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Chapter One


 


‘They be going to ’ang me, don’t they Tam? They be going to ’ang me  . . .’


      ‘No Benjie, they won’t hang you, it will be alright, you’ll see.’


      Closing her arms about the small frightened figure, Tamar Hallam pulled her brother close, one hand holding the fiery red head against her cheek.


      He was not yet fourteen. Tears she dared not shed in front of him clogged her throat causing her breathing to be as ragged as that of the boy clinging in terror to her skirts. Not yet fourteen and facing the gallows.


      ‘I didn’t kill him Tam, honest . . . and I didn’t steal that package . . . I ain’t never stole nothin’ in my whole life.’


      Sobs breaking up the words he buried his face in the rough shawl covering his sister’s shoulders.


      It had been three days ago they had come for him. Two police constables and Charlie Selby.


      Bending her head, touching her face to the spiky hair, Tamar felt the same bewilderment she had felt that night.


      Charlie Selby, a man they had known all of their lives, had come to the house and accused Benjie of murder and theft.


      ‘This be ’im, Constable  . . .’


      Charlie had stepped across the kitchen to where her brother had been sitting and placed a hand on his shoulder.


      ‘. . . this be Benjie ’Allam  . . .’


      Tamar held her breath against her teeth closing off a sob. Accused by a friend . . . a hand on the shoulder  . . .


      The Judas touch!


      The words brought a cry of fear from the boy in her arms and Tamar winced against the sting of his fingers biting into the flesh of her back.


      ‘Please?’ She whispered to the uniformed man stood watching from the doorway of the tiny windowless room.


      ‘Can’t be wench, I’ve given you more time than I should already; if the inspector should ’appen in then I’d be for it. Sorry wench, I know the young ’un be afeared but rules is rules an’ they ’as to be kept.’


      Both hands lifting her brother’s face Tamar tried to smile, but the terror staring back from red-rimmed eyes swallowed her like some black nightmare.


      ‘I will come back tomorrow Benjie,’ she kissed his face gently, ‘we will be together again in the morning. Until then I want you to be brave. Do everything the sergeant tells you to do and remember to say your prayers before you go to sleep.’


      ‘I said my prayers.’ The hands about her back tightened. ‘I said my prayers every night like you taught me, but God don’t listen Tam, He don’t never listen; He’s turned His back just like He did when father died  . . .’


      ‘God does not turn His back!’ Tamar answered sharply. ‘Father died because he was too ill to live any longer, but God did not forsake us, He let us stay together  . . .’


      ‘Come along now wench, say your goodnights.’


      Eyes sympathetic beneath heavy eyebrows streaked grey as his bushy side whiskers the policeman rattled the keys strung on a ring of brass.


      ‘Don’t go Tam!’ The frightened cry rang from the walls of the tiny cell. ‘Don’t leave me, I be feared  . . .’


      ‘Shhh!’ She kissed his face again. ‘Where is my brave brother, the one who protected me at the goose fair when that man tried to grab me?’


      The pale face smiled briefly. ‘I did see him off, didn’t I, Tam?’


      ‘Yes, love.’ Tamar answered, her eyes flooding as they gazed at the boy she had mothered the last five years. ‘You saw him off, and you will see this off. Remember Benjie, the innocent have nothing to fear, and we both know you are innocent. In a few days it will be over and you will be home again. Now, give me a smile so I can tell the Marshes that you are facing this just as bravely as you faced that man at the fair.’


      ‘You will come?’ Quiet as a shadow the words followed as she eased the hands from her body then turned away. ‘You promise Tam . . . you promise?’


      At the door Tamar glanced back at the thin figure, his father’s coat hanging down over his shoulders, the sleeves covering his hands.


      ‘Have I ever let you down, Benjie?’


      ‘No.’ His voice trembling he looked at the ground, ‘No, you ain’t.’


      ‘And I will not let you down now. You have my promise Benjie, I will be here tomorrow just as soon as I am allowed.’


      The sound of the key in the lock reverberated along every nerve in her body shaking her like the toll of the church bell that had rung at her father’s funeral. It was that sound more than anything else had told her that her father was gone for ever, and now . . . but she would not think the similarity; her brother would not be taken from her.


      ‘You get yourself along ’ome. You need ’ave no fears for ’im.’ Fastening the ring of keys to a broad black leather belt the policeman looked kindly at her. ‘I’ll be ’ere through the night and I’ll keep an eye on the young ’un; a cup of cocoa and a bun will ’elp to settle him to sleep.’


      ‘That is very kind of you. Benjie . . . my brother has never been alone before.’


      ‘Well he won’t ’ardly be on his own in this place,’ the policeman replied, jerking his head in the direction they had come. ‘Them other cells be full, men with too much of a fondness for taking what don’t belong to ’em, or with a liking for using their fists. But don’t you go fretting.’ He caught the look that leapt to her eyes. ‘That little lad ain’t going to ’ave company of that sort, not while I be sergeant of Hockley Brook police station he ain’t! So now, you get yourself along ’ome, and take care, the streets about these parts be no place for a young wench to be on her own after dark.’


      Thanking the bushy-whiskered man once more for his promised kindness to her brother, Tamar stepped into the street, black except for patches of grey shadow thrown by a dancing moon.


      They would believe him; the magistrate and people of the court would believe Benjie, see he was telling the truth when he told them he had not killed Joby Turner.


      Pulling her worn shawl low across her brow she turned the corner, stepping nearer the middle of the narrow road as the door of a beer house was thrown open and a man staggered from its smoke-filled depths calling loudly after her as she gathered her skirts to run.


      ‘You need ’ave no fear for ’im  . . .’


      Tamar’s heart jumped wildly as a hand closed over her arm, a scream rising to her lips as she was jerked to a standstill.


 


 


‘Zeph  . . . !’


      The face of the man who had caught and now held her revealed by the capricious moon, Tamar gasped her relief.


      ‘. . . Zeph, oh, thank God it is you, I . . . I thought perhaps  . . .’


      ‘That drunk!’ Zeph Tullio made a scornful sound in the back of his throat. ‘A boot to the backside helped that one on his way.’


      Breath easing from her in a long relieved sigh, Tamar smiled.


      ‘I don’t know how you come to be here Zeph, but I am truly glad you are. There are a few more beer houses to pass between here and Vyse Street and maybe a few more men as intoxicated as that one; it will be a relief not to have to pass them alone . . .’ she looked up, moonlight showing a sudden uncertainty on her face, ‘. . . but maybe you are not going in that direction.’


      His smile wide, showing strong teeth white even in the dimness of evening, Zeph Tullio nodded.


      ‘Not only that direction but right up to number fifty-one.’


      ‘My house?’ Tamar was perplexed. Why would Zeph Tullio be going to her house?


      ‘That’s right.’ He took her elbow, turning her in the direction of Vyse Street. ‘Cal Perry said you had asked to leave the workshop early so as to visit your brother at the station along of Hockley Brook. I knew it would be almost dark by the time you got to come home and that it would be best to have someone to see you safe there, so . . . here I be.’


      ‘You came just to walk me home, that was very thoughtful of you.’ Seeing a figure emerging from the gloom Tamar pulled her elbow free waiting until it was past before adding. ‘Thank you Zeph, I really wasn’t looking forward to walking back by myself.’


      Drawing the shawl closer about her she hurried on, the tap-tapping of her boots seeming to hang in the evening quiet. She knew these streets well and the people who lived in them, trusting most of them implicitly, but the nearby canal wharfs and basins with narrowboats that came in from every part of the country, sometimes spewed up characters a woman might feel were best not met in a darkened alley.


      ‘Has there been any news of the one who got old Joby?’


      ‘None.’ Tamar’s answer was sad but grateful that he, like the rest of her friends, did not believe her brother to be guilty of the crime.


      ‘There will be, it only be a matter of time afore the bobbies catch up with whoever it was.’


      Halfway along Warstone Lane they turned right into Vyse Street, Tamar’s steps quickening as they approached the newly erected public urinal nicknamed by locals ‘The Temple of Relief’ and very much resented by women embarrassed at having to pass such a place.


      ‘Somebody will ’ave seen something,’ Zeph continued, ‘and they’ll come forward.’


      The ornate wrought-iron edifice behind them Tamar lifted her head. ‘If that is the case why have they not come forward before this . . . why let a young lad suffer?’


      ‘Could likely be a cut man, if so it could be a week or more afore he be this way again.’


      A week, a year, or maybe not at all! The thought twisting her heart Tamar looked up at him.


      ‘Thank you for bringing me home Zeph, I appreciate your thoughtfulness.’


      Her steps almost a run she turned into the covered passage that led between the small line of buildings joined one to the other in a ragged ribbon.


      ‘If you appreciate it, then show it.’


      His own steps light and almost soundless he was behind her as she entered the yard shared by eight families.


      ‘I believe I did, I said thank you.’


      ‘Saying ain’t enough!’ His voice seemed to throb and his fingers were hard as his hands grabbed her arms. ‘You ’as to show me you be grateful, you ’as to give me more’n words, I d’ain’t go across to Hockley police station for words.’


      ‘Let me GO!’ Trying to shake his hands from her arms Tamar gasped as he pulled her roughly against him, his laugh soft and coarse.


      ‘Oh, I’ll let you go right enough, once you ’as thanked me proper.’


      Thrusting her sharply backward he dropped beside her as she fell backward on to the cobbled ground, pushing her skirts up over her chest.


      ‘This be the thanks Zeph Tullio expects  . . .’


      Breath hot and rapid against her face, he gripped the waistband of her cotton bloomers ripping them away.


      ‘. . . this be what he come for.’


      Clapping a hand over her mouth stifling her scream he fumbled with buttons of his trousers, his hard flesh touching against her stomach as he struggled to force her legs apart.


      Twisting with all her strength, her fingers clawed into his greasy jacket, Tamar tried to throw him off, her efforts growing rapidly weaker as his hand kept the breath from her lungs. Then, miraculously, he was rolling away from her his angry shout filling the quiet night.


      ‘What you expects and what you gets be two different things you dirty bugger!’


      Vinny Marsh’s voice rose over the shout as her foot lashed out finding its target for the second time.


      ‘I had an inkling what your game was Zeph Tullio, an’ when I ’eard the scuffling in the yard I knowed my idea was right; well, we in Vyse Street knows how to deal with your sort as my lads will show you once they ’ears what I have to tell ’em, so lessen you want your filthy back broke you’ll get your bare arse out of Hockley altogether and this will ’elp you on your way!’


      Swinging a large platter chamber pot she carried in both hands she threw the contents over the figure sprawled at her feet.


 


 


Tipping a handful of soda crystals into the empty chamber pot and covering them with boiling water taken from the kettle steaming over the fire, Vinny carried it into the minute scullery and scrubbed it with a hard-bristled brush before returning to the kitchen where she had sat Tamar beside the gleaming fireplace.


      ‘I don’t let the little ’uns go out to the privy after dark,’ she glanced at the huge flowered chamber pot now scrubbed clean, ‘I makes them piddle in the po’ an’ I must say that tonight I be extra glad I does, and that Tullio bloke won’t smell no worse for the bath I give ’im.’


      ‘I never thought . . .’ Tamar’s mouth trembled ‘. . . I never dreamed, he said he had thought it best I not walk home in the dark alone.’


      Opening the door that gave on to bare wooden stairs Vinny set the pot on the second one. It could wait to be carried to the tiny landing where it sat every night to be used by any member of the family that might need it before the morning. That done she turned back to the quietly sobbing girl.


      ‘I know what Zeph Tullio thought,’ she said bustling with teapot and kettle, ‘ ’e thought to get his oats in our back yard. Well, he will lose that he wanted to play with if my Joseph catches up with ’im. There’ll be no more sticking it up any wench whether ’er wants it or whether ’er don’t, only thing he’ll be stickin’ it into once my lad be finished will be his jacket, he can put it in his lapel for a buttonhole.’


      ‘I . . . I’m sorry you had such trouble.’


      ‘Trouble.’ Vinny’s thin worn-out face tightened. ‘Weren’t no trouble to me wench, I enjoyed emptying the piss pot over that toerag; Zeph Tullio be no good, I knowed it the day his Gypsy mother brought him on that Liverpool barge: he be sly an’ he be treacherous . . . Gyppo blood!’ She spat at the fire. ‘It be in his veins. He’ll never do any good by any woman nor by any man ’cept the one that lets it out wi’ a knife!’


      Spooning sugar into a cup she had filled with hot strong tea she stirred it briskly before putting it into Tamar’s trembling hands. This girl had had her fair share of the knocks of the world with a mother carried off with the typhoid and a father dead of a broken heart not two years on.


      Heartbreak! Vinny turned back to the table taking up her own cup. That might be what a doctor called it. But what did they know of working the gold, of the dust of cyanide, of the ammonia fumes taken in with every breath, of engraving so fine that a few years of it could send a man blind, and the fly presses operated by girls so badly nourished the throwing of it almost swung them off their feet. This were the real nature of the part of Birmingham so grandly labelled the ‘Gold Quarter’. The beautiful shining baubles turned out here hid the squalor of tiny crowded houses many of them not fit for a pig to live in. The glitter of exquisite gold work that concealed the misery of its making, the long backbreaking hours that went into every piece; but the backbreaking and the blindness was not the heaviest price demanded by the gold, that was the slow, inevitable destruction of the soul.


      It was that, and the knowing of it, together with the knowing that it was all life would hold for his lad and his wench that had like seen Ezra Hallam to his last rest.


      Gulping angrily from the cup, the hot liquid burning against her throat, Vinny coughed, dashing moisture from her eyes with one hand.


      It was the same for her and her husband and it would be the same for their children. They knew nothing but the working of jewellery, and if they did, what then? England in 1887 cared no more for its poor than it ever had. Her grandfather and his had laboured for naught other than his bread and for all the promises of gentry that was still the way of it.


      Putting her cup on the well-scrubbed table, Tamar got to her feet, her nerves trembling at the thought of crossing the darkened yard to her own home.


      ‘I thank you for the tea, Mrs Marsh.’ She hitched her shawl over her elbows, ‘I . . . I will be along home now.’


      ‘Nay, wench.’ Vinny shoved aside her thoughts. ‘You will sup wi’ us and then my Rachel will stay at the house with you tonight and each night ’til young Benjie be ’ome. Now no arguin’, get that shawl off and give me ’elp with the plates.’


      They had all been so kind. Tamar watched the cloud-driven shadows flicker over the walls of her small room. Even with Rachel asleep in Benjie’s room fear kept her awake. He had come behind her along the entry so silently, she had not known he was there until he had grabbed her. What if Mrs Marsh were wrong, if the threat of her sons were not enough to drive him away?


      A cry freezing on her lips she clutched at the bedcovers as an owl hooted in the nearby churchyard. Would Zeph Tullio leave Hockley, or would he stay to strike again?


 


 


‘I be sorry Tamar wench, but there were nothing I could do. The warrant called for him to be taken to Winson Green gaol and warrants can’t be argued with.’


      ‘But he was to appear before the magistrate here in Hockley at two o’clock this afternoon, you told me so yourself.’


      The sergeant of Hockley Brook police station looked at the distraught girl standing beside the table that served as desk and file cupboard, as well as the place he and his one constable took their meals while on duty.


      Hair held with a length of twine in place of a pretty ribbon gleamed like silken fire, tears adding an extra brilliance to eyes beautiful and glistening as any jewels to be found in those jewellers’ workshops. Ezra Hallam’s girl was beauty in the bud, and when that bud burst many a man would feel the desire of it in his heart.


      ‘That were what were supposed to ’appen.’ Reluctantly taking his eyes from that beautiful flower-like face he opened a ledger, pointing to an entry written in a flowing copperplate hand. ‘It be ’ere.’ He traced the words with a forefinger. ‘Benjamin Hallam. Appearance before Sir Jerome Keithley, magistrate, on the twenty-third day of January 1887. That be today.’


      ‘Then why take him to Winson Green? I don’t understand.’


      Closing the ledger the sergeant stroked a hand over bushy side whiskers. ‘Seems somebody has come forward and is willing to testify.’


      A wild surge of joy speeding along her veins, Tamar pressed both hands to her mouth.


      ‘Someone saw?’ she whispered. ‘Someone saw what happened . . . saw it was not Benjie killed Joby Turner?’


      Picking up the blue bound book the sergeant set it on top of the pile of similar books stacked to one side of the table, his hands resting on them several moments before turning to face the girl, hands pressed against a trembling mouth.


      ‘Someone saw.’ He nodded slowly his gaze steady as he met hers. ‘At least that be what he be prepared to swear.’


      Hearing the pent-up breath trickle like falling water between her clenched teeth the sergeant felt his own stick in his throat. Swallowing hard he forced the rest of the words to come.


      ‘Only what he swears to ain’t good for young Benjie. Zeph Tullio be prepared to say on the Book that he seen the lad strike the blow that killed Joby. That put a whole new complexion on things, a witness to a crime of murder. The authorities ain’t prepared to risk the accused doing a runner so they’ve had ’im moved to Winson Green ’til his case can be ’eard.’


      Hands dropping to her sides Tamar stared with unseeing eyes.


      ‘It’s a lie!’ She breathed. ‘It’s a wicked lie!’


      That was his reasoning too but he could not say as much. His kindly face reflecting his sympathy he said gently. ‘Lies ’ave a way of showing themselves. Keep a good heart and with God’s help the truth will soon come to be known.’


      The truth! Head bent, oblivious of the irate calls of carters whose path she hindered, Tamar walked slowly through the warren of narrow tight-packed streets that formed the area of Birmingham commonly called the ‘Gold Quarter’.


      The truth was Zeph Tullio had seen no such incident, probably he had been nowhere near the workshop. Then why say he had?


      But she knew why. This was his revenge. She had refused him that night, refused as he knew she always would and this was his way of paying her back.


      Zeph Tullio was willing to see her brother hang to soothe his own pride.










Chapter Two


 


‘You say it be Zeph Tullio be going to testify against Benjie?’


      Philip Amory placed a small square of bullion on the shining brass scale, meticulously weighing it to the last milligram, then recording both its measure and the name of the craftsman waiting to take it to the stamping machine stood in one corner of the workroom, then turned to the woman waiting his attention.


      ‘That be what his sister told me last evenin’.’


      Vinny Marsh handed the bracelet she had just finished polishing to her employer, watching whilst he checked the original weight of the gold against that of the stamped out article and that against the finished weight. She could not read the words set down in black ink or comprehend the figures marked out in red but she knew it had to do with the sweepings, the dust on floor and work benches swept equally carefully every night, then filtered to recover the fine gold dust lost by chasing designs in the metal or by filing edges smooth. She smiled to herself. Philip Amory was one of a rare breed; he was a fair man to work for but not one grain of gold was allowed to pass unrecorded from his workshop.


      ‘It’s a bad business Vinny, a bad business altogether.’


      ‘Ar, Mr Philip, it does that.’ Vinny agreed as, passing a final careful inspection, the beautiful golden bracelet, worked like a circle of bamboo, was placed in the small hand-operated lift to be hauled to the office where it would be invoiced and prepared for dispatch.


      In her younger years she had often indulged in day-dreams, seeing herself dressed in beautiful gowns and adorned with glittering golden jewellery; but that had been when she had time for dreaming. Returning to the work bench in the gilding shop Vinny sighed. Carefully measuring a quantity of the coarse-grained cyanide powder into a container. Adding salts of ammonia and water she mixed them together the fumes of the evil-smelling brew filling her nostrils and causing her to cough. Taking up another bracelet she dipped it into the gilding solution. Time for dreams was long gone.


      Glancing at her mother from her own position on the polishing bench, Rachel Marsh leaned closer to Tamar, the slap of leather belt that operated pulley wheels coming dangerously close to her hair.


      ‘You can’t be going to do that, you’ll lose your job.’


      The sound of stamping machine, grinding wheels and the dull thud of fly presses all combining into one deafening crescendo Rachel mimed the words.


      A spoken answer being of little use and much effort, Tamar lifted her shoulders as reply.


      She had promised Benjie she would go to him today and somehow she would keep that promise. But how to get to Winson Green? She had no money for the tram. But that would not prevent her going to that prison. Holding an exquisite bangle against the revolving polishing wheel Tamar pressed her lips together in a determined line. She had two strong legs, they would get her to Winson Green. And if she could not get leave from the workshop to go? Taking the now polished bangle to the gilding shop she handed it to Vinny. If leave were refused then this job and her living must go too; but either way she would go to Benjie.


 


 


Zeph Tullio fingered the package deep in the pocket of his trousers. Nobody had seen him take it from that open three-wheeled basket. Errand boys were notorious for leaving bullion or finished jewellery in the road while they played a game of marbles or football using parcels of gold as goalposts, and young Benjie Hallam had proved no different. It had been easy, Zeph smiled to himself. One quick grab and a small parcel had been in his pocket and him off among the warren of workshops without so much as a whisper of a sound.


      It was easier than slaving your guts out in a workshop and it paid better supposin’ you found the right fence to pass it. But that were if what you lifted was gold, but this . . . he fingered the stone again feeling the hardness of it against his fingers . . . this wasn’t gold though it had to be of equal value, maybe more or why send it here to the Gold Quarter?


      How much more? Zeph breathed hard. And would the Juggler buy it?


      ‘You won’t get a lot o’ pleasure that way.’


      Zeph glanced at the coarsely painted face of the woman who sidled up to him, her stained teeth yellow against vivid lip rouge.


      ‘A man playing in ’is pocket don’t get the satisfaction Polly Bell can give ’im. What say I shows you a good time?’


      It would cost him a shilling to get what he’d hoped to ’ave free the other night. Zeph looked at the woman again. But that ’Allam bitch ’ad said no, ’ad screamed at ’im to let ’er go. Well, her would regret that, regret it a hundred times over when seeing her kid brother swing!


      The thought somehow exciting, he smiled down at the crudely painted face.


      ‘I don’t ’ave enough . . .’ he began, hoping to lower the woman’s price.


      Reaching a hand to his knee she trailed it slowly up his leg cupping the bulge that pressed against his trousers.


      ‘You ’as enough of what it takes,’ she squeezed gently, ‘an’ Polly can take all of this. C’mon, give yourself a treat, an hour in bed will give you a new lease of life.’


      ‘If it don’t finish off the old ’un by givin’ you a dose o’ the clap!’


      The keeper of the beer house wiped a dirty cloth over the counter as the woman whipped round, her look thunderous as it met his smirking face.


      ‘If Polly Bell ’as the clap then you ’as to be carryin’ it an’ all the number of times you’ve grunted an’ groaned atop of ’er. But then that’s all you could do ain’t it? You never could get it up; as I remember that precious piece o’ your’n flopped about limp and useless as a body that’s drunk too much of your stale beer, neither of ’em any bloody good!’


      ‘And neither be you, you old whore.’ The cloth slapped into a puddle of spilt beer sending droplets rising into the air like a miniature fountain. ‘When he sees what you got once you be outta them stays an’ bloomers a bloke goes right off, that’s if ’e could stand the stink o’ you long enough to get that far.’


      ‘I wouldn’t talk about seein’ what I got Clancy O’Rourke, case I be tempted to tell what you ain’t got. A shilling be ’ard earned by lying with you, and that the only thing as is got ’ard! For that three inches o’ flesh you calls a prick, huh . . . I’ve seen thicker an’ longer in a sausage, ar an’ a lot more tasty at that! When it comes to talking about what other folk ’ave got then it will pay you to keep your big parish oven shut!’


      ‘I can keep me mouth closed an’ still mek me livin’!’ Clancy smirked again, ‘but with ’er legs closed Polly Bell don’t ’ave no livin’, and you’ve taken your last shillin’ in this ’ouse. Show your painted face in ’ere again and I’ll throw you out!’


      Hands going to her hips Polly tossed her head, the bedraggled red feathers of her straw bonnet waving pathetically.


      ‘Pig sties ain’t ’ard to find,’ she spat, ‘not as ’ard as it be to find your balls! C’mon, sweetheart,’ she smiled again at Zeph, ‘let’s find somewhere where the beer don’t be stale and the landlord be pleasant.’


      His mind only half on the proceedings Zeph allowed himself to be pulled out of the beer house, the woman clinging to his arm as they walked together through the maze of narrow streets. One hand touching against the package in his pocket he followed the woman into a dingy-looking house pressed close in among a line of similar buildings.


      The Juggler would buy it, but this time he would pay the proper price.


 


 


‘So you see Mr Philip I have to go, I promised Benjie I would.’


      Replacing a quill pen in the brass holder Philip Amory looked up from his desk. He had employed both father and mother of the girl now asking leave to go visiting Winson Green prison and understood the closeness that existed between her and her younger brother, but business was business and he must put that before all else.


      ‘You were given time off only a day or so ago.’ He tried not to sound unsympathetic. ‘This is a sorry do all round and much as I believe that what happened was none of your brother’s doing I cannot go on permitting you to leave your bench. With a worker absent production goes down and that means less pay for other employees.’


      ‘I understand, Mr Philip, and I will work extra hours for nothing once Benjie is home and safe.’ Fingers twisting anxiously together, Tamar watched her employer purse his lips.


      She had never asked for time off before, not even when her father had died. The funeral service and the burial had taken place at nine o’clock at night as was the custom, folk being too poor to lose pay even for the one hour it took to lay a loved one to rest.


      ‘I’m sorry, Tamar.’ Philip Amory shook his head. ‘Try to understand, I have other workers to consider and that forces me to say no to your request. I cannot allow you to leave your work. You can visit your brother on Sunday after church service.’


      Work, the making of jewellery, and church worship. All of this was more important than her brother! Tamar felt the bitterness of it rise like gall to her throat. Forcing her hands to be still she looked at the man sat behind the wide oak desk. She knew that as an employer Philip Amory was very much one of a kind. He was fair and considerate of the men and women in his workshop and it was larger than the tiny wash house workshops attached to every house in the district, or as in many instances the cramped space allotted to working the gold in a family’s living room. She would not find another job the same, maybe she would not find one at all. But her promise to Benjie must be kept, and if in keeping it she lost her living then that was a risk that had to be faced.


      ‘Sunday will not do Mr Philip,’ she said, a tremble beneath the words showing how well she understood the enormity of them. ‘I told Benjie I would see him today and . . . and that is what I intend to do.’


      ‘I see.’ Above a heavily starched wing collar that held his neck in a vice-like grip Philip Amory’s head bobbed slowly up and down as he looked at the pretty face set so determinedly.


      ‘I cannot of course prevent you in this.’ He drew a long breath, letting it out slowly before continuing. ‘But should you persist in refusing my advice to defer your visit to your brother until Sunday, I shall have no option other than terminating your employment.’


      The sack! Tamar’s heart jolted. The words he used were lost on her but the meaning was not. Leave this workshop before time and she went with the sack! That would mean no money coming in at all, and like as not no house to live in.


      Thoughts running like wind-blown leaves through her mind, Tamar tried to see the logic behind them. Without a home and the means to support them how would they manage once Benjie was freed? Mr Philip was right, she should wait until Sunday before going to that prison; Benjie would understand  . . .


      ‘You will come  . . . ?’


      Quietly as they had been spoken the words returned, bringing with them the pale frightened face and red-rimmed terror-filled eyes of a boy whose world had suddenly turned into a nightmare and as they seemed to look at her, to cry out to her, Tamar realised that nothing mattered except she be with her brother.


      Bobbing a respectful curtsy she nodded. ‘I understand Mr Philip, but like you with your business I have something other than myself to consider. I thank you for the time I have been employed here but Benjie must come first. I will just get my tin from the bench and then I will leave.’


      ‘One moment.’ Philip Amory took the chased gold hunter from his waistcoat pocket flipping open the front and glancing at the time before slipping it back, a habit he had developed whenever faced with a situation he was not completely sure of. ‘How are you thinking of getting to the prison? Do you have money to take a tram?’


      Remembering the sixpence she and Benjie had hidden to be kept against an emergency, Tamar nodded. That would more than pay her fare on the horse-drawn tram but it would not be used for that, not while she could walk.


      The girl had indicated she had the means of travelling by tram to that prison. Philip Amory glanced down at the closed ledger, his fingers fiddling with his watch. She had not taken the opportunity she must know he had given her, the chance to ask his charity. But begging was not her style, young as she was he could see that in the way she held herself; respectful but proud, her eyes unfaltering on his holding him until he felt to be the uncomfortable one.


      ‘The world is not always what it seems, girl.’ He twisted the watch in and out of his fingers. ‘And Hockley is by no means the extent of it. There are people you cannot trust.’


      Across the wide-topped desk Tamar flinched, a shadow of fear crossing wide green eyes and for a moment Philip Amory felt a deep anger. Someone had already tried to harm this girl, someone had  . . .


      Forcing back an anger he had never felt before he flipped the watch into his pocket then reaching into a drawer of the desk withdrew a small cash box.


      Taking out a sovereign he held it for Tamar to take.


      ‘You may find this of help  . . .’


      ‘No, thank you Mr Philip . . .’ Tamar’s head came up sharply, ‘I have no need, though again I thank you for the kindness of the thought behind the offer.’


      She had not even looked at the money. Philip Amory’s fingers closed over the gold coin, embarrassment touching a faint streak of colour to his cheeks. Any other man, woman or even child in Hockley would have snatched his hand off in eagerness to take it, but this girl . . . she had refused and her refusal somehow was a far more magnanimous act than his.


      Not understanding his own almost driving need to help her, to protect this girl who was after all nothing more than an employee, a young woman who could be dismissed by the flick of a finger, Philip Amory took a ledger from the several stacked on his desk. Opening it he ran a finger down one page.


      Tamar Hallam, he read, employed this fifteenth day of March 1882.


      The Ides of March! Philip’s glance remained on the elegantly written date. It had been so filled with destiny for Caesar, why did he feel it held as much for him?


      Five years. She had come to work here when the firm was headed by his father and in the two years since his taking over he had hardly been aware of the flame-haired girl at the polishing bench; yet now, seeing her as if for the first time he felt an almost overwhelming urge to touch that lovely face.


      Beware the Ides of March!


      The favourite phrase used by his Oxford don whenever his work fell below par echoed in Philip’s head. It had always served as a warning, putting an end to his dreams, so why was it he now wanted to ignore it?


      ‘If it is all the same to you, Mr Philip, I will be going, but before I do, I wish to apologise for the trouble you have taken on account of my brother. I can only say what my heart tells me, that Benjie did not steal that stone, neither did he murder Joby Turner. I hope that your property will soon be restored to you and the true culprit brought to justice, and I hope one day to repay your kindness to me.’


      Reaching for the quill pen, dipping the nib into the glass-lined brass ink-well Philip Amory wrote the words, Employment terminated, then with a stroke crossed them out.


      Then, the pen still in his hand he looked up at the waiting girl. Her employment would not be terminated, there would be a place here for her whenever her business was done.


      Replacing the pen in the holder he smiled.


      ‘We will not say you are dismissed, we will say you have leave of absence. Come back quickly Tamar, until then take care, take very great care.’


 


 


‘You can’t be serious wench!’


      Vinny Marsh had come from the gilding shop to stand beside Tamar as she reached for the tin in which she brought a sandwich every day for her midday meal.


      ‘You can’t go on takin’ leave, ’ow the hell do you propose to live? I tell you, think on what you be doin’, young Benjie ain’t goin’ to die cos you don’t be there today, wait until Sunday and my lads will walk you to Winson Green.’


      ‘I know they would Mrs Marsh, but  . . .’


      ‘Ain’t no buts!’ Vinny returned sharply. ‘You go back in that office an’ tell Mr Philip as how you ’ave changed your mind.’


      ‘I’m not leaving and that is the truth of it.’ Tamar collected her shawl from one of a line of nails. Taking it across to a chute that disappeared into the cellar she gave it a vigorous shake, the dust that rose from it glittering with sparkles of gold dust as it was instantly swallowed by the suction of large bellows.


      Quickly folding the shawl so it would collect virtually no more of the gold-laden dust arising from every aspect of the workshop, she scraped the soles of her boots on the metal grid that also gave on to a collecting bin in the cellars where dirt would be sieved through water and the minute particles of gold recovered. The ritual that each of the workers performed before leaving the premises each night almost complete, Tamar handed her tin to Cal Perry who had carefully overseen the process and now inspected the lunch-box ensuring no speck of gold adhered to it.


      ‘I ’opes you know what you be doin’ wench.’ The man’s eyes were kind as he returned the tin.


      Her own glance misty, Tamar tucked the tin beneath the shawl.


      ‘I hope so too, Mr Perry.’ She smiled.


      ‘Then God be with you wench.’ He walked with her to the door but the ever-mindful care of gold dust on his clothes or his shoes he did not step through it or even touch a hand to hers. Instead he shook his head his voice soft as he added. ‘And may heaven be kind to that brother o’ your’n.’


      Standing on the pavement Tamar felt her nerves twist. She had given up her income. Watching the errand boys running behind their three-wheeled baskets, loaded with parcels she knew contained a fortune in precious metals, she felt the enormity of what she had just done. This was all she had ever known! Lifting her glance she let it rove over the medley of buildings. Three storied they shambled upward, each of their assorted rooms a home and workshop combined, each struggling to support a family.


      It was no heaven, no place to long for, but Tamar longed to hold on to the safety it held for her.


      ‘Hey up Tamar! Ain’t never seen you out of Amory’s workshop at this hour, you don’t be bad do ya?’


      ‘No . . . no I am not feeling ill.’ Tamar brought her glance to a tow-haired boy watching her from a few yards further along the road. ‘I am going to see Benjie.’


      ‘Oh ar.’ The boy grinned, his attention already caught by another basket being pushed in the opposite direction bringing with it a possible game of football. ‘Tell ’im my regards will ya?’


      ‘I will, thank you Billy.’


      Which way was Winson Green? Listening to the screech of wheels as the boy raced away Tamar looked helplessly along the length of the narrow street. And how to ask directions? She had heard tales of the prison there, the awful stories told by those who had served time there and were willing to speak of it to any man who would pay the price of a tankard of ale; stories later passed like titbits around the gilding shop, the women almost too breathless to eat their dinner. But to ask the way, to admit to going there . . . Tamar felt a quiver of fear rub against her nerves. But it was the only way, she would ask the next person she saw.


      The decision made she turned her head to look at a woman whose coarse laughter filled the street. Fingers clutching the shawl she had draped about her head Tamar felt the prick of fear turn into a long shudder that walked along her spine. Accompanied by a man, holding on to his arm while her free hand reached to caress his face the woman laughed again, the gaudy feathers of her bonnet bobbing up and down. But it was the face of the man held Tamar’s gaze.


      Rooted with fear she watched him bend over the painted face then lift his head to look in her direction.


      The movement breaking the hold on her she picked up her skirts and ran. But those black eyes had already seen her.


      Smiling to himself Zeph Tullio watched the flame-haired figure disappear into the distance.










Chapter Three


 


Leaning her weight against a tall building Tamar gulped deep breaths of air. The pain throbbing in her side had pulled for several minutes but fear had driven her on, fear that Zeph Tullio had seen her and might decide to follow.


      But there was no sign of him. She glanced behind her along a stretch of street she did not recognise. How far had she come . . . was it in the right direction?


      Clutching her side she moaned softly at the pain that grabbed her as she tried to stand upright. She should have gone home, taken the sixpence and used a penny of it to take the tram. But she had not, in her fear of Zeph Tullio she had simply run and now God only knew where she was.


      From inside the building where she stood the sound of feet clattering on bare wooden stairs sounded clearly through an open door.


      Trying to move on she gasped again as the muscles in her side pulled like a tautened string.


      ‘Be you poorly?’


      Still sucking in breath, Tamar shook her head.


      ‘Then if you ain’t poorly, what be wrong for it’s clear that summat be.’


      Setting her teeth against the discomfort of it, Tamar stood upright. Beside her a woman, basket in hand and concern in her eyes, waited.


      ‘I . . . I have just been running . . . that . . . that’s all.’


      ‘Looks like you run yourself to a standstill, ain’t nothing that important, lessen you be runnin’ from a man . . .’ The woman stopped speaking, understanding taking the place of concern. ‘That be it don’t it? You be runnin’ from a bloke, your old man is he?’


      ‘No.’ Tamar shook her head quickly. ‘Not my husband.’


      ‘Your father then, too ’andy with his fists I bet.’


      Her breathing easier and the pain in her side less acute, Tamar straightened.


      ‘No, nothing like that.’


      ‘But it were a bloke you were running from?’


      Catching the look that flashed across Tamar’s eyes the woman nodded triumphantly.


      ‘I thought I was right. I see enough of women running for their lives around here to know what it was had you doing the same, and if it weren’t your husband nor your father then it has to be the other sort, the type as don’t know how to keep his ’ands nor nothing else to ’imself; I’m right ain’t I?’


      She was right. Nothing to be gained by denying it. Tamar nodded.


      ‘Bloody scum!’ The woman’s mouth tightened. ‘They should be ’ung up by the parts they try to force on a wench then a knife took to it; cut the bugger off, that would teach a lesson they wouldn’t forget in a hurry! But you runnin’ away won’t do no good.’


      ‘I am not running away.’ Tamar saw the quick glance shift to her lunch tin. ‘I am on my way to visit my brother.’


      Her mouth softening into a smile the woman hitched her basket high on her arm. ‘Then could be we might walk part way together. Where be your brother livin’?’


      How could she tell, how could she say Benjie was in that awful place? Tamar’s glance fell.


      ‘Oh, it be like that does it? Well you ain’t the first to ’ave menfolk locked up in Winson Green, that is where your brother be ain’t it?’


      Drawing her shawl tight about her Tamar made no answer.


      ‘I understands.’ The woman swung her head sympathetically. ‘It be hard to talk of and even harder to think of a man cooped up inside that hell hole.’


      ‘Benjie is not a man, he is only a boy, he is only thirteen.’


      The thought unwittingly turned to words rushed from Tamar’s lips.


      ‘Dear God Almighty!’ The woman’s hand lifted to her chest making a swift sign of the cross. ‘Thirteen, that be no more’n a babby; why in the world ’ave they stuck him in there?’


      ‘They say he stole a parcel from the basket.’


      ‘Your brother be an errand boy?’


      Tears pricking her eyes, Tamar nodded. ‘He worked for Amory’s.’


      ‘Oh, I’ve ’eard of them,’ the woman interrupted again, ‘they ’ave that proper workshop along of Warstone Lane, bet that be a better place to work than in your own ’ouse. So, your brother worked for Amory.’


      ‘We both do . . . did.’ Tamar corrected herself. Now the woman knew practically everything, it could do no harm to ask direction.


      ‘Oh, I knows the way there alright.’ Replying to Tamar’s question the woman glanced to her right. ‘I should do, I walked there and back once a month for almost ten years. It be this way on, I be going the same direction meself.’


      Glad of company, especially of a woman who knew the way to the prison, Tamar fell gratefully into step as the woman began to walk.


      ‘It were my husband.’ Acknowledging the politeness of the girl’s silence on the subject the woman talked on. ‘He were done for putting a bloke in ’ospital, nigh on broke his back as well as both arms. Vicious assault the magistrate called it, grievous bodily harm . . . but never a word said about what that dirty swine of a man did to me . . . no mention of rape or the fact it were done to a woman five months gone; no charge were made against that one, not a respectable business man. I tell you wench, money talks, it can talk a man into gaol an’ it can talk him out of it and them as has none stand no chance, no chance at all.’


      ‘But my brother did not steal.’


      ‘Huh.’ The woman paused waiting for a cart to rumble past. ‘I ’opes you ’ave the money to prove it.’


      The cart having passed Tamar followed the woman across the road turning a corner into a street equally narrow as the other. She had no money, but that could not possibly affect Benjie’s case. The magistrate would see he was telling the truth, and then there was the stone, when that was found  . . .


      ‘My man was paying back what had been done to me.’ The woman continued. ‘You would ’ave thought the law to be on his side, but the law teks no account of a man wi’out a shilling to his name. Ten years they give Abe Bryce, ten years of rotting in that gaol, leaving me with my babby gone and none to care about it.’


      Glancing at the drawn face Tamar felt a deep pity for the woman. How could she have stood the terribleness of rape? She shuddered, the touch of Zeph Tullio’s hands on her, the feel of his hot breath returning vividly to her mind. Then to lose her unborn child and her husband.


      But she would not lose Benjie, that could not happen.


      ‘This be Lodge Road, we crosses the bridge here and Winson Green be a way further up.’


      Following across Tamar stifled a scream as a steam engine belched its black breath beneath them. She had heard the sound before but always from a distance and never had she allowed Benjie to coax her into going to actually look at the new railway trains. Now she clutched her skirts, wanting desperately to close her eyes as she hurried over the wooden planking that formed the road bridge.


      The road was wider than those surrounding Vyse Street, and busier with laden carts making their way to and from the wharves and basins of the Birmingham Canal.


      ‘That be your way.’


      Some few minutes later the woman halted, a hand waving forward.


      ‘But I thought you were going to the prison, your husband  . . .’


      ‘I be going to see Abe right enough, only not in the same place you be making for. Abe be here,’ the woman gave a quick sideways jerk of her head, ‘the fever ’ospital. They put ’im in this place when he got the smallpox. They don’t let me go beside ’im but they lets me see ’im through a little glass window.’ Her voice breaking, the woman glanced at the basket. ‘They lets me leave bits for ’im at the gate, though he won’t be wanting them much longer.’


      ‘He is to come home?’


      ‘ ’Ome,’ the woman laughed, a dry hopeless laugh. ‘Yes, Abe will be going ’ome, only not to the one I ’ave made for ’im. Abe be dying, could be he is dead already!’


      ‘Oh!’ The word came softly on a gasp of sympathy. ‘I am so sorry.’


      ‘Ar well, that be appreciated.’ Turning towards the gate in the high blank wall that closed off the hospital from the street, the woman cast a glance over her shoulder.


      ‘Visitors must leave the place you be headed for in less than an hour, I will wait for you ’ere. Just ask at the gate for Letty Bryce, they’ll tell you if I still be inside.’


      Turning in the direction Letty had pointed, Tamar heard herself praying. Please God let them have found the true killer, please let this be the last time she would ever have to walk this path!


 


 


‘He was not there!’


      Sat in the one downstairs room of Vinny Marsh’s house, Tamar stared blankly at her hands.


      Vinny clicked her tongue, a sure sign of impatience. ‘What you mean he weren’t there . . . you did go to the right place?’


      ‘He was not there!’


      Empty of any emotion the words were repeated. Of course the wench had been to the right place, her weren’t daft! Vinny chided herself silently. There were only one bloody Winson Green and everybody in Brummagem knowed of it. The wench couldn’t have made no mistake.


      ‘Did you say Benjie’s name?’ She sat heavily on the second of her only two chairs. ‘Tell me again wench, tell me exactly what was said.’


      Her voice dull and heavy Tamar said again what she had already told twice.


      ‘I knocked at the gate, it was such a high wide gate. But that was not the one that opened, a smaller one set to the side was that which answered my knock. I told the officer what I was there for and he said to come back on the proper day as no visitor was allowed except on the first Saturday of each month. I said that would not be possible as I had to work. He laughed at that and said we all had to work and his work was to make sure visitors kept to the right day.’


      ‘Then what?’ Vinny urged.


      ‘I . . . I said I was not familiar with the correct visiting times, that my brother had only been transferred to the prison a day or so before. It seemed to make no difference for he only laughed and said to come back next month. Then he pushed me away and closed the door.’


      ‘So?’ Vinny urged again.


      ‘I knocked again and when the gate remained closed I kicked it hard. That annoyed the gatekeeper and when he opened it again I think he would have struck me, but just then another officer came up and asked what the disturbance was. When I repeated to him what I had told his colleague he took a sheet of paper from a small office I could just see through the gate. He found Benjie’s name on it. It was then he told me Benjie had already gone to trial and that it was being heard at Stafford . . . at the Crown Court.’


      ‘Lord God help the lad!’


      Vinny stared at the fire, the words she had heard before at last being accepted. Murderers and killers were sent to the Crown Court and once there most said goodbye to life!


      ‘I don’t know what to do, Mrs Marsh  . . .’


      As if Vinny’s unspoken words had been heard Tamar turned to the older woman.


      ‘I have to help Benjie but I don’t know what to do!’


      Resting her hands over those of the young girl, Vinny Marsh shook her head.


      ‘Ain’t nothing you can do wench, ain’t nothing any of us can do ’cept wait and pray.’


      ‘. . . God don’t listen, Tam . . . He don’t never listen  . . .’


      The words Benjie had sobbed beat suddenly against her brain. Life returning to her voice she looked with determined eyes at the woman who would comfort her.


      ‘I do not intend to wait and I do not intend to pray, both are futile. I shall go to Stafford, no matter what, I will be with my brother.’


      Her fingers tightening Vinny shook the smaller hands her own covered. ‘That be crackpotical talk an’ you knows it. Stafford ain’t Winson Green, it don’t be just up the road! ’Ow do you expect to get there, a wench on ’er own an’ with no money, it be askin’ for trouble. Wi’out money you’ll get nowhere!’


      Letty Bryce had said much the same thing. Poor woman, Tamar thought remembering the drawn face and almost silent walk across the city. Abe was dead, she had whispered, he could be hurt no more. But Benjie was not dead and nothing was going to keep her from him.


      ‘I walked to Winson Green and I can walk as far again.’ Tamar rose to her feet. ‘I promised Father I would take care of him, that I would see no harm come to him and I shall keep my word.’


      ‘Ar well, sick people don’t always realise what they be askin’.’ Vinny’s hands kept their hold. ‘You’ve done your best by that lad, God knows you’ve been mother an’ father to ’im, but racin’ off into the night will do ’im no good. At least wait ’til morning, a meal and a night’s sleep will help you think clear.’


      It was only common sense. Tamar allowed herself to be pressed back on to the chair. But come tomorrow she would go to Stafford.


 


 


‘I wish you had come to me with this before.’


      Philip Amory frowned as he looked at the woman standing before his desk.


      ‘I didn’t think as you would ’ave an interest Mr Philip, not in Tamar anyway.’


      ‘I have an interest in all of my employees.’ Philip Amory’s face took on a tinge of pink.


      ‘But Tamar be left from Amory’s.’ Vinny Marsh defended herself.


      ‘That is correct.’ Philip answered quickly, embarrassed by the woman’s blunt but truthful reply. ‘But whilst her brother stands accused of stealing my property I wish to keep myself informed of both of their whereabouts. You told Cal Perry she has gone to Stafford?’


      Facing the man who with one word could take the very bread from her mouth, Vinny hesitated.


      Sensing her fear Philip Amory gave a brief smile. ‘I apologise for speaking sharply, Vinny. Of course you were not to know I had not already been informed of what has happened. Please tell me exactly.’


      ‘. . . and then with the morning her was up and off to the square in the middle of Spencer Street. I watched her go, seen her run past the Temple of Relief like her arse . . . like her skirts was afire.’


      ‘Why Spencer Street?’ He picked up the quill pen stood on the desk, hoping his query did not echo the feeling in his stomach. Vinny Marsh must already be wondering why his interest in Tamar Hallam. So was he? He twiddled the pen watching it roll between his fingers. But it was a question to which he had no answer.


      ‘The carters sets off from there.’ At last Vinny replied. ‘I told ’er to ask if any were bound for Stafford and if so to ask for a lift. I thought that way her would be safer than walking the road by herself.’


      ‘That was very thoughtful of you, Vinny.’ Philip looked up all trace of pinkness gone from his cheeks. ‘But why not advise her to take the train?’


      ‘Eh, I wouldn’t do no such!’ Vinny was aghast. ‘They don’t be safe, great fire-breathin’ monsters. They shouldn’t never be allowed.’


      ‘They are perfectly safe, Vinny; why even Her Majesty has travelled on one.’


      ‘ ’Er ’as?’ Vinny’s face took on a look of horror.


      ‘Of course, and she remained perfectly safe.’


      ‘Ar, well that can be understood. The Queen of England be of special importance in the sight of the Almighty, and that be only as it should.’ Vinny shook her head. ‘But the like of that young wench, young Tamar, well they don’t be nobody special.’


      No, Tamar Hallam was no one special. Philip glanced down at the pen still twisting in his fingers. So why this feeling in his stomach, why the dread that something might happen to her?


      ‘I were glad the wench didn’t ’ave the money to pay for no train, I wouldn’t rest easy knowin’ her did.’


      The pen instantly stilled, Philip Amory looked up.


      ‘The girl had no money? But when I asked she said she had.’


      Vinny frowned. ‘Then her lied, but I has to say it be the first time I’ve known her to do that.’


      ‘Thank you Vinny, you may return to your work now.’


      Watching the woman leave his office, hearing her shuffle into boots that had been removed before entering, Philip let the pen fall to the desk. The girl had not actually answered when he asked if she had money, she had simply nodded and that no more than the merest movement of her head. Pride, pride had kept her from admitting the truth and from accepting his help; but pride sometimes led to a fall and he did not want Tamar Hallam to fall.


      Taking the gold hunter from his pocket he glanced at the time. It was not yet ten. Returning the watch he glanced at the partition that closed his office off from the workshop. He could get to Stafford and be back before the day’s work ended.


      But to leave the workshop. Much as he trusted the people who worked for him that was something he had never done. It had been the one unbreakable rule of his father, his ultimate teaching. The successful goldsmith was one who checked every move made in his workshop and one who never left until the last of his workmen had already gone. It was a maxim he himself had observed with meticulous care.


      Supposing he took the train to Stafford, supposing he found the girl, what then? He could not force her to return to Hockley.


      The hearing had already been set. Even now it could be underway. Come evening the girl would be home.


      Unconsciously withdrawing the pocket watch he turned it absently between his fingers.


      ‘The stampers need more plates Mr Philip.’


      Looking at the man standing at the office door Philip Amory flipped the watch back into place. Business here could not carry on without him and business must be his first concern.


      Tomorrow he would have Vinny Marsh tell the girl to come to the workshop. Once she returned he would see she got any help she may need.










Chapter Four


 


That bitch wouldn’t try that again, in fact her wouldn’t try any tricks again . . . ever!


      She had led him some distance, laughing and talking of the good time they would ’ave and it had been good considering he hadn’t paid for it. But that trollop had paid, paid in full.


      Hands in his trousers pockets Zeph Tullio sauntered past the Church of St Paul turning casually into Brook Street. This was not the quickest route to where he wanted to be but not being seen going direct to the Juggler’s place was safer.


      Keeping his pace slow and easy, acknowledging carters passing the time of day, ignoring the errand boys intent on their five-minute games, their barrows and parcels left unattended on the ground. That was the hardest part, walking past those parcels which he knew each held more money than a workman slaving his life away in the dingy little workshops could hope to earn in a lifetime. But he would not slave his life away in the gold, he would wear it; he would wear the trinkets made in the Gold Quarter, made by some who laughed and others who turned their backs on Zeph Tullio.


      The woman had laughed. Zeph’s fingers tightened on the stone in his pocket. All the time her was shedding laced-up stays and wide cotton bloomers. He grimaced now feeling the distaste of it, the smell of that cluttered room . . . and her! He blew down his nostrils trying to free himself of the memory but the aroma of that cheap perfume lingered. The afternoon was not one he would ’ave chosen and certainly not one he would ’ave paid for. A smile touching his mouth he crossed Warstone Lane into Spencer Street. A shilling! The smile widened then died. He ’ad given her more than a shilling!


      They had rolled on that bed for an hour or more with her trying every trick of her trade, but her had found it was not easy bringing Zeph Tullio off; he allowed things to happen only when he said so. Perhaps he ought to ’ave paid the whore, her worked ’ard enough for it.


      A swift picture of that coarse-painted face streaked with the perspiration of her efforts, the dishevelled hair, its carefully covered grey more obvious now than the black stuck in the tiny rivulets as if it had been plastered, flashed across his mind. It had been ’ard for her, but that was all her had found ’ard. He almost laughed as the mental picture faded. Then what amusement he had in the woman’s contortions had become jaded, he wanted it over and done. But why leave with nothing? He had lain there as she clambered over his naked body, straddling him, watched that coarse face as she rode him, then he had finished it.


      She had padded naked across the room to bring him a tankard of ale. The beer had been cheap and stale. Like her, Zeph thought, but Polly Bell ’adn’t worked so ’ard for nothin’ before! But cheap and stale as it were the drink ’ad put ’im to sleep and when he wakened it were to find her dressed and with the package in her hand.


      She had laughed as he leapt from the bed, laughed as he snatched the package from her.


      ‘I was onny lookin’ at it darlin’, but I could always look at summat else if you be ready again, Polly  . . .’


      But whatever Polly had been prepared to do would never be done now, not to Zeph Tullio nor any other man, the whore was dead.


      He had brought his bunched fist hard to the side of her face and as her head snapped around had struck again on the opposite temple.


      The heat of anger dissipated Zeph felt the twang of wrought nerves.


      He ’adn’t meant to kill her, he had only wanted to frighten the bitch; ’er shouldn’t ’ave been thinking to rob ’im. But what magistrate would swallow that when what Polly Bell was taking ’ad been stole by ’im in the first place?


      A trickle of sweat sliding coldly down his spine Zeph felt the urge to run, to get away from Birmingham as quickly as his legs would take him; but to run would draw attention. The woman would be found, that was inevitable, and Clancy O’Rourke knew her ’ad gone off with Zeph Tullio, that would be enough on its own for the bobbies to ’aul him in, to be seen runnin’ would more or less seal the fact that it were ’im killed ’er!


      Every cell of his brain concentrated on keeping his feet moving. In the same slow, easy pace he walked on towards the Jeweller’s Arms. There would be men there taking a tankard of ale now the day’s work was done. It would be beneficial to be seen. After all, a man who ’ad just committed murder would ’ave bolted, he wouldn’t go wasting time in a public house.


      Several heads turned watching the tall, lank-haired figure walk into the tap room coming to stand beside the smoke-shrouded bar, answering his greeting while not making room at their table. The Gypsy’s boy had long been known in Hockley but never liked. Putting a coin on the stained bar top Zeph called for a tankard, nodding to the men who turned back to their ale and conversation.


      They could turn their backs on ’im. Zeph grabbed the foaming tankard, drinking deeply. But one day they would laugh on the other side of their faces . . . yes, by Christ they would! Once the contents of that package were sold he would be rich, then see ’ow they treated the Gypsy’s child!


      The door to the street opened again, a group of five or six men crowding into the cramped room. Zeph felt his pulse quicken. Charlie Selby was not among them. But he would turn up soon, he would be wanting his share.


      More customers crowding into the public house Zeph hitched along the bench seat as several, Charlie included, came to share his table. The Jeweller’s Arms was a popular haunt for the men who worked the gold, and the more that came tonight, the more that saw him sitting relaxed and drinking, the better for Zeph Tullio should the hue and cry go up.


      ‘ ’Ow do Zeph, ’ow be you?’


      One by one the men settled. Clay pipes in their mouths, the conversation centring on the day’s work, but soon this gave way to talk of the theft of the package.


      ‘I still says that lad d’ain’t tek it, ’Allam’s lad wouldn’t pinch so much as a shake o’ salt.’


      ‘I reckons as ’ow you be right in that.’ A second man replied, his pipe never moving from between his teeth.


      ‘Course I be right!’ The first man spat tobacco-stained saliva into the fire that burned day and night in the cast-iron grate. ‘We all knows the errand boys be little buggers the way they goes leavin’ parcels and baskets lyin’ untended while they teks a game of marbles or kicks a ball across the street. It be summat we all of us done when we was lads; but pinchin’, tekin’ what don’t belong of ’em! Then I says they wouldn’t do that. The tekin’ of that parcel were none of their work, I says it were a man done it despite what Charlie Selby says.’


      Taking his time, swallowing a gulp of ale slowly, Zeph listened, wiping the back of his hand across his mouth. It had been said loudly enough for all to hear and as others nodded agreement towards the speaker, he nodded too but remained silent. He wanted no part of this conversation. Picking up his empty tankard he took it to the bar fishing a coin from his pocket as it was refilled.


      ‘What you say Tullio, what think you on this robbery?’


      Flat cap pulled over his brow, a crudely knitted muffler tucked inside an almost threadbare jacket, one of the men glanced up as Zeph returned to his seat.


      ‘It be ’ard to know what to think. Cal Perry reckons the parcel were in the basket when it left Amory’s.’


      ‘Ar, so ’e do.’ The man spat again sending saliva sizzling on the bars of the grate. ‘An’ Charlie Selby reckons it d’ain’t never get to ’im, that he never set eyes on no parcel from Amory, but he do reckon as ’ow that lad pinched it, said he seen the kid run off wi’ a bit o’ brown paper stickin’ from his pocket.’


      ‘That don’t be the all of it neither.’ The first man cut in, unwilling to be left out of the conversation. ‘Selby reckons ’e seen young ’Allam pick up a mould and crack Joby Turner on the ’ead when ’e tried to stop him gettin’ away.’


      ‘That be bloody moonshine!’ His friend spat angrily. ‘Selby might be willin’ to tell the bobbies that but I doubt he ’as what it teks to say the same to any o’ we.’


      ‘Ar, I reckon that bugger’s courage comes in one o’ these an’ when the glass be empty so be his mouth.’


      Laughing loudly the men sank their noses into their tankards.


      Selby would not be able to stand much of this. Zeph supped from his own drink. He would want his share so he could disappear, shake the dust of Birmingham from his feet for good and all.


      Finishing his ale he returned the tankard to the bar. It would raise no eyebrows his leaving early. The men here understood that one with no job, one who depended on the odd bit of work, could afford no more than a couple of drinks.


      Outside the alehouse Zeph breathed deeply, the cold air crisp after the smoke-laden atmosphere of the tap room.


      It wasn’t only Selby wanted shot of this place. One hand touching against the pocket that held the package, reassuring himself of its continued safety he turned the way he had come. Following narrow streets, their darkness deepened by grey-black shadows of tall, tightly packed houses, his eyes watching for every movement, his ears strained to the slightest sound, he walked as he had from childhood on the balls of his feet, each step soundless as the one before.
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