but didn’t want him. Such was the way of people determined to be posh. They believed themselves superior but could be incapable of showing kindness. Not that Sergeant Drover didn’t pity her for being widowed in such a wicked way.


‘Has there been any progress on finding the villain who robbed and murdered my husband?’ She had read the turn of his thoughts.


The sergeant took a gulp of his tea then put down his cup and saucer. He swivelled his eyes to the child. He hadn’t reacted but still Drover didn’t think it was right to talk about this in front of him. He appeared a stoic little chap – no wobbly lips in evidence – even so it seemed unfeeling to imagine he wasn’t moved by recent events. He’d lost his father and soon would lose his mother due to her cruelty rather than crime. ‘I’m afraid our enquiries haven’t turned up any new leads, Mrs Harding. But of course we haven’t concluded our investigations.’


‘Oh, investigations!’ She gestured dismissively. ‘Admit it; there’s little prospect of recovering what was stolen.’ The loss of ten pounds and a gold timepiece wasn’t the crux of Violet Harding’s problems, though she could do with the cash and with pawning the watch to raise funds. Without her husband’s regular salary from his position in Whitehall, she found herself reduced to living on his pension. At the reading of Rupert’s will she’d discovered that was not the crux of it either.


The ignominy of being told by a stranger that her husband’s mistress had given him a child of his own had topped everything; unbelievably, worse was in store. Rupert had left instructions that his assets must be divided. The only respect he’d shown his legal wife was allowing her the marital home and banning his paramour from the will reading. Weeks on, Violet’s guts continued to squirm at the idea that she might have found herself sitting a yard away from Molly Deane while the smirking solicitor acted as their referee.


On the cab ride home from the galling episode, Violet had understood something else, equally hurtful: she was barren. She’d believed her husband to be at fault when she’d not conceived in eighteen years of marriage. Both her sisters had children but no, he had had a natural daughter, named Rebecca. By her calculations the child had already been born when they adopted their babies from the orphanage.


Had Rupert not been set upon when leaving his club on a stormy evening a month ago she’d still be ignorant of any of this. In a way, she was glad about that. She might have stabbed him herself, had she known.


Violet had little recourse to revenge now he’d gone, though she dearly wanted to hurt him back. But Rupert had had a favourite son even if the boy wasn’t his flesh and blood. Cutting ties with Jake would be little hardship for her but her dead husband would be grinding his teeth to dust in his grave. The child she had come to adore would miss his brother, but Toby would be occupied with a good education and forget Jake in time.


‘You should go to Lambeth and ask the lady who lives there about my father. She might know what happened to him.’


Violet swung around to stare at Jake, who’d unexpectedly reminded her of his presence with his shocking outburst. ‘Be quiet and speak when you’re spoken to,’ she hissed. After the sergeant had gone she’d interrogate him about how he knew where Molly Deane lived. She felt enraged that Rupert might have taken Jake with him when visiting his paramour.


‘What lady might that be Master Jake?’ Basil Drover bent his knees, lowering himself to gaze into a small face that was earnest and undeniably handsome.


‘I saw them walking together in Andover Street,’ explained Jake. ‘There was a girl with them as well … smaller than I. She had brown hair like the lady.’ He was sure he was being helpful but though the policeman seemed interested, his mother was angry.


‘Stop that nonsense,’ she snapped. ‘Go to your room, Jake.’


‘Let the lad have his say.’ The sergeant sounded blithe but there was a curious gleam in his eyes.


‘I told you he is a clever boy,’ said Violet. ‘It doesn’t do to encourage him, Sergeant. He likes being the centre of attention.’


‘I’ll hear him out. He might have a point … about the lady … ’


‘I doubt he saw anything. He has a vivid imagination,’ Violet fumed. ‘He entertains his brother with his made-up tales. Don’t you?’


Jake nodded.


‘A Charles Dickens reader, eh?’ chortled Drover.


‘Certainly not,’ she snorted. ‘The boys are instructed in the classics.’


She jabbed her head and Jake obediently left the room, although he knew the policeman wanted him to stay. Outside, he hesitated to listen to what happened next but he saw Dora Knox hovering some yards away. Being the clever child he was, Jake realised the maid had brought in the tea tray then loitered to find out what the policeman wanted. His mother had sent her outside saying she’d pour herself.


They stared at one another and the girl gave him a sympathetic smile before disappearing downstairs to the servants’ quarters. She was the only one left now. The proper cook had left soon after the day of the funeral. Now Dora did everything and the meals were horrible because she was only sixteen and untrained. Jake could hear a muffled conversation through the door panels but gave up trying to make out what was being said. He guessed it was about him misbehaving. He heard a scuffling noise and saw his younger brother peeping from between the banisters. Jake bounded up the treads to sit beside him.


‘You’re not really going away are you?’ asked a mournful Toby.


‘I am, but you won’t have to go,’ Jake said and put a reassuring arm about his shoulders.


‘Don’t want to be here on my own without you.’


‘You’ll be all right; Mother likes you.’


‘You’ll come back though, won’t you when you’ve learned to be good?’


Jake nodded, although he knew he wouldn’t. His mother didn’t want him any more. He felt upset but also invigorated at the idea of a new beginning and another place to explore. He’d liked his father but he was gone, and now it was his turn to be released from a home he’d never fitted into. Jake wondered if his late father had felt uncomfortable too and that’s why he’d stayed out a lot and become friends with another lady. He’d miss his brother, although he truly believed Toby would be all right without him. Their mother was different with Toby. She called him her poppet, whereas he himself was referred to as ‘the boy’, or ‘the orphan’.


The brothers understood they were adopted children: when of an age to comprehend their beginnings, their father had sat them down and explained that the Great War had made it impossible for their real mothers to keep them. He’d said that even though they looked alike, they weren’t blood brothers but a different sort of brothers. From the moment they’d been chosen by him and his wife, they’d no longer been orphans, he’d said, but their sons and they would always be loved and cared for in a nice home. Their father had lived up to his promise but their mother had stopped halfway.


‘Come on, let’s go and play in the bedroom with the train set.’ Jake grabbed his brother’s elbow and urged him to run up the stairs.


‘Where is the school you’re going to?’ Toby looked up from removing items from the Hornby box.


Jake shrugged and leaned forward on his knees to put a locomotive down on a length of track. ‘Somewhere in London, I think. Sergeant Drover’s coming back later in the week to take me there. Mother doesn’t want to go with me.’


‘London … so it’s not far then.’ Toby sounded relieved. ‘You’ll come back at the weekends I expect.’


‘Perhaps … ’ Jake doubted he’d be allowed back and knew he’d miss Toby. ‘I heard them say it’s Dr Barnardo’s home so I suppose he’s the headmaster.’


‘Doctors are nice,’ said Toby, remembering when he’d had chicken pox and a kindly old gentleman had given him medicine to soothe his skin. ‘I bet you’ll have lots of friends,’ he said wistfully. ‘You won’t forget me, will you?’


‘Never … ’ Jake solemnly promised and sat back on his heels to gaze at his younger brother.


In the parlour, Sergeant Drover sucked his teeth in sympathy while being regaled with the shocking costs of funerals these days and school fees shooting ever upwards. Inwardly, he was wondering why Mrs Harding didn’t move to a less fashionable address to keep the family together. She couldn’t really prefer her big house to her little son, could she? He allowed her the benefit of the doubt; the woman would still be in shock over her husband’s murder and in a panic over the prospect of coping without him. She might right the wrong she’d done young Master Jake by fetching him home in the New Year when she was more herself. Whatever excuses he found for her it seemed a mean thing to do to any child just a month before Christmas. He was a bright kid, no doubt about it. Thanks to him there was another lead to follow in this murder case.


The upstanding husband had been walking with a dark-haired woman in Lambeth’s Andover Street. No prizes for guessing the nature of that relationship. Parts of Lambeth were renowned as popular with rich gentlemen who wanted to house a mistress. Not flash enough to draw attention, but not too shabby either. An ambitious young woman, living on her looks, would find the area most acceptable.


‘Does your late husband have kith or kin Lambeth way?’


‘I told you the boy was fantasising, Sergeant Drover.’


‘So … nobody for Mr Harding to have visited over there that you are aware of? Female cousins or nieces of any sort?’


Violet resisted calling him insolent. Later in the week he was to do her a great favour; she wouldn’t antagonise him. ‘I know my husband’s family, Sergeant. We were betrothed for two years and married for eighteen more.’


‘Yes … of course.’ He put away his notebook and pencil. ‘Well, I’ll be off for now then.’


‘You won’t forget to come back, will you?’ She picked up a letter from the Barnardo’s home in Stepney. ‘They have confirmed arrangements and expect Jake at ten o’clock on Friday.’ She should thank him for having offered earlier to escort the boy for her when she said she was loath to ask the solicitor to do it for an exorbitant fee.


‘I will, unless you change your mind and wish to accompany him yourself.’ He hesitated in taking the letter.


‘It would be too upsetting for me to go there.’ And indeed it would be, she thought. Offloading a child at an orphanage was what the lower orders did. ‘Thank you for assisting in this, Sergeant.’ Drover was treated to the first smile of his visit. ‘I appreciate your help. I won’t change my mind, you see.’


After he’d gone, she went upstairs and called Jake from the bedroom where he and Toby were mimicking the sounds of steam trains. He closed the door obediently behind him and she gave him a stern look. He held her gaze steadily without flinching. She found him far too sure of himself and those green eyes of his were quite unsettling at times. ‘This woman you spoke of,’ she said. ‘When did you see her with your father, Jake?’


‘Last Christmas. Carol singers were in the street—’


‘Last Christmas?’ she interrupted, in surprise. She had imagined it had been a recent sighting, not almost a year ago. ‘Were you with your father?’


‘No … with Mr Nash. He was taking me to a Christmas concert in Lambeth. Toby didn’t come. He was in bed with a cold.’


So not only did Jake know about this woman and Rupert; the boys’ tutor did as well. Nash would be dispensed with soon in any case. Arranging a boarding school for Toby was next on her list of things to do. She’d miss his company, but if he were to fly high, a good education was essential.


‘I think you are mistaken; it was a long time ago and you might have forgotten exactly what you saw. No more of it, to me or to Sergeant Drover. Do you understand?’


He nodded solemnly. As his mother turned away he said, ‘I remember it, though. I don’t forget anything.’


Well, the deceased Lothario had a wide-ranging taste in women, thought Basil Drover as he entered the house in Andover Street and followed Mrs Deane along the hallway. Harding’s widow was a slender blonde, in her late thirties; his mistress had a buxom figure and dark hair and was easily fifteen years younger.


Once in the back parlour he glanced around but there was no sign of the child Master Jake had spoken about. He knew there was one; when making enquiries in the street to discover at which house he might find a dark-haired woman with a young daughter, the neighbour had confirmed with a sniff that he was looking for Mrs Deane who lived at number two.


‘So what can I do for you, Sergeant?’ asked Molly Deane with admirable insouciance considering her fists were clenched behind her back. She feared she knew what he wanted, and after a night of carousing had left her with a thumping head, she could do without this trouble.


‘Well, as I said, madam, I’m investigating a crime and I believe you might have known the unfortunate victim.’


‘A crime?’


‘A murder.’


‘Oh, Mr Harding, you mean.’ She’d been mistaken in what had brought him here and had allowed a note of relief to creep into her voice. Rupert Harding’s comings and goings had been regular and over time neighbours had cottoned on to their relationship. An account of his murder and his photograph had been in the newspaper as he was a bigwig in the City. She imagined somebody had ratted on her and brought the coppers sniffing around.


‘Did you think I’d another crime in mind?’ Drover’s ears had pricked up at the inflexion in her tone.


‘No … although I have to say the area is going downhill. Three times this week I’ve been tormented by little blighters playing knock down ginger. If it happens again, I’ll summon you myself.’


‘I see … well, as to Mr Harding, you did know him then. Might I ask the nature of your relationship?’


‘You might, though I imagine you are able to guess at it. We are both adults, Sergeant Drover, so no need for either of us to act coy.’ She gave him a cheeky smile. He wasn’t bad looking and probably only a few years older than she was. Having the name of the local rozzer in her little black book could be a smart move.


His sardonic smile let her know he’d regretfully decline. ‘You have a daughter I believe, Mrs Deane. Is she Harding’s child?’


‘Who told yer that?’ Molly barked, forgetting to act refined.


‘I can’t disclose my sources. Is she his offspring?’ Drover sensed he’d touched a nerve.


‘Yes,’ she said and turned away. ‘Out of respect for all concerned I’d like that to remain between us.’


Basil nodded his agreement although it seemed bit late to consider the feelings of the betrayed wife. He began to sympathise with Violet Harding and to understand why she was a sourpuss. Maybe she’d known about her husband’s mistress and had been protecting her pride by keeping schtum about her rival.


‘Where is your daughter?


‘Staying with a friend. Now if that is all … ’


‘Had you seen Mr Harding on the night he was murdered?’


‘I was expecting him to call but he didn’t turn up. I assumed he’d gone straight home. He did that sometimes if he came out of his club the worse for wear.’


Drover knew from the coroner’s report that the deceased had been intoxicated on the night in question. ‘Will you be leaving here now your circumstances have changed?’


‘What concern is that of yours?’ she asked spikily.


‘I might need to speak to you again and wouldn’t want to find you gone.’


‘I’ll be here; Mr Harding wasn’t my only gentleman friend. I don’t think I need to say more than that. Now, if you’ll excuse me … ’


He allowed her to lead him back along the hall and once outside set off into the early dusk of the November afternoon. He put away his notebook and buttoned the pocket flap over it. There was no point in stirring up a hornets’ nest because the dead man couldn’t keep his trousers buttoned. Sergeant Drover decided to close his line of enquiry with Mrs Deane. Pursuing it unnecessarily would only unearth sordid details to upset the victim’s family and spoil the children’s memory of their father when they were older.


From behind a screen of curtain Molly Deane watched his back until he was out of sight around the corner. Before she dropped the net into place, she spotted someone along the street, emerging from the shadows.


George Payne had been the love of Molly’s life for years and she believed she held the same place in his affections despite his roving eye. He was holding a young girl by the hand and hurrying her in the direction of the house. When she stumbled, he picked her up and carried her.


‘What was that all about?’ George Payne had burst out with a question before the door was shut. He put the girl down and the bag containing the bottles of brandy and port was carried into the kitchen and dumped on the table.


‘Nothing I can’t deal with,’ Molly retorted. ‘What did the doctor say about Rebecca?’ She bent to soothe the six-year-old, who’d trudged up to her mother and started to grizzle.


‘Tonsillitis he reckons.’ A medicine bottle appeared from a pocket. ‘He said to dose her with this twice a day.’


Molly kissed Rebecca’s pale cheek. ‘Let’s get you into bed then I’ll bring you up some warm milk.’


The little girl nodded her dark head.


George followed mother and daughter up the stairs. ‘I’ve got a delivery turning up later; I don’t need coppers sniffing around. I recognised him and he would’ve known me if he’d caught a look at me. Drover’s his name and he’s a bloodhound from the other side of the water. Must be my lucky day: clocking him first and getting under cover.’


Molly soon had her daughter tucked up in bed in her nightclothes. Then she turned to answer George. ‘It was Sergeant Drover. He’s investigating Rupert’s murder. I suppose I should’ve guessed I’d get a visit about that.’ Molly sat down on the edge of the bed and smoothed the child’s hair until she put her thumb in her mouth and started to doze.


The couple tiptoed outside the room and shut the door then Molly lit two cigarettes and handed one to him. ‘No need to fret, Georgie.’ She patted his cheek. ‘Your pals can come with the stuff this evening. Now I think about it, I reckon his wife’s got a bee in her bonnet after the will reading. The cow sent Drover here.’ She smirked. ‘Can’t blame her, I suppose. The copper’s not a fool though; he knows she’s a jealous woman with her claws out. Drover won’t be back.’ She blew smoke from the corner of her mouth. ‘So, it’s business as usual.’









Chapter One


Winter 1932


The Christmas shoppers were out in force which was the way he liked it. A crowd of people was useful to somebody who never knew when he might need to hide.


At just sixteen years old, Jake Harding had already attained the build of an average grown man. His precocious maturity meant he could browse merchandise without appearing out of place. In other ways his looks were a drawback. His artfully tilted Homburg didn’t adequately disguise his pale blond hair or the memorable colour of his eyes. At this time of the year, staff were extra vigilant and he could already sense the weight of a suspicious stare. He was an old hand at it now, but never blasé. He paid the sales assistant for the gentleman’s vanity case he’d been examining, earning himself an apologetic smile. A scent of leather wafted from his fingers; a redolence of childhood and his father’s brush and comb set encased in calfskin. He’d not thought about any of his family for a while and wanted to bury the memory. He couldn’t afford sentimentality distracting him into having to pay for goods. The woman took his cash to ring into the till and while she was occupied with her business, he did his.


With his wrapped purchase in one hand, the other remained in his pocket while he wove through the throng. He cursed beneath his breath at his accomplice’s ill-timed grab on brushing past. Jake resisted turning around to see if the clumsy idiot had dropped the five leather wallets on the floor. He changed direction and headed towards the haberdashery department. He’d seen something in there that would make Old Peg’s eyes light up. She’d asked him to look out for things that would make good Christmas presents. Pretty stuff was what everybody was after right now, she’d said. He could do without pretty; he wanted practical from Santa. A nice cash bonus to boost his savings. Old Peg wasn’t known for her generosity though, at any time of year.


A loud woman was helpfully commandeering the assistant’s attention while other customers tutted and grew impatient to be served. Jake turned over boxed handkerchiefs with one hand while the other helped silk scarves to slither off the display at his elbow and into his pocket. Only a necessary few remained to cover the depleted stand so he stepped away and adjusted his hat: a signal that he was heading for the exit to find pastures new. He didn’t rush; store walkers were on the lookout for thieves making a dash for it, but he wasn’t dawdling either while heading off through the gentlemen’s hosiery department.


He almost crashed into a pillar as he spotted people up ahead he had amazingly appeared to have conjured up. Or perhaps it wasn’t them; he hadn’t seen them in close to a decade … he could be mistaken.


His heart was thudding in a mixture of thrill and trepidation that outdid anything experienced on a shoplifting expedition. The risk of loitering with the stolen scarves on him was momentarily forgotten. He changed direction to circle the square counter set in the centre of the aisle. Two assistants were serving, one each end. Jake stationed himself on the opposite side to the youth and the woman, keeping his face lowered. He glanced up from beneath the brim of his hat and a twinge of dormant emotion stirred in his chest. His mother barely got a look in; he couldn’t stop staring at his brother, and did so a second too long. A pair of quizzical eyes on him startled Jake awake. He melted away into the crowd and a woman behind soon filled his space, shaking the socks she wanted to buy to gain the assistant’s attention.


He might be adept at making himself invisible but Jake couldn’t blot his family from his mind. His mother was as slim and elegant as he remembered but appeared older now her hair was speckled with grey. His younger brother had some catching up to do to match his height, although he was already stockier. Toby’s hair had lost its bright blondness and turned mousy but his eyes were still vivid blue. Jake recalled where he was, forcing himself to stay alert. Using subtle glances, he located his accomplice, relieved to find him close to the exit. But he couldn’t resist taking a last look. Toby had forgotten seeing him already, probably having settled on mistaken identity.


Being a thief, Jake knew straight away why the girl was crowding too close to his family. She was behind Toby and her lively eyes were directed over his shoulder at the merchandise. Her fingers were descending towards his pocket. Jake noticed they were slender and white before they disappeared. Then she was off, too hastily in his professional opinion. She’d trodden on toes, drawing attention to herself. But her victim remained unaware of what had happened.


Jake upset her getaway by bumping into her and casually touched his hat brim in apology. He kept going. So did she, clueless as to what he’d done. He’d been right thinking her an amateur.


‘You dropped something.’ Having made another tour of the sock counter, he’d nudged and spoken to his brother without losing step, trusting Toby would retrieve the wallet that had fallen at his feet.


Once outside Jake glanced around and spotted his pal pacing by the kerb. Before he’d taken two steps in that direction he felt his elbow yanked. He struggled but couldn’t break free of his captor.


‘Now, what’ve you been up to, eh?’ asked the fellow with a thin moustache and thick eyebrows arched over a pair of dark eyes. But what really drew Jake’s attention was the white scar that ran along his jaw and disappeared beneath his chin. It looked as though at some time in the past his throat had had a lucky escape.


Despite the man’s piratical appearance Jake relaxed. This wasn’t a plain clothes copper; and it wasn’t one of the store detectives either. He knew all of those operating in the West End. He’d made it his business to. In Selfridges was a short stocky bloke with a bald head; Debenhams had a pair operating together: thin, ginger-haired men who could be twin brothers. Then Dickens & Jones had a man and a woman patrolling and she was the trickiest of the lot. He’d evaded her in the nick of time only last week.


‘I asked you a question.’


‘What’s it to you?’ Jake scowled defiantly. ‘You’re a customer, same as me.’ He squirmed again, to no avail.


‘I’m not a customer, son. I’m a crook, same as you. Just better at it.’


Over the man’s shoulder, Jake could see his sidekick gawping anxiously at him. He frowned and jerked his head, instructing him to get going. They never hung around after a shopping trip. The daft sod was standing in a trance in the middle of Oxford Street with his pockets bulging with stolen goods. Herbert Brick was a year older than him but had the brains of a rocking horse. Jake knew he was the force behind this team. He rolled his eyes in exasperation and the youth finally got the message and scarpered along the street.


‘That’s the trouble,’ said the spiv. ‘Get involved with a dunce and they bring a heap of trouble down on you. I clocked him first, but didn’t take me long to spot you was his mucker. He might just as well have stuck a target on yer back, the way he kept staring at you.’ He began to propel his prisoner towards an opening between buildings. ‘Got something to say to you … something you might like.’ He yelped as the boy turned his head and bit the fingers gripping his shoulder. ‘You little bleeder!’ He cuffed Jake’s ear and made a woman passing by stare at him in disapproval. ‘Taking the rascal home to apologise to his mother. Young people these days … no respect … ’ He clucked his tongue and gave her a wink.


‘If you think I’m letting you pinch the gear we’ve lifted, you can think again,’ snarled Jake and kicked him. He was equally furious at himself. He liked to think he could detect a rival thief watching or operating in the same store. Although he’d spotted the girl, this fellow had outwitted him. He’d been slipshod because he’d been staring at Toby and his mother.


‘I ain’t interested in your bits and bobs, sonny.’ The spiv shoved him away, and used the heel of his shiny shoe to rub the sore place on his shin. He took cigarettes from his pocket and stuck one in his mouth, then offered the pack.


After a brief hesitation, Jake took one, struck a match from a box taken from his own pocket, and lit up. ‘So what are you interested in then?’ he asked, blowing smoke.


‘Proper earners. Like what’s in those bags. She’s my tag and she’s better’n yours.’ He tipped his head to a rather porky-looking young woman standing by the kerb hailing a cab. A vehicle drew up and the driver obligingly lugged the large bags inside the boot then in waddled the woman and off they went.


‘Now in that cab with her are a couple of nice furs plus a heap of other good stuff. Her coat lining’s got special pockets big enough to take dresses and hats and anything else you care to name.’ He smirked. ‘I’ve got some useful storage of me own. He patted his overcoat and chuckled when he saw Jake shoot a scouting look around. ‘Don’t worry, I’m clean now; it’s all safely on its way. Not bad for an afternoon’s work.’ He watched the youth staring after the vehicle. ‘My girlfriend’s actually a skinny little thing, y’know.’ He guffawed. ‘Told her she can’t put on an ounce or she’ll never fit inside a cab fully loaded.’


Jake stifled a smile as he continued to gaze through the dusk at the red dots of the cab’s taillights. He took another drag on his cigarette before dropping it and squashing it under his boot. ‘Well, if you’re waiting for applause, mate … ’


‘Sarcastic little sod, ain’t yer?’ The fellow braced an arm on the wall to block the boy in as he made to saunter off. ‘Don’t want nothing off you. You see, I’m the one offering something.’


‘Not interested. Work for myself, always have, always will. Won’t risk getting arrested for somebody else to take the cream.’ This was far from the truth; he was beholden to Old Peg and risked incarceration every day because of her. He didn’t want this flash Harry to know that. ‘Not my style, bowing and scraping.’


‘You’re a bit too arrogant, son; other than that, I do like your style. So what’s your name?’


‘What’s yours?’ Jake stuck his hands into his pockets and cocked his head.


‘That’s the spirit; it’s important when you get nabbed to front it out. You’re passing tests but there’s more to learn … ’


‘You heard the expression you can’t teach your granny to suck eggs?’ asked Jake drily.


‘Nickin’ odds ’n’ ends won’t make you rich.’ The spiv didn’t sound patronising, rather, philosophical as he rubbed his jaw where the scar was. ‘No point to it if you don’t make it big. If you’re ready to make real money then pleased to meet you. Me name’s Johnny Cooper.’ He stuck out a hand and waited until he was on the point of giving up.


‘Jake Harding.’ The hard grip on his fingers was contested but Jake wasn’t quite there yet and pulled free. ‘Now I know who you are, I’ll steer clear of you when you’re working a patch ’s long as you show me the same courtesy.’


‘Courtesy, eh? You conduct yourself well for a kid.’


There wasn’t much that upset Jake, other than a reminder of his early life and the privileges – like an education – that he had prematurely lost. ‘Yeah, I do conduct myself well; gentleman in the making, me,’ he said sourly.


‘Tell you something else won’t make you rich: looking a gift horse in the mouth. I’m intrigued: why d’you lift that wallet then give it back to the mark?’


‘What’s it to you?’


‘You look like the lad. Relative, I’m guessing.’


Jake wasn’t getting into that conversation, so turned the tables. ‘If the girl’s your dipper, I’d get rid of her. She’ll bring a load of trouble down on you.’ He mocked with a headshake. ‘No finesse.’


‘She’s not working for me,’ scoffed Johnny. ‘I know who she is working for though. She’s too inexperienced to do a West End run. She’s part of a family concern and family’s always bad news.’ He wagged a warning finger. ‘You took a risk getting involved; ain’t people to mess with, that lot. Who is he? Your cousin? You seemed shy of him noticing what you’d done. Why help him if there’s bad blood between you?’


‘Nosy bugger, aren’t you?’ Jake pushed past and started towards the mouth of the alley. ‘I’m done chinwagging; been hanging around here too long.’ It was no idle concern. Enough time had passed for the thefts to be noticed. The woman who’d sold him the leather vanity case would recall her suspicions when questioned.


‘Anyone else spoke to me like that I’d throw a right-hander. You’re lucky you’re just a kid and I’ve taken to you, Harding. So how old are you, anyhow?


‘Old enough.’


‘Good. In that case, here, have one o’ these.’ Johnny had followed him to hold a business card over Jake’s shoulder as the swarm of shoppers made it impossible for them to walk side by side. ‘Come and see me. Reckon we might do business … though leave yer pal behind.’ He slung an amused glance at the youth who’d tiptoed behind a street lamp to watch proceedings. ‘Lost cause, him; but you show promise.’ He flicked the card with a manicured fingernail. ‘I conduct me meetings in the Bricklayer’s Arms. Out the back in the snug. Ask the landlord, he’ll point you in the right direction.’ The card remained in his fingers so he poked it into Jake’s breast pocket. When the chatter stopped, Jake glanced over his shoulder but Johnny Cooper was already lost from sight.


‘Gawd’s sake, what was that all about?’ Herbert Brick sidled up the moment he was sure the coast was clear.


‘Time we were out of here.’ Jake glanced back at the brightly lit windows of the store. It all looked quiet but instinct told him the Old Bill would be circling before long, and so would his description.


‘Old Peg said to hit Dickens & Jones as well.’


‘Not risking it,’ said Jake. ‘We’ve got a reasonable haul so let’s head back. I’ll tell you about it on the way.’


As they set off, he slipped Johnny Cooper’s business card from its resting place and read it. He was too young to drink in a pub, although he was no stranger to a tipple. All the same, he reckoned the Bricklayer’s Arms off the Old Kent Road was worth a visit.


For now though south London could wait; he was off back to Rook Lane in Whitechapel.









Chapter Two


Although everybody referred to her as Old Peg, Jake realised his boss might only be about ten or fifteen years older than the fellow who wanted to poach him. Late twenties, Jake guessed Johnny Cooper to be. Whereas the spiv had a youthful swagger about him, Old Peg could’ve been born looking like a tired old crone. In the months Jake had known her she’d not changed out of her dark overall and mobcap. Neither did she style her string-like hair that was a mixture of mouse and grey. Its length was always between her chin and her shoulders, as though it had given up growing at that point. She was a bony woman with a good height and most of her teeth, but her eyelids were constantly at half-mast making her appear not quite with it. She was with it, and when new recruits eager to keep a thieved item back for themselves, he and Herbie had discovered she was impossible to hoodwink.


She hated alcohol and warned them she didn’t tolerate drunkenness, but snuff constantly disappeared from the back of her hand up her nose. She never mentioned having any family, but she did have money, from somewhere. And she wasn’t letting on about that either. Jake and Herbert had returned early one day after being chased by an irate shopkeeper. They’d kept their lucky escape to themselves, and something else as well. Peg had forgotten to lock the gate on their departure and they’d not needed to ring the bell for entry. Before banging on the kitchen door to announce their return, they’d stopped to watch through a chink in the curtain as she counted banknotes at the table. It was an unusual mistake for a woman as canny as Old Peg to have made. They knew that the profit she got from their endeavours didn’t amount to riches, so imagined she must be taking a big cut from fencing stolen goods for others.


People were always slipping in and out of the side door after dark. Peg made sure her employees were out of the way when she saw her customers. She let the boys look at the trinkets though and regularly left stuff on the table for them to see. At present the tabletop was home to music boxes and silver candlesticks, new stock delivered to Rook Lane while they’d been out dodging arrest.


‘Wotcha got then?’ asked Peg, clearing a space for the booty. From beneath her heavy eyelids she eagerly observed the stash from their pockets hitting the table. She stared at it. ‘Turn ’em out,’ she snapped.


Dutifully they pulled out their trouser pockets to show nothing was left behind. Still she wasn’t satisfied and plunged her hands into the pockets of their overcoats.


‘That it?’ She finished rummaging and gave a tsk of disappointment. She kept them on their toes by moaning, but this time she was genuinely peeved. She picked over the assortment of leather and silk on the table. ‘What about the blouses I said to get?’ She found her snuff tin and sprinkled a liberal amount onto a bumpy-backed hand.


‘He wouldn’t carry on.’ Herbert tipped his head at Jake. ‘Bloke clocked him in Selfridges and give him a talking-to.’


Her hand was close to her nose when Old Peg dropped it down in alarm, scattering snuff on the floor. ‘What’s that?’ she hollered.


Jake sent Herbert a quelling glance. As well as being a useless decoy he was without loyalty. ‘Wasn’t like that,’ he told Peg. ‘The fellow was one of us: a thief.’


‘Who was it? Warned you off his patch, did he?’ She rushed to the window and darted looks to and fro between the edges of stained brocade. She overlapped the curtains so not a sliver of darkness could be seen before coming back to the table. ‘Are you sure he didn’t follow you?’


‘We’re not stupid, Peg,’ soothed Jake. ‘We watched our backs like we always do.’ The boys didn’t believe in honour among thieves. Neither did Peg. They all understood it was a free-for-all and some crooks would rob rivals as well as stores. ‘The fellow was boasting he’d made a killing this afternoon … rubbing it in about lifting furs to wind me up.’


‘Don’t matter. He saw you hoisting, that’s the main thing, and maybe others did too,’ said Peg. ‘What’s up with you? Losing your touch?’ She gnawed at her thumbnail while thinking. ‘Reckon it’s time to swap things around … let Herbie take over.’


Jake wasn’t happy with that. Even a stranger had recognised that his sidekick was a liability. ‘I was just unlucky today, that’s all.’


‘Johnny Cooper was his name,’ Herbie piped up again, making Jake regret having told him so much. He was thankful he’d kept back about the business card in his pocket.


‘Cooper, eh?’ Peg sat down, her thumbnail again under attack. ‘I used to fence for him then he went elsewhere. Bet he regrets that now,’ she said with a smirk.


‘What happened?’ Jake was keen to have any information he could about the man who’d occupied his mind and helpfully blocked agitating thoughts of his mother and brother. Despite being offhand with Cooper, Jake had mulled things over and was keen for another meeting. The spiv had an oddly affable way about him that Jake liked. He sat down at the table opposite Peg and idly inspected the jumble of stolen goods while waiting for her to enlighten him.


‘Cooper got too big for his boots and mixed with real bad people. I warned him that being greedy would bring him down. He’s not vicious enough to mix with the Elephants.’


‘Whassat? Joined the zoo, has he?’ snorted Herbie.


Jake was quicker on the uptake. He’d heard of the Elephant and Castle gang that were based in south-east London. By all accounts even the police gave them a wide berth … or took bribes to turn a blind eye to their violent shenanigans.


‘I said to Cooper: there’s mean so-’n’-sos Lambeth way who won’t just steal from you, they’ll slit yer throat,’ reminisced Peg. ‘Shame he never listened cos lo and behold … ’ A skinny forefinger travelled over her throat, mimicking a blade.


‘I saw that scar under his chin.’ Jake leaned forward in interest. ‘Got it for double-crossing an Elephant, did he?’


‘Sort of … they was fighting over a woman.’


The boys exchanged a look. They met up with some local girls who were Herbie’s age and lodged together. They went walking or to the picture house and sometimes stayed overnight when they could afford the girls’ professional services. They didn’t consider Sadie and Maria more than casual friends, and certainly not worth scrapping over. The girls saw older fellows as well, and didn’t bother with the walking and picture house but got straight down to business.


‘You’re too young,’ scoffed Peg, reading their disgusted expressions. ‘Give it a couple more years and you’ll be finding gels to marry.’


‘No fear … ’ blustered Herbie, red around the gills.


Jake didn’t think the subject merited further discussion and resumed the conversation that interested him. ‘So Cooper didn’t come back to deal with you after that?’


Peg grimaced a negative. ‘I expect pride kept him away. He lost his place in the East End crooks’ league when he moved over the other side of the water. He wasn’t one to eat a bit of humble pie.’ She shook her head. ‘Hence why he was bragging to you.’ She leaned forward, thrusting her sallow face closer to them. ‘Anyway, the Elephants are too rich for my blood. So don’t go bringing that sort of trouble to my door otherwise you’ll be needing another place to stay. Got it?’


They nodded in unison. Still Jake continued to brood on it all. In the months he’d worked for Peg he’d never seen anybody as fly as Johnny Cooper use her services. Women regularly turned up; he imagined them to be sticky-fingered housemaids who wanted to dispose of trinkets – no questions asked. They were always clutching something or other to give to Peg, but she made sure her employees didn’t see what until after the deal was done and dusted. As soon as the bell clattered in the kitchen, heralding a visitor waiting at the side gate, he and Herbie would be sent to the outhouse that was their home. Their sleeping and eating took place in the brick-built building with a tin roof. Jake imagined the small-time thieves came to Peg Tiller because they didn’t trust the bigger boys to give them a fair deal. Old Peg ran a low-key racket in comparison to what others got up to and it hadn’t bothered him before Johnny Cooper put ideas in his head. Now he couldn’t put those ideas out of his head.


‘Right; there’s stew on the hob,’ said Peg, on rising from the table. ‘Help yourself then get out from under me feet.’ The brass bell fixed close to the ceiling started to clatter, announcing a visitor was waiting for Peg to unlock the gate and let them in. ‘Might be almost Christmas but there’s still deals to be done.’ She jerked her head at the kitchen door to hurry them through it.


Before he went out, Jake turned back to ask, ‘Who won the fight?’


Peg frowned in puzzlement.


‘The girl … who got her? Cooper or the Elephant?’ He remembered the woman he’d seen that afternoon, squeezing into the cab loaded with swag. He wondered if she was the one who’d earned Cooper his scar. From what Jake had seen of her through the twilight she’d not looked anything special: medium height with bobbed brown hair. According to Cooper, she was a skinny little thing, not as big as she seemed. There had been something vaguely familiar about her, although Jake couldn’t say what.


‘Oh, I heard she went off with Cooper.’ Peg shrugged and turned away, busying herself with her snuff tin.


Outside the large end-of-terrace house was a concrete yard and an expanse of lawn as well. Set against the perimeter wall of the yard was the boys’ annexe, converted from a sizeable washhouse. It held a couple of bunks for the boys to use plus a few other bits of furniture and a small stove that they could boil water on to make a drink. Old Peg charged them a florin a week each out of their wages of ten shillings for board and lodging, and for that they got fuel for the stove, warm washing water and two meals a day: breakfast and supper. She was more than fair to them and at odd times seemed quite maternal. But her philosophy was that nobody got a free ride from Peg Tiller. Jake reckoned there was a method in her madness; she knew if she treated them to some comforts they’d stick around because where else would homeless youths who’d absconded from their apprenticeships receive such a good deal?


Once they’d left with their bowls of stew, Peg examined the goods again while her thoughts ducked and dived.


This unexpected talk of Johnny Cooper seemed to herald bad luck and she didn’t want anything putting a spoke in the works when things were ticking over nicely. Cooper was a maverick and a shrewd businessman. He’d only bring himself to a rival’s attention to benefit himself. Peg reckoned he was after poaching Jake. She could understand why if he’d watched the boy in operation; Jake had flair and charisma and would be an asset. She knew he was destined for bigger and better things and she’d not thwart him. A gleam of greed had been in his eyes when they’d been discussing Cooper’s success. The waifs and strays she took in were sometimes more trouble than they were worth once their gratefulness was lost to ambition. The girls could be the worst; they caught a lad’s eye and were hopeless dreamers. She didn’t bother with girls now. She favoured using boys as hoisters. They could run faster for a start. The Elephant and Castle gang, though, had a very sophisticated team of female hoisters, who were as successful criminals as the men.


Peg trailed the soft silk of a scarf across her palm then let it drop to the table. The coppers – under siege from real reprobates – deemed her a nuisance rather than a criminal, and that’s how things must stay. She’d miss her handsome lad but Jake was outgrowing her.


The bell clattered again and she tutted at herself. It was unlike her to overlook a waiting customer. She hurried out into the darkness to let the woman in.


‘Told you Peg would moan if we skipped Dickens & Jones,’ said Herbie darkly. He slurped a spoonful of stew then pointed the utensil accusingly. ‘Be your fault if we don’t get no Christmas box off her, and I need mine to buy a few presents.’


‘You seeing your family on Christmas Day?’ asked Jake, ignoring his pal’s carping. The mention of Christmas presents had reminded him of his purchase. He removed his hat and took the wrapped parcel out from under it. He’d kept it hidden in case Old Peg had commandeered it as recompense for the to-do with Johnny Cooper and the lack of blouses. He’d been lucky she’d been too agitated to think to search under it.


The boys had settled down on their respective bunks with dishes of hot mutton stew on their laps. The single grimy window in the shed had steamed up and the two burning candle stumps printed their shadows on the distempered walls.


‘’S’pect I’ll see me mum,’ said Herbie, shovelling more food into his mouth.


Jake dipped his hunk of bread into his oniony broth and chewed. Considering Old Peg never seemed to put much effort into preparing a meal she didn’t knock up a bad bit of grub in his opinion. Certainly it was better than the stuff he’d been served up at the Barnardo’s home … or had been given by his previous boss at the builder’s yard on the banks of the Thames. He’d been apprenticed to the builder on leaving the Barnardo’s home. He didn’t dwell on those unhappy times. In comparison, he thought himself in clover now. He had a job – of sorts – and a roof over his head. Best of all he had a small pot of savings and was adding to it to better himself when the time was right.


‘What about you?’ Herbie scraped a crust about the bowl to soak up the smears of gravy. ‘You visiting your family?’


‘I am … ’ Having finished his meal and feeling pleasantly full, Jake sank back onto the bunk, pillowing his head on his hands. He’d spent seven Christmases at the Barnardo’s home. Then he’d been apprenticed and had told his boss at the building yard he was seeing his family last Christmas. He’d gone to Kensington and banged on the door, although the house was in darkness. A housekeeper had answered. A stranger, not Dora Knox. The family were away for the festive season she’d said and had looked him up and down. She’d demanded to know his name and his business. He’d not given it and had slunk away and never gone back. Neither had he returned to the builder’s yard.


This year it seemed likely his mother and brother would be home for Christmas as he’d seen them in London. He’d go back to Kensington and bang on the door and wish them a Merry Christmas. And maybe he’d be invited in to spend the holiday in the warm, and sit down to a feast of roast goose and plum pudding as he had in the years before his father had died. And maybe his brother would say how pleased he was to see him and ask him to come back home for good. Their mother liked to please Toby, so perhaps she would invite him to go home.


He’d no real wish to live with her ever again after the way she’d treated him, but his chest ached with the longing for a reunion with his brother. Over the years they’d been apart there had been days … months even … when he’d barely thought of Toby. At other times he wouldn’t be able to break free of memories of them as children. He’d made up stories at night to take Toby’s mind off his bad dreams. The man in the moon or the creaking of the floorboards often petrified him after dark. Tales of animals living in the forest, or adventures that stranded them on warm sands, unearthing golden treasure, were fantasies that eventually sent them both to sleep. Only hours ago his brother had barely glanced at him before turning away as though they were strangers.


Jake rolled over, pulling up the blanket. He wasn’t a kid now though and he’d prove to everybody – himself included – that he could make it on his own. In future he was going to concentrate on reality and getting rich. Everybody paid attention to money.









Chapter Three


‘What did he look like, this damned individual?’


‘I can’t really remember,’ she lied.


‘Was he fair … dark? How old would you say he was?’ The fellow insisted while pacing to and fro.


‘I didn’t get a proper look at him. He wore a hat and I’d say was youngish … maybe.’


‘What?’ He pivoted on his heel to glare at her in astonishment. ‘Somebody your age, you mean?’


‘No … older than me … Oh, I don’t know!’ The girl jumped up from the armchair, looking tearful. ‘I’m sorry! But it was only a wallet for goodness’ sake.’


‘Only a wallet! Wallets is our business, gel, and don’t you forget it.’ He shook his head. ‘Only a wallet, indeed. You won’t be saying that when you want a new frock and a pinched wallet would’ve got you one.’ He tweaked the sleeve of her smart dress.


‘Might’ve only had a ten bob note inside,’ she said defensively and sank back into the armchair.


‘Why d’you bother lifting it then?’ He tapped his temple. ‘Haven’t I drummed it in to you to avoid no-hopers?’


‘Wasn’t him I was after,’ she interrupted with a truthful excuse. ‘The woman was done up in a fur. They had posh accents but if she was his mother she was canny. I couldn’t get to her handbag. I took a chance on the son cos he was right there with his back to me … pockets flapping. He didn’t suspect a thing.’


‘Neither did you when a crafty bleeder dipped in your coat,’ he scorned. ‘The posh lad’s probably getting an ear’ole bashing for being careless, same as you are.’


‘Oh, stop going on about it. I’ll get another one for you tomorrow, Dad, and keep the thing in me hand all the way home.’ She was back on her feet, waving an imaginary wallet in her fist.


‘That’s not the point,’ he growled. ‘Somebody’s turned us over, and things like that get around in this game. You’ve made me a laughing stock, gel.’


‘What’s going on?’ Molly Deane had come into the house and heard the raised voices in the parlour. She’d only popped out for a few minutes. She dumped the bag of groceries down on the table and seeing her daughter’s miserable face, gave her a cuddle.


‘She’s had her pocket picked in Selfridges. Bit rich, eh?’ said George Payne. ‘Why wasn’t you watching her?’


‘How much you lost?’ cried an alarmed Molly, ignoring George’s complaint.


‘Was only a wallet and didn’t get a chance to open it. He had his back to me so I didn’t get a look at him really; he seemed about my age … so probably only had a few bob to spend,’ Rebecca finished in a mutter.


‘Not the end of the world then, is it?’ Molly puffed in relief and slanted a disapproving look at George. ‘We can talk about it later.’ She wiped tearstains from the girl’s cheeks. ‘It’s been an ’ectic afternoon. Go upstairs and have a rest before tea.’


Rebecca left the room feeling frustrated. Her father was never satisfied. She could walk out of a swanky store with a loaded cash register under her arm and still he’d have a moan about it being too light. She was angry with herself though for being foolish and bothering to pick the pocket of a youth.


Her downfall had been the other young man; he had pale blond hair and a pair of green eyes shielded beneath his hat brim. When he started to move in her direction she’d thought he’d noticed her too. He had, but not for the right reason. When she got home and found the wallet missing she’d realised he’d brushed up against her to rob her rather than to draw himself to her attention. Her vanity had suffered knowing it. If she saw him again, she’d have the last laugh though. She’d make sure of that.


Her father would track him down if she gave him a description. After a run-in with George Payne, the boy wouldn’t look handsome any more.


She’d like to know his name. She’d not spotted him before in any of the stores, but so far had accompanied her mother on only a few West End trips. It was odd that Molly hadn’t seen what had happened and steered her out of harm’s way. She usually intervened in sticky situations. The blonde youth was a clever pickpocket. Better than her. Which wasn’t difficult. Unlike her parents, Rebecca’s heart wasn’t in thievery.


She sat down at the dressing table and dipped a flannel in the pitcher of water. After livening herself up with a cold wash, she dragged a hairbrush through her wavy brunette hair. She coiled a thick hank of it onto her crown then turned her head to study her reflection in the mirror. She had a good pair of cheekbones and clear pale skin. She carried on fairly assessing her looks; nice long lashes curved over a pair of brown eyes that she wished were blue. She also wished her eyebrows were thinner but her mother had told her off for plucking them, warning her they’d regrow from an ugly line if she did it again. She looked glamorous with her hair up … more eighteen than fifteen, even without the make-up she’d been banned from using. She’d asked her mother if she could get her hair fashionably bobbed but had been told she was too young for that as well. From now on she’d make sure to look more sophisticated when shoplifting. She was playing a dangerous game, indulging this infatuation and hoping to bump into him again. But she was sure they were destined for a reunion and when it occurred she wanted him to notice her for more reason than discovering what was in her pocket.
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