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  The Shah Jehan Clasp




  In those ever-famous days of September 1857, when our infantry and light horse stormed the rebel city of Delhi, the treasury of the Mogul Emperors was broke open. Its

  masterpiece was the rich clasp of Shah Jehan, or Sháh Jahán, ruler of India two centuries since. This great clasp formed a sarpesh or turban-ornament, a fine tall plume cut

  in white jade and encrusted with gold. It bears a perfect galaxy of diamonds of the first water, a leaf-pattern of emeralds with precious stones. But who shall describe that blood-red ruby at its

  base, that most exquisitely carved Burmah stone?




  Tradition avers that Shah Jehan’s curse shall fall wherever unlawful hands despoil his treasure. For this, his sarpesh was nicknamed ‘The Devil’s Clasp’. Of its

  recent history, but little is known. It was sold for an unnamed vendor in 1858 by Dubouq, Rivery & Fils, in Paris. During two weeks it was displayed at the Crystal Palace among souvenirs of the

  late Sepoy rebellion. Where it now rests, or what fortune attends its owner, I am not able to discover.




  

    –Captain J. H. Monck-Learmont


  




  A Rider with Hodson’s Light Horse




  London, 1860




  





PART ONE




STUNNING JOE




  
Chapter One





  Stunning Joe O’Meara hung by his fingers in the high starlight, like a thin black spider. Fifty feet below him, the shaded cobbles of the stable yard held their promise

  of shattered bone, the lingering death of a body broken on the wheel. He pressed himself gently against the rose-coloured brickwork of Wannock Hundred. Even in naming a Sussex mansion, Baron

  Lansing had given it an air of bogus antiquity.




  Stunning Joe’s bony fingers were hooked over the dressed stone of the highest window ledge. His spread legs had found lodgements for his toes where the mortar of the Georgian bricks was

  loose and crumbling. Lean and light-boned as a child, he was hardly visible in the night, wearing his black breeches of tight moleskin, his dark vest and thin canvas shoes.




  He worked his way along the high mansion wall, the cold memory of a drop to the cobbles always behind him, the tiled eaves a few feet above him. Holding the ledge by one hand, he stretched the

  other out, caressing the rough brick surface to one side. The little file between his fingers dug at the mortar. Tiny fragments rattled on the stones far below. Stunning Joe tested the finger-hold,

  trusted it, and slowly moved his other hand along the stone window-ledge.




  Clamped like a limpet against the wall, he drew a deep breath of air in the crisp November night. Below him a light breeze stirred the remaining leaves of the park elms. A fox barked clear and

  cold on the moonlit flank of downland. Further still, where the starlight struck a flat pale reflection, he caught the distant shell-sound of the flood tide running between Seaford and Beachy Head.

  In the shadow of the eaves his head moved in sharp brief glances. The slick black hair shaped a skull that had the narrow keenness of a ferret.




  Alone in the cold silence of his spider-perch, he touched the toe of a canvas shoe along the line of mortar, feeling for his next foothold. A stable clock in its white-painted cupola chimed the

  half hour. Time was not important to him just then. What mattered was that he should achieve complete surprise. The window of the Baron Lansing’s library would be armed against any upward

  attack. But it was beyond imagination that a thief could walk round two sheer walls of the house and come from above. No other spiderman in London would have looked at such a route.




  Two men had tried the simple method of scaling the house front. But razor-sharp glass was set cunningly in the mortar and the pipes and ledges coated invisibly with tree-grease at a cruel

  height. The first man was now serving a ten-year sentence in the penal colony of Parramatta. His companion was in the hospital of Clerkenwell prison, his shattered body held in the agony of an iron

  brace.




  Clutching the tiny crevices of the sheer wall, Stunning Joe glanced aside and saw the next window ledge almost within reach. His fingers touched it, the other hand moved to the niche vacated by

  the first. As his weight shifted, he snatched hand over hand and swung easily along the stone projection.




  Round the next corner of the building, though at a lower level, was the library window. The room contained the Lansing emerald, and diamonds to the value of £10,000. Its other treasure was

  beyond price. The Shah Jehan clasp, sarpesh or turban-ornament of the Mogul emperors, had been seized by the British army during the sack of Delhi in 1857. How it came to be sold in Paris,

  or what the Baron Lansing had paid for it was a mystery. With infinite patience Stunning Joe edged his way toward such treasures as no other Bramah safe had ever held. Old Mole and Sealskin Kite,

  the putters-up of the robbery, had promised him it should be so. And neither Old Mole nor Mr Kite had ever been mistaken before.




  The corner of the wall posed the greatest danger, though there was a pipe running up to the gutter on the near side. Lower down the smooth metal would have a lethal smear of grease. At this

  height, Stunning Joe tested it with his fingers and found it clean. Gripping it with his knees, he could just see the outline of the darkened library window beyond the projection of the wall. He

  adjusted the canvas strap on his shoulder, feeling the weight of the small bag on his back. The thin metal frame of the jack-in-the-box and the other tools which it contained would be more than

  equal to any safe which Joseph Bramah could construct.




  Immediately above the library was a ‘blind window’, a decorative relic of the days of the window tax. It was a shallow recess, matching the shape of the one beneath to complete the

  symmetry of the façade. Stunning Joe looked down and saw the broader stone of the sill below. He knew that to set hand or foot on it would probably be the end of him. Instead, he hung by his

  hands from the upper recess, then released his grip and fell. For a fraction of a second the wind roared at his ears and then the rough coping stone above the library window smacked into his hand

  like a blow. His other fingers stung with the coldness of torn skin, but the grip of one hand was all that he needed.




  He worked with great care, though he knew that the Baron Lansing himself was at his town house in Portman Square and would not be expected at Wannock Hundred for two more days. The tiny diamond

  in the ring on Stunning Joe’s finger took out the little square of glass above the window catch. The glass itself fell on the carpet inside without a sound. In a moment more the top half of

  the window glided down and the agile bony legs swung in over it, dropping to the floor of the room like a gymnast.




  With the curtains open the moonlight of the clear November night was all the assistance he required. First and most important, he went to the door of the room, putting his eye to the crack and

  seeing that it was unlocked. He slipped off the canvas shoulder straps and took from his bag a small picklock with a hooked end. So much ingenuity was given to preventing locks being opened but

  closing them remained relatively simple. Stunning Joe eased the tumblers gently, one at a time, and heard the metal bolt click home under the pressure of its spring. He took a steel watch-pin and

  jammed it in the space where one of the tumblers had been. It would take a locksmith to move it now. Turning round, he went to work undisturbed on the safe.




  The Bramah stood behind a green velvet curtain next to the Baron Lansing’s desk. Old Mole had told him that much. It was the usual iron box which trusted to the weight of its bolt rather

  than to the strength of the mechanism. It was a job for the jack-in-the-box.




  Stunning Joe took out the heavy brass stock of the instrument. Into one end he fitted a steel wedge, like the blade of a huge chisel. Into the head of the shaft at the other end went a steel

  lever, a foot long and an inch thick. By winding the lever round, the steel wedge was driven slowly forward with a pressure between three and four tons. Ignoring the lock, Stunning Joe applied the

  thin edge of the steel to the crack on the hinge side of the safe door. Kneeling at his task, the veins of his forehead contoured with exertion, he wound the steel lever like a mill-blade. There

  was no sound but the shrill scraping of metal. Several times he stopped for breath. Then at last he felt the door of the safe start, as one of the hinge screws jarred loose. When that happened, he

  knew he had won.




  Patience and effort brought the screws out, one by one, each easier than the last, until the safe-door was free on that side. Stunning Joe laid the door aside and inspected the interior. There

  were several jewel cases in dark red or green leather and a diamond pendant in a nest of black velvet. He scooped them out and put them in a square of thick cloth. There were half a dozen

  wash-leather bags of sovereigns, and he added these as well. Then he did the cloth up, like a workman’s lunch, and put it in the crossed webbing of his shoulder-straps.




  He was about to leave when someone rattled the china handle of the door. There was a spoken exchange between two men outside. He could not make out the words, but the tone was one of irritation

  rather than alarm. Their footsteps receded.




  He tightened the shoulder-straps again and pulled himself out over the window frame. By standing on its wooden top he could just reach the lower ledge of the sham-window above him. And that, for

  Stunning Joe, was enough. It was hardly midnight. There were six or seven hours of darkness before him with no more to do than retrace his route and walk away into the Sussex lanes. As a final

  precaution, he released his grip with one hand and pulled out the thick cloth with its bundle of jewel cases. It was no larger than a pineapple and just as light. Gently he lobbed it out into the

  darkness, so that it fell into the yew hedge beside the drive. He followed the gentle parabola of its descent with his eyes, knowing that he could find the bundle again within a few seconds.




  After that, it was a matter of patience and infinite care. If he should lose his hold or disturb the guardians of Wannock Hundred, at least there would be no evidence upon him. Not that Joe

  O’Meara had any intention of doing either. As he told himself, he was now a very rich man. Caution was the best policy. His only unease was over the Shah Jehan clasp. It was famous,

  repeatedly illustrated in the picture papers after its capture at Delhi. For two weeks it had even been on public display. A man could neither eat it nor sell it – except to some rummy cove

  who would gloat over it in secret behind his locked door.




  Old Mole and Mr Kite had abler brains than his for such matters and Stunning Joe was content to leave the disposal of the heathen sarpesh to them.




  He edged his way round to an angle of the mansion wall, where two sets of windows rose at right angles to one another. Their upper and lower ledges were as easy to him as a ladder. With a speed

  which any circus acrobat would have envied, he made his descent. Standing on the upper ledge of the highest coping, he sprang sideways and downwards across the right angle, catching the lower ledge

  of the opposite casement in his strong fingers. With hardly a pause Joe launched himself sideways again to seize the next upper ledge of the first flight of windows. Side to side, he dropped nimbly

  down the levels of the dressed stone, his hands finding their hold with the lightness of a cat.




  At last he hung from the upper ledge of the ground-floor window, barred like a prison cell. He listened intently to satisfy himself that the house was still in silence. Not a dog barked in the

  stable yard. Soundlessly he dropped to the cobbles, turned with his back to the wall and listened to the quiet November night.




  From the shadows of the house about six feet beyond where he stood, a figure stepped into the starlight. It had the heavy shoulders of a fighter and a tall chimney-pot hat. There was just enough

  light to show the ginger mutton-chop whiskers.




  ‘ ’ello, Stunning Joe,’ said Sergeant Albert Samson amicably. ‘Come a bit early for the house party, ain’t yer? Guests isn’t invited till Saturday.’




  Joe O’Meara, cornered in the angle of the wall, looked desperately about him, the beaked nose and the ferret-eyes yearning for escape. But there were other figures coming out of the

  darkness now, half a dozen burly shapes. With the instinct of panic he turned back to the wall, leaping for the upper ledge of the barred window.




  ‘Come on, Joseph!’ said Sergeant Samson firmly. ‘We ain’t got all night to watch you capering about on the roof. You’ll only be fetched down in the end. And I

  shan’t half be in a wax over you!’




  As though to chafe his fingers, he was kneading one set of large knuckles in the palm of the other hand. Stunning Joe turned slowly to face him.




  ‘All right!’ he said savagely.




  ‘ ’at’s the boy, Joe!’ Samson clipped the metal cuffs on O’Meara’s wrists until they almost bit the skin. ‘What would you a-done

  next?’




  ‘I’d a-got in, most like,’ said Stunning Joe quickly. ‘I was just going to find a better way. ’eard there was a cove going to crack the crib tonight. Thought

  I’d steal a bit of a march on ’im.’




  Samson laughed indulgently and turned to one of the shadowy figures who handed him the cloth bundle, which Joe had lobbed into the bushes. He clapped a friendly hand on the prisoner’s

  shoulder.




  ‘You ain’t half a caution, my son!’




  They turned him about and marched him into the kitchen of the house. Samson, Stunning Joe and three uniformed constables stood round the scrubbed pine table. There was also a tall dark man with

  the air of a senior clerk.




  ‘Mr Bunker,’ said Samson, for Joe’s benefit. ‘London Indemnity Assurance. You might a-cost his firm a penny, my lad!’




  The cloth bundle was opened and its treasures spread upon the table. Bunker stooped over them, one by one. Finally he stood up, holding a dark green jewel case of polished leather.




  ‘Just this one, sergeant,’ he said sharply. ‘Broken open and emptied.’




  Samson’s composure vanished, the blue eyes filling with deep apprehension.




  ‘What should be in it, then, Mr Bunker?’




  Bunker drew himself up with the air of an actor about to deliver the concluding lines of a melodrama.




  ‘The Shah Jehan clasp!’ he said softly.




  The sense of grievance which Stunning Joe had felt ever since Samson’s appearance was overwhelmed by a feeling of physical sickness.




  ‘It can’t be missing!’ he squealed, frightened for the first time. ‘Unless it fell out p’raps!’ He was now as eager to recover the jewel as any of his

  captors. Bunker turned his back on Joe and addressed the explanation to Samson.




  ‘The locked jewel cases were placed in the safe as soon as the intended robbery was heard of. The Baron Lansing has the key to the safe with him, in London. The safe was not opened again

  until its door was forced by the thief.’




  Samson nodded and turned to Stunning Joe.




  ‘Right, my son. Where’s that bleedin’ jool to?’




  ‘Not on ’im, sarge,’ said a uniformed constable helpfully.




  ‘Where is it, Joseph?’ The left palm was kneading the right-hand knuckles again.




  ‘I never had it, Mr Samson!’ said O’Meara shrilly. ‘I swear I may be damned if I so much as saw it!’




  Bunker and the three constables looked pointedly away.




  ‘Don’t play me up, Joseph,’ said Samson gently. The bunched knuckles came up, short and fast, into the narrow stomach. There was a start and an abrupt retching sound from the

  handcuffed prisoner.




  ‘Now then,’ said Samson pleasantly, ‘where d’you say that jool was?’




  Stunning Joe, his wrists locked behind him, was bowing over the table with perspiration starting on his forehead. His words came breathlessly.




  ‘If it ain’t there now,’ he said miserably, ‘it never was in the safe.’




  And then, to the embarrassment of the others, he began to weep silently. Samson laid a hand on his shoulder again.




  ‘You mean, Mr Bunker ain’t telling the truth? Or Baron Lansing’s been having us all on?’




  ‘I don’t know, Mr Samson! I don’t know!’ There was no mistaking the abject howl of despair.




  Samson sighed.




  ‘Well then, Stunning Joseph, I’ll tell you how it looks to me. I been brought all the way from the Private-Clothes Detail in Scotland Yard. And I ain’t that partial to

  countryside, meself. What I see is all the Lansing jools locked up snug in the safe. And then, with me own eyes, I see you, going in through that window and coming out with the spon-doolicks.

  Course, you had a few minutes to make away with any little trinket, before you and me struck up our acquaintance in the stable yard. That emperor’s clasp, what was sworn to as being in its

  box before your game began, ain’t anywhere to be seen. No one touched that box but you, my son.’




  O’Meara made his last defiance.




  ‘They must a-done! They bloody must!’




  Samson ignored the outburst.




  ‘I ain’t got more time to waste, Joseph, seeing the grounds’ll have to be searched presently. So I’ll put it to you like this. When the business comes to court,

  who’s going to be believed? Banker Lansing with more money in Pall Mall than you ever dreamt of? Or a bleedin’ little thief like you?’




  





  Chapter Two




  Stunning Joe gave his gaolers no trouble in the weeks before his trial at the Old Bailey sessions. Once before he had been lodged briefly in the grim neo-classical fortress of

  Newgate prison, next to the Central Criminal Court. They brought him in apart from the other prisoners, through the lodge, with its iron-bolted doors and window grilles. The way led along a narrow

  gas-lit passage, lined with the plaster death-masks of the murderers who had been hanged on the public platform outside the press yard. At the end of this was the great nave of the prison under its

  glass roof, five floors of cells rising on either side with their iron balustrades and spiral ladders.




  He was locked into the last reception cell on ground level. Only the two condemned cells lay beyond his. The iron door slammed and the lock turned. They left him to himself in the high cramped

  space, the lower wall painted with green disinfectant lime, the upper half whitewashed.




  From time to time he heard the shuffle of feet in the yard outside, the rattle of iron, and the warder’s voice, ‘Step out there! Will you step out!’ Hoisting himself to the

  bars, he saw the slow circling of figures. These were convicted criminals, dressed in coarse brown uniform. The ‘Scotch cap’ covered their faces, as well as heads, leaving only two

  circles for the eyes. Each man was identified solely by the numbered disc sewn on the breast of the woollen tunic.




  Day by day, O’Meara swore that he would not give way to despair. Old Mole and Mr Kite might do something for him. At least they would find a lawyer to present his case. There would be

  times when escape, or even rescue, was possible. A prison van transferring men to the hulks at Woolwich or Portland might be successfully attacked. But the memory of betrayal at Wannock Hundred and

  the mystery of the Shah Jehan clasp began to sour his hope.




  One morning, in the week before his trial, he heard the marching tread of several warders and their rhythmic shout of ‘Governor-r-r!’ calling the prisoners to attention on the

  governor’s approach. The footsteps seemed to halt outside his own door. But it was the condemned cell next to his which was opened. He heard the governor’s voice reading a document to

  the convicted man.




  ‘James Jacob Fowler, your case has received Her Majesty’s most gracious consideration. However, the circumstances of your crime utterly preclude the possibility of mercy being

  extended to so hardened a criminal. You are therefore ordered for execution in fourteen days from the present, by Her Majesty’s gracious command.’




  There was a pause as the condemned man recovered his composure, and then a roar from him as the warders slammed the door shut.




  ‘She can kiss my bloody bum, blast her eyes!’




  It was less than ten minutes after this when two warders opened the door of Stunning Joe’s cell.




  ‘O’Meara! Consulting room! Quick-sharp!




  Old Mole had got him a counsel for the trial! He followed the passageway with the warders beside him, his heart pounding at the thought that he had not been abandoned after all. As each iron

  gate was unlocked, its keeper shouted, ‘One off!’ when Joe left the near side, and then ‘One on!’ when he entered the next area of the prison.




  The consulting room was at the centre of the administration buildings in an area of double pillars and vaults, like a cathedral crypt. The little room itself almost resembled a private chapel,

  with low walls to waist height and glass above. The warders could watch the lawyer and his client without hearing what passed between them.




  There was a table in the room and a painted line about three feet in front of it.




  ‘Stand on the line, prisoner!’




  Stunning Joe obeyed. The warders stepped outside, watching through the glass, and the man who sat at the table looked up.




  ‘It won’t do, Joseph,’ said Sergeant Samson sadly. ‘It really won’t do at all.’




  ‘You stinking jack! You got no right coming here! I want a brief!’




  He started forward to the table and the warders stepped to the door. But Samson waved them away.




  ‘You couldn’t have a better brief than me, Joseph. I’m the only one left who could say a good word.’




  ‘Much chance!’




  ‘You think I come about that trick of the Shah Jehan clasp? So I have. I want to know, Joseph. I do. But I never come empty-handed. I got a present for you. The name of the party who gave

  your game away.’




  Stunning Joe swallowed and the little eyes fastened expectantly on Samson.




  ‘You were bouncing a little trollop called Vicki Hartle,’ said Samson cheerily. ‘Cigar divan and oriental massage, off Haymarket. After you went down Sussex way, Miss Vicki

  prigged a toff’s watch and notecase. Turned out to be Inspector Garvey, over “C” Division. Anyway, Vicki being lined up for a real smacking from the beak, she lays out the goods

  on you at Wannock Hundred. Garvey let her go.’




  ‘She never!’




  ‘I got no cause to lie to you, Joseph, ’ow else d’you think I happened to be there?’




  ‘The damned bitch!’




  ‘Yes, Joseph. Now, in course, you’ll want Vicki Hartle’s hide off her. If we was to find that heathen clasp before your trial came on, why you might be able to knock Miss Vicki

  one side of Haymarket to t’other in seven years. P’raps five. But if you will be obstinate, my son. I’d say that little whore won’t get her licks for another fifteen

  years.’




  ‘I never seen any bloody clasp, Mr Samson!’




  ‘Then tell us who might have done, ’oo put you up to it, Joe?’




  But now they were back to the rules of a game which O’Meara knew well.




  ‘I can’t say no more, Mr Samson, nor I won’t.’




  Samson released a long breath.




  ‘All right, Joseph. Let it be. Any last words for Vicki Hartle, then? ’ere, they reckon Mr Garvey was prodding her when she took his things! Still, you know what minds them jacks

  down “C” Division got!’




  As Stunning Joe lunged vainly at his tormentor, the warders threw open the door and dragged him away. Alone in his cell, he wept with the misery of his plight.




  Sergeant Samson predicted the outcome well. One morning in the following week, Joe O’Meara was put up in the dock of the Central Criminal Court for trial and sentence. From his vantage

  point he looked down into the well of the little court, the wigs of counsel and clerks below him. Opposite him, the elderly judge, red-faced in robes and wig looked, for all the world, like a

  little old lady. Somewhere above his head was the public gallery, which he detected only by the smell of orange peel, the rattle of nutshells, and an occasional buzz of conversation. He doubted

  that there were any faces there which he knew, though he was in no position to see.




  In any case, his trial was of little public interest. There was no chance of an acquittal, no thrill of suspense as to the outcome. Only once was the murmuring in the gallery stilled, when the

  judge, with the royal arms of England on red leather behind him, looked up to pass sentence. Stunning Joe heard the thin judicial voice deploring the accused’s hardened and unrepentant

  attitude. None of this concerned O’Meara. He listened only for the final words, when they came. ‘Transportation to a penal colony for a term of fourteen years.’




  The murmuring in the public gallery began again, and the two warders took him down the steps of the dock. The trial had barely lasted ten minutes.




  So far, Stunning Joe had resisted even the thought of winning favour by betraying Old Mole and Sealskin Kite. Now it was too late for that. Mr Kite was an astute old exchange broker with no

  criminal record. Any attempt to accuse him at this stage must be dismissed as the last desperate falsehood of a condemned felon. In a few days more, Joe O’Meara and the other transportees

  would be taken down to the prison hulks in Portland harbour. From there a contractor’s vessel with armed guard would convey them to the prison depot at Port Jackson, Australia. A man might

  live through fourteen years of privation and brutality, but he knew it was not likely.




  Two days after the trial, a pair of escort warders opened his cell again.




  ‘O’Meara! Visitors’ corridor!’




  In his coarse brown uniform he glanced at them suspiciously.




  ‘ ’oo’d want to visit me?’




  ‘Parish priest,’ said one of the officers sharply. ‘One visit you’re allowed. This is it.’




  He walked between them, not understanding. He had no parish priest. The last Irish O’Meara had been his grandfather, who had found his way to Southwark thirty years before. Certainly he

  had not expected a prison visit from anyone.




  The visitors’ corridor was about four feet wide with grilles down either side of it. Prisoner and visitor faced one another through meshed windows, separated by the width of the corridor

  in which the warders stood, listening to each conversation. Stunning Joe peered across at his visitor, making out first the cassock and biretta, then the plump pale face. For the only time since

  his arrest, he almost laughed. Now he guessed that Mr Kite had not forgotten him.




  The figure beyond the other grille was ‘Soapy Samuel’, nicknamed after a man whom Joe understood to be a famous bishop. Soapy Samuel’s speciality was that of posing as a

  clergyman – generally of the Church of England – and collecting at the doors of middle-class homes for non-existent overseas missions. Samuel was a past-master in deception, with solemn

  owlish face, unctuous voice, the dry-washing of the hands, in an impressively realistic performance. With episcopal cross and gaiters, he had effortlessly lightened an archdeacon of twenty-five

  guineas on two occasions.




  As a Roman priest, he was less convincing. Stunning Joe, taken aback by the vision before him, spoke as though the warders could not hear him.




  ‘What the hell might you be doing here?’




  ‘My son!’ said Samuel, gently reproving. ‘While yet of mortal breath, seek to repent your crime. Such is the message I bring.’




  The tongue licked over the fat lips, the sole indicator of Samuel’s nervousness in the prison confines. Stunning Joe furrowed his brow, knowing that Soapy Samuel must have come on

  Kite’s errand, seeking some message in the fatuous platitudes.




  ‘Remember,’ said Samuel, ‘that you are now to expiate your offence. You must do so with a glad heart. You will – at all times – obey implicitly, without question,

  the orders of those put in command of you. That is now your first and most important instruction. Do you understand me?’




  ‘Yes – father,’ said Stunning Joe. If this was the best that Mr Kite could do, he had better have kept his money in his pocket.




  ‘We are taught,’ said Samuel woefully, ‘that man must die to live again. Take that message to your heart, my son, for it is the good news I bring you from one who cares for us

  all.’




  O’Meara took the message to heart and glared uncomprehendingly across the space where the warder stood.




  ‘And thus,’ droned Samuel, ‘shall you be reunited at last with your loved ones, and with those who have been your friends in the past.’




  ‘You tell my friends I ain’t forgot ’em!’ said Stunning Joe sullenly. ‘Specially I ain’t forgot my young person!’




  Samuel nodded gently.




  ‘Sorrow and repentance will be hers to share, my son. There is one who watches over such matters.’




  O‘Meara’s eyes brightened.




  ‘Supposing I could have confession?’ he said hopefully. The warder roused himself.




  ‘Confessions to be heard by Her Majesty’s prison chaplains only,’ he said. ‘No disrespect to your reverence.’




  Soapy Samuel nodded.




  ‘A very proper arrangement. And now, Joseph O’Meara, I leave you in good hands. Think of my words, and seek to throw off the bonds of sin.’




  It was evident that Samuel had no clear idea of the proper pastoral procedure for a Roman priest in this situation. He began to make a sign in the air, thought better of it, stood up and turned

  away. The warders led Stunning Joe back to his cell.




  For two more days he lay on the wooden bunk and thought of Soapy Samuel’s words. Obeying those in authority. It needed no visit to remind him of that. Dying to be born again was an easy

  cant term which meant nothing to him. He had every intention of being reunited with his friends but, he thought, they had better be quick about it. The one certain comfort was that Sealskin Kite

  knew of his betrayal by a young bitch called Vicki Hartle. And Mr Kite was a hard man in such business.




  At last the iron tiers of the cell echoed to the warders’ shouts of ‘Lags away!’ and the time had come for the transportees to leave. Stunning Joe’s wrists were

  handcuffed before him and a pair of steel manacles was locked on his ankles. The steel was much lighter than he had imagined it would be, enabling him to move at a shuffling walk. The line of men,

  like a file of sinister monks in their brown uniforms and caps with eye-holes, moved slowly across the yard. The prison van which was to take them to the train at Waterloo was like a black

  hearse.




  As the van lurched and jolted over the paved roads, Joe O’Meara waited for the sudden halt and the thunder of wooden staves on the doors, which would signal his rescue. But at Waterloo the

  doors opened and the prisoners, now linked in pairs by chains between their fetters, moved slowly towards the carriage which had been attached to the waiting train. They occupied every compartment

  of it, with two warders to each felon. Many hours later the long journey ended under a barn-like structure covering both railway tracks and the platforms on either side. It was the new station at

  Weymouth.




  Another van carried them out along the narrow Portland isthmus, the great sweep of Chesil Bank curving away to the north-west. Stunning Joe caught a glimpse of blue water glittering in the

  summer evening. For the first time he realised the change of seasons which had passed during his months of confinement in the unvarying gloom of Newgate.




  The long-boats were waiting at Portland quay. A file of warders armed with rifles marked the way. In the semicircle of the great harbour lay the rotting fleet of hulks. These were the old wooden

  warships of Nelson’s navy. With their rigging cut away, their hulls anchored by rusty mooring chains, they lay like grim and diseased symbols of retribution.




  In groups of six the new prisoners were helped down into the long-boats, the oars manned by good-conduct prisoners under the guns of the warders. Two weeks more and the new arrivals would be

  transferred to the hired transports, with not even a glimpse of the great limestone rock of Portland to remind them of their country.




  There was a shout of ‘Oars away!’ and the blades cut the harbour swell with smart precision. Stunning Joe listened to the ripple of the water and the rhythmic creak of the wooden

  locks. Ahead of him, dripping with weed and encrusted by shells, the hulk of the old 74-gun Indomitable rose like black doom, blotting out the evening sky. He saw now that Soapy Samuel had

  been used to keep him sweet. Surely, Sealskin Kite had forgotten him after all.




  





PART TWO




A TAME JACK




  
Chapter Three





  In the hot July morning there was a stillness over the narrow pavements and the dingy shops of Trafalgar Street. The road ran upward like a canyon between high rendered walls

  to the dark tunnel of the iron bridge which carried Queens Road overhead from the railway station towards the sea. Beyond the glass-roofed splendour of the platforms with their cast-iron pillars, a

  dozen engines were coaled-up in the yard, high above the level of the little street. In a few hours more, they would return to London with the excursion trains which offered ‘Brighton and

  back for three shillings and sixpence’.




  The noon silence which hung like a cloud over the cheap summer lodgings and homes above the shops was shrilly broken. First there was a burst of song from the caged birds on the wall outside one

  of the shops. Black painted letters on the stonework promised: ‘Foreign and British Song Birds. Parrots. Canaries. Nightingales.’




  The cause of the disturbance was a pair of ragged boys in torn coats and shabby caps pulled down almost to their eyes. One of them was bouncing an india-rubber ball as they ran out of a side

  street and up towards the dark iron tunnel of the station bridge. Just before the archway of the bridge a more imposing shop with a painted board announced that Mr Suitor’s Emporium

  ‘respectfully solicits an inspection of spring and summer modes’.




  Silks and taffeta with wide sleeves and gold buckles shone in the darker interior beyond the glass. On the pavement outside a row of wax dummies was paraded in the latest male fashions. Some had

  the faces of young gentlemen, gloved fingers stuck out like bunches of radishes, the wax limbs draped in long Oxonian coats, baggy Sydenham trousers, Talma capes and fancy vests. Beyond these

  figures of fashion were several stouter effigies of countrymen, whose suits were matched by red plush waistcoats and wide-awake hats. At the far end were the figures of young women in

  servants’ costume or the new ‘riding trousers’.




  The two ragged boys drew level with the open doorway of Mr Suitor’s Emporium. The one who was bouncing the rubber ball gave it a vigorous slanting pat. With a long bound, the ball

  disappeared through the opening among the contents of the shop itself. Their caps well down, the youngsters ran after it. In a moment more the shopman and his assistant were intent on finding the

  ball themselves and preventing the boys from rifling the contents of the shop during their search.




  With hardly a sound another pair of boys, ragged as the first two, ran out from the opposite turning. They moved with their heads kept down, as if below the line of vision of the occupants in

  the shop. They began at one end of the row of dummies, their quick fingers unbuttoning and stripping off the clothes. Two of the Talma capes came away, then one of the Oxonian coats. Because of

  their lightness it was easy enough to turn the dummies up and strip off the trousers too. Even if the shopmen had seen them, Mr Suitor’s dilemma was pitiful. Either he could remain to guard

  the valuable silks or go out to prevent the stripping of the dummies. It was impossible that he and his assistant could do both.




  Two more boys ran out into Trafalgar Street from the same turning. Those who were bundling up the dummies’ clothes now lobbed the bundles back along the line of what appeared to be a human

  chain. Coats, trousers, capes and fancy waistcoats passed down the road with incredible dexterity, then turned the corner and were lost to sight.




  Inside the shop, the two boys who were searching for their rubber ball dived here and there, overturning the piles of folded silk, knocking the rolls of worsted to the floor. Suitor and his man

  struggled to hold them as a female dummy in the shop itself fell across the counter and broke into several pieces. But the lads were far too nimble for the outstretched arms of the men. Ducking and

  dodging, the ragged boys seemed less intent on finding their ball or even robbing the shop than on creating havoc with its contents.




  Little Billy, the leader of the chain of boys outside had denuded four of the dummies when Mr Suitor looked up and gave a cry of anguish. But it was better to suffer the pavement robbery than to

  leave the other pair of boys to smash everything in the shop itself. However, he went so far as to stand in the doorway and utter a shrill cry for help to the world at large. At this, one of the

  boys in the shop leapt upon his back, clamping Suitor’s arms to his sides. Little Billy, turning from the dummy upon which he was engaged, then kicked the proprietor deftly between the

  legs.




  ‘Stash yer gab!’ he yapped in his harsh treble voice.




  With Suitor groaning in despair as he supported himself over the counter, and his assistant wringing his hands in token of abject surrender, Little Billy and his ragged boys worked with great

  thoroughness along the pavement. Billy had finished the section of dummies which represented smiling young gentlemen and was now beginning on their stouter country cousins. The first of these was a

  plump effigy of a well-covered man in frock-coat and tall hat. Its round red face was ornamented by black moustaches, waxed at the tips, the black hair beneath the hat itself flattened for

  neatness.




  Little Billy looked down to the button which held the frock-coat across the broad midriff. His nimble fingers began to free it. Then, to his dismay, the dummy’s hand clamped itself like

  the collar of the pillory round the back of his neck. The effigy spoke.




  ‘Right, my lad!’ it said. ‘You done your thieving for today!’




  Billy attempted to struggle but he felt himself lifted bodily in a pair of brawny arms. Sergeant Verity, as though holding a mere baby, handed him to the uniformed figure of Constable Meiklejohn

  who now stepped out of the corner beyond the Emporium. Wrenching himself round in Meiklejohn’s arms, Little Billy bawled a desperate warning to the other ragged boy who had been stripping the

  dummies with him.




  ‘Run Todger! It’s the bloody law!’




  Todger looked up from his preoccupation with wrenching a pair of Sydenham trousers off the legs of an upturned wax figure. What he saw was the stalwart figure of Sergeant Verity, fixing him with

  a scowl of disapproval. And then Verity took a strange little stick from the capacious pocket of his private-clothes frock-coat. Attached to the stick was a flat square of wood. Still scowling, he

  raised the stick above his head, twirled the wood rapidly and set up a raucous grinding sound with it. Todger knew the sound only too well. Verity had sprung his rattle.




  Dropping the bundle of Sydenham trousers, Todger sprinted away down Trafalgar Street like a champion, driving the rest of the human chain before him. Verity positioned himself, glowering, in the

  doorway of Mr Suitor’s Emporium. His bulk effectively blocked the escape of the two ragged boys who had gone in there after their ball. One behind the other, they now charged at his belly

  with heads lowered.




  What might have seemed like blubber proved to be solid muscle. The first boy appeared to bounce straight back, losing his footing and tripping over a bale of silk. The second one ran his nose

  and mouth against the hard base of Verity’s palm as the sergeant handed him off. Both got to their feet, swaying dizzily from the impacts.




  Without a word, Verity strode forward. He jerked the two youths upward by the scruffs of their necks, holding them off the floor. Next, as though they weighed nothing at all, he held each of

  them to one side of him at arm’s length. Only then did his face grow a deeper red with exertion, as he brought the two dangling boys together. Their two heads, each bowed by the way he held

  them, met with a crack that was audible in the street outside. When he dropped them, they remained cowering on the floor. Verity took a step backward.




  ‘Right, Constable Meiklejohn!’ he called. ‘In ’ere! Two sets o’ handcuffs and a truncheon just for safety’s sake.’




  Leaving Meiklejohn to deal with the disorder in the shop itself, he went out into the street again. The last of Little Billy’s human chain was disappearing round the corner of the side

  street, Todger bringing up the rear. It was precisely as he had expected, and he knew that he had sprung his rattle at the required moment. Just as Todger and the last of the young thieves reached

  the corner, they paused, jigged uncertainly on one leg for an instant, and then turned about. Todger and his followers were pelting back in a rout towards the Emporium. Their forearms worked like

  pistons in an effort to gain more speed.




  The cause of this change in direction was not yet in sight, but Verity could hear the heavy boots of the uniformed men, whom he had positioned behind a door in Tidy Street. Six of them rounded

  the corner, stalwart figures in belted tunics with truncheons drawn. At Verity’s call, he and Meiklejohn stepped into the roadway, cutting off the retreat of Todger and his companions.




  After that it was almost routine. Several of the ragged boys stopped running and gave themselves up. Most of the rest had hesitated for too long on seeing Verity and Meiklejohn in their path.

  Before they could recover their wits, the uniformed men had overtaken them. With wrists handcuffed behind their backs, they stared dumbly at the scene of their defeat.




  Only Todger fought on. He came towards Verity at a run, ducking and weaving, though avoiding the error of trying to knock his adversary down. Verity lunged at him, but Todger was under his arm

  and sprinting away up Trafalgar Street towards the dark iron bridge and the station. Within minutes he would be lost in the crowds, perhaps even on his way back to the Lambeth slums from which the

  gang had set out at dawn.




  Verity and two uniformed men plodded after him up the hill. But Todger was far nimbler and had a good start.




  ‘Stop, thief!’ Verity bellowed after him. Todger was running along the pavement past the Emporium. As though to impede his pursuers still further, he was knocking down the wax

  dummies as he passed. Under the feet of Verity and his men, the slope of the street began to fill with rolling limbs and trunks.




  All the dummies stripped by the thieves were down. Just ahead of Todger were those still displaying female fashions. The first of these was a striking example of portraiture. Its profile had the

  golden enigmatic beauty of Pharonic funeral sculpture, a fine arch of brows above expressionless eyes. The gloss of scented hair was drawn back in an elegant coiffure from the line of the forehead

  and nose. In casting the figure the artist had given it a straight back and narrow waist, of the best fashion, underemphasising the breasts and making the thighs firm and trim. His only erotic

  licence appeared to be in a certain tight cheekiness of the rump. The result was displayed in a linen blouse and a pair of close-fitting American riding trousers made of pale blue cotton.




  Todger had no time to appreciate such details. He raced up the pavement, making no further effort to delay his pursuers by throwing down the models displayed. As he approached the female effigy,

  the beautiful eyes under their fine brows looked quickly in his direction and were still again almost at once. It was only when he sprinted past the warm-skinned figure that Miss Jolly thrust a

  neat foot between his own, and Todger went sprawling into the gutter.




  Even then the hunt was not over. Picking himself up, Todger pounded onward. If anything, his lead over Verity and the other officers was increasing. But Jolly was close behind him. Though the

  American riding trousers were tighter, they were better suited to running than skirts would have been. More to the point, Todger and his pursuers were far more winded than she. So long as she ran,

  as if walking, with a tight little swagger of her hips, the young thief would gain on her. Abandoning decorum, she began to stride out. After a few steps the shoddy stitching burst and the seam of

  the breeches opened with the rhythm of her steps in a smooth golden smile across the seat of the garments. The sun caught this warm silken texture of skin. By now even the uniformed men who had

  retired winded were taking heart once more. Open-mouthed and eager-eyed, they set off once again, racing after their youthful quarry.




  It was not to be expected that the girl could match Todger’s strength. Instead she kept pace just behind him, waiting keen-eyed as a cat for his first error of judgement. It came when his

  foot slipped backward on a cobble through sheer fatigue. He might have regained his balance, but Jolly was too quick for him. A deft two-handed push to one side sent Little Billy’s lieutenant

  sprawling for the last time.




  Ten minutes later the dark shape of the police van turned into Trafalgar Street from York Place. Verity had assembled Meiklejohn, the six other uniformed constables and Miss Jolly. Handcuffed

  and dejected, Little Billy, Todger and eight juvenile accomplices were put aboard the Black Maria. The six Brighton constables and Miss Jolly went with them, Verity and Meiklejohn walking

  behind.




  Only then did the man who had watched the entire incident from the dark tunnel of the iron bridge move from the shadows, walking in the opposite direction. A thoughtful scowl marked the set of

  his features. Contrary to this appearance, Old Mole was unusually pleased by the events which he had just witnessed.




  Meiklejohn, like Verity, was an officer of the Private-Clothes Detail from Whitehall Police Office, Scotland Yard. He, too, had once been a sergeant. But then there had been an

  unfortunate matter of grievous bodily harm inflicted on a member of the public during a raid on a brothel in Langham Place. Thanks to the complaints of a tall blonde whore, Helen Jacoby, he was now

  a mere constable again. But in his private conversation with Verity, as they walked back through the warm Brighton streets, he showed an easy sense of equality.




  ‘You sure it’s right?’ he asked for the twentieth time. ‘Using a young bitch like Jolly? She’s thieved, she’s whored, she’s perjured herself. If I was

  to pick myself a copper’s nark, she’d be last in the list.’




  Verity set his tall hat more firmly on his head, patted his moist cheeks with a spotted handkerchief and blew the ends of his moustaches with the effect of summer heat.
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