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          THE HUMAN CONDITION

        

      

    

    
      
        
        London, December 1889

      

      

      London’s population was exploding. Humanity had never witnessed anything like it. The endless fields and orchards of twenty years before were no longer green, they were grey. Paved walkways and magnificent buildings stretched from St. Paul’s Cathedral west as far as Chelsea and Paddington. Mile after mile of solid stone structures had been skilfully erected by master craftsmen. Beautifully decorated homes, offices, shops and theatres.

      The advent of public transport had given birth to the commuter. These residents of the newly created outer suburbs took it all in their stride. They thought their surroundings befitted the worthy occupants of the world’s most important city.

      London was awash with shiny new centres specifically designed for entertainment, amusement, business, and above all, money. The citizens had never had it so good and they thanked God and Queen for their fortune.

      But on the city’s eastern side, once past the surviving remnants of the Roman wall, respectable civilisation was conspicuous by its absence. Progress had yet to march east of the Aldgate pump. If you found yourself this far east of St. Paul’s, it paid to know where you stood.

      A lot depended on one’s precise location.

      From Aldgate to Hoxton Square, makeshift hovels waited to be replaced by stone structures. Sunlight had difficulty penetrating the dark shadows. Not even weeds grew amongst the filth and squalor. People spent their entire existence in the few streets surrounding where they were born. Not through lack of curiosity about the outside world, but because every waking moment was consumed by the fight for survival.

      Those East Enders who did roam were viewed with suspicion, bordering on hostility. Any journey beyond what you knew had to show potential profit to be worth the risk. It was far safer to stay put and let the good citizens come to your natural habitat.

      If asked, the God-fearing citizens of London might acknowledge the vastly differing existences in their city. They didn’t care to discuss or analyse too carefully, though. They preferred to suppress the feelings that arose when thoughts turned east. Far better to mistrust one’s own eyes and concede that the Almighty knows what he is doing.

      It was a mystery to all why East Enders insisted on living like savage beasts. Why they made no attempts to conform. To take the path of the righteous. To accept the role society had allocated them.

      Decent folk denigrated the misfits. They justified segregation, ignored awkward truths, accepted official announcements that teetered between misleading and outrageous. Did whatever it took to ensure they could justify standing idly by while fellow humans were ruthlessly crushed for the good of the Empire.

      No stock was given to the notion that these people were the victims of terrible circumstance. There was very little understanding that the exodus from rural to urban living was creating casualties, ghettos.

      The very first modern metropolis produced the very first urban slum.

      Nowadays, this story could happen anywhere to anyone. But in 1889, it could only have taken place in the disorganised chaos of London’s East End.

      The decades – nay, the centuries – go by, but when all is said and done, people are still people. Sometimes we make wrong decisions, get caught up with a bad crowd. Circumstances can lead us into the most unusual situations.

      Those who benefit from the misery of others rarely seek change. The human condition can justify many outrageous notions in the name of self-gratification.

      However, by 1889, the voice of reason could no longer be ignored. The Whitechapel murders of the previous year had sent local church leaders and conscience-stricken philanthropists rushing to the area. They had worked doggedly, ensuring most of the ramshackle structures were finally fixed with demolition orders.

      In the meantime, as a temporary measure, the dwellings were filled to bursting. Every last penny of rent was to be extracted from the cash cow before the taps were turned off. In bureaucratic circles, nothing happened straight away. Demolition could not commence until the owners of these multi-occupancy slums had been traced.

      This was proving not to be easy. It required patient trawling through complex legal departments, often in more than one language. Paper trails involving multiple properties travelled around the globe via lawyers and shell companies.

      It was slightly odd that the agents should feel comfortable using business practices designed to stretch the letter of the law to breaking point. But there it was; eventually, they were all traced to the owners. Not real companies, just shells. Nondescript addresses in godforsaken corners of the Empire. Coincidentally, most of the title deeds to these putrid slum dwellings rested in the asset lists of the Holy Church. God’s messengers were prepared to take in the weak and needy. As long as they could charge an extortionate fee and pay no tax.

      This world, rarely mentioned in polite society, was known as the East End. It consisted of uninviting alleys and badly signposted narrow streets. Lamps were few and far between and gave off little illumination. Conditions were unkind to the inhabitants, perilous to the visitor and unlikely to change any time soon.

      Squeezed halfway down the busy main thoroughfare of Commercial Street was a little cobbled cut-through that you could walk from end to end in two minutes. It led to the night refuge on Crispin Street. It was 130 paces in length.

      At first glance, it was no different from many other filthy, insignificant stretches of land this side of the money-crazed city. It was different, though, very different and everybody who lived nearby knew it.

      Dangerous currents emanated from the blackened walls, from the grimy cobbles underfoot. High, intimidating lodging houses were perfect for criminals wishing to hide in plain sight. Transients guaranteed a constant stream of new faces.

      The doss-houses were flea-infested from one end of the street all the way to the other. These squalid hovels swallowed 1,200 anonymous lost souls every single night. Here, anyone with fourpence could claim temporary use of filthy, crowded bed space, whilst for tuppence a man could sleep upright, shoulder to shoulder against his fellow human beings, a rope holding them all in place.

      This was Dorset Street and it came with a fearsome reputation that was entirely deserved.
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            SEMI-CRIMINAL AND ILLITERATE

          

        

      

    

    
      Outsiders with a critical eye judged residents of Dorset Street down to the very last soul. Registered on the only official map in existence as semi-criminal and illiterate, they were at an immediate disadvantage. Sandwiched behind Spitalfields Market, Dorset Street was a place best avoided. Everybody said so. This, of course, only made it more attractive to those of a certain disposition.

      Although there really was no need to take the risk. It was a simple matter to position yourself on the corner with Commercial Street. From there, you could see it all, without getting involved.

      First glance would take in the towering, soot-blackened, cash-generating doss-houses - intimidating places that were easy to get lost in because the owners asked very few questions. Whenever darkness fell, they were havens catering to the transient flotsam and jetsam that working ports specialised in.

      At first glance, Dorset Street always looked frantic, chaotic. It needed a second look to see that there was room for a little humanity.

      Relief existed in the form of public houses both ends of the street. A keen eye would also notice, midway down on the north side, a third drinking establishment. Its sign declared it to be The Blue Coat Boy.

      Towards the far end of the street, at Number 7, there was a general store. Now, this place did stand out. It was freshly painted, with polished windows and crates of goods stacked up outside. Its inviting appearance was in stark contrast to the soot-caked filthy buildings either side of it.

      One man owned both The Blue Coat Boy and the store. He also had control of two of the largest doss-houses. Old Thomas was a natural entrepreneur. He had built up his little empire in the toughest street in the metropolis, and kept hold of the reins. An achievement that can only be marvelled at.

      Thomas had fingers in many pies, friends in many places and an assortment of criminals he could call on when the legal route seemed pointless. He belonged to the alternative community within the community. Long-term residents who played to their own rules. Who felt at home, who liked it here.

      If anything, Thomas was pleased by the reputation thrust on Dorset Street. It made it easier for him to conduct his more delicate business dealings, though he wasn’t so thrilled that it was the first port of call when the police were hunting villains or stolen goods. However, he adapted as each situation demanded. You had to round here. Every evening, as dusk fell across the grimy cobbles, those who had scraped together lodging money headed for the sleeping quarters where Thomas’s minions awaited them, prepared to cater for an impossible number of men, women and children.

      The long-term residents had endured the conditions for so long, they barely noticed the stench, the fleas, the constant state of high tension. Some had been born here; they actually felt more comfortable the worse things became. Newcomers to the fold were often prepared to accept intolerable conditions when they realised it came with the lifestyle.

      Dorset Street never really slept, and many thought Thomas never slept, either. He was always there, from 5am for the first trade, until 2am for the last. He grabbed sleep if it presented itself, which was usually where he sat. He was a permanent fixture at the counter of the store. He watched the crowds stream past the window and seemed able to tell who was going where, no matter how busy it got. The more superstitious among them believed he knew where they all were at all times.

      Thomas knew his success depended on putting in the hours. Before dawn, he liked to observe the able-bodied men walking downhill to the dockyard gates. They hoped to be offered a twelve-hour shift in back-breaking conditions, for which they were paid just enough to repeat the whole sorry process for one more day.

      By contrast, the long-term residents did not rise particularly early. They had no desire to seek work on the dock. Many spent the whole day in the street, under the permanent shadow of high, dirty, black walls. They liked being hemmed in on the east side by the endless traffic bustling along Commercial Street and to the west by the newly constructed, red brick night refuge.

      These anonymous souls drank and gambled, or dozed and rested. They watched each other and waited for darkness. They were visible if anyone cared to look. But with so many rumours abroad, few showed any desire to look closely. Hordes of men could stay here and be effectively invisible to the real world, just staying put until night fell. Then they could disperse, creating mayhem, the ripples of which affected many people right across London. Plotting was how most in Dorset Street filled their days.

      The bell of the store rang satisfyingly every time the door was pushed open. It had done so for years. Ever since the Polish man had owned it before Thomas. He had been a lovely old boy, everybody said so. Now he was dead and Thomas had taken his place.

      The little shop, with its crates of fresh produce stacked high on the pavement, seemed to do a roaring trade. There was a steady stream of what could be described as customers, coming and going at all hours. Some, dressed in rags, invariably crossed the threshold barefoot, while others arrived by horse-drawn carriage and took an age making their purchases whilst waiting valets guarded the horses. Thus the high-born mixed with the low-born, taking care not to actually rub shoulders. And Thomas watched. Always watched.
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            IT’S NOT THAT BAD, IT’S WORSE

          

        

      

    

    
      In an attic room above the store, a young girl sighed despondently and gave up brushing her hair. She looked at herself in the cracked mirror. Long auburn hair curled around her slender neck. Despite the dim light, her green eyes sparkled. She flicked her head proudly then tucked a stray ringlet behind her delicate ear.

      I’m still young, she thought. Still pretty.

      Green eyes stared back at her.

      It is so, she thought.

      She took a deep breath, leant in slightly closer to the glass, and exhaled. Half-heartedly, she smeared rouge across her lips.

      I’m starting to look a little bit older, though, she admitted to herself. Colder, she suggested cruelly.

      She wiped carefully at the corner of her eye, and her mind raced away with the idea, deriving a little harmless pleasure through portraying herself as the cold bitch in some epic struggle.

      My heart don’t care like it used to, she admitted to herself. I’m ready for change.

      She often had internal disagreements. She really could start a row in an empty room. Perhaps a fiery temper was the price to be paid for her Irish beauty. She tried to keep her emotions in check but it was hard.

      She smiled sweetly at her reflection, a picture of feminine subservience that completely disguised what she really felt.

      You’re tired of pretendin’. That’s it, ain’t it? her inner demon taunted.

      She ignored that train of thought and instead applied eyeliner with greater concentration, trying to focus on the night’s work ahead.

      Moonlight brings out the best in me, she told herself, not quite believing it.

      She tried not to think about the past, as she knew that dwelling on such thoughts had a detrimental effect on the way she looked towards her future. But it was all wound up into one jumbled mass. The past would not go away so easily. It refused to be conveniently unravelled from the here and now. From what might be. So she gave up trying and reminisced, allowed past regrets to enter the fray.

      I never got a chance, she thought darkly.

      As it so often did, her mind drifted straight back to her childhood, to the very day she’d realised she would not be returning to the family home ever again. She couldn’t. She had no choice. She was no longer welcome.

      How could he? Such a cruel thing to do. To your own child, your own flesh and blood! At the worst possible time of year! Wouldn’t even let me say goodbye!

      She stopped applying make-up. She glanced at herself. Her lips had tightened, the green in her eyes had turned almost black. Her jaw was jutting forward. Anger raced through her veins. She looked away again, took a deep breath, then looked back. She smiled professionally at her reflection, radiating innocence and light as she picked up the little bottle beside her and took a hefty swig of laudanum.

      She smiled again. She was always practising her false smile and her misleading remarks.

      Think about the future, she told herself.

      Her forays into the adult world had started so suddenly, she’d had no time to prepare. So she’d developed a shield to keep people at bay. It had seemed her best option. Then, after a while, she was lonely, desperate for a friend.

      A man? her inner voice suggested.

      She stopped applying eyeliner again as she paused to consider the possibility.

      My lips have forgotten the feel of a true kiss, she decided, returning to her make-up. They’re all the bleedin’ same in the end, anyhow, she reminded herself.

      Another summer was over now. Last week’s soldier had turned out to be the latest in a long line of broken promises. He wasn’t coming back, it was obvious. Mary avoided making eye contact with herself again. She applied make-up in the dusty, cracked mirror. Deep down, she knew time was running out. That destiny was closing in. She resumed brushing her hair, pretending it wasn’t so. Pretending she had other options.

      But she knew it was pretence. The terrible things her eyes had seen no longer affected her as they should. Nowadays, a callous, cold girl stared back at her in the mirror. She had nothing to lose, something had to give.

      So, she privately admitted, so it’s time.  She looked up again, smiling now and raising an eyebrow.

      Everything changes from here on in! She tried to stop the train of thought, but it was impossible. It was exciting. I’m ready! she silently vowed.

      In the deepest depths of her heart, she felt cold. Even Jack the Ripper didn’t concern her, barely merited a moment’s thought. She had bigger concerns, life-changing matters on her mind.

      God, I could do with a drink, she thought, but for now, the show must go on.

      She smiled and no one would have ever known it was forced. She stood up and stretched before smoothing down the folds of her long, ruched skirt. She exhaled deeply, glanced at her reflection once more, and turned away.

      It’s not so bad, she told herself, remembering the days that had led her to Dorset Street. So I run with the devil now, she conceded. So what? God abandoned me, I had no choice. Anyway, it’s not so bad; I’m alive, I’m surviving.

      Yes, Mary, Yes you are! She smiled slightly, knowingly.

      

      Mary Mullen was of Irish descent but she’d been born in Pratt Street, Camden Town. Her father’s self-importance was pacified by being head teacher of the local primary school.

      Mary’s mother had found time to raise seven children, keep their little house spotless and make sure no shame ever landed on her husband.

      Mary’s siblings, without exception, had dutifully taken on their mother’s way of dealing with the world. She couldn’t have been prouder of any of her children. All except one; Mary. She wasn’t particularly proud of Mary.

      The girl had done nothing but question and argue since anyone could remember. Mary had, predictably enough, fallen in with the wrong crowd. She’d started to brush up against the law. As a consequence, the decent, god-fearing neighbours had shunned the whole family. Something had to be done. Her father’s hard-won standing in the community could not be jeopardised by the antics of one little girl.

      In his mind, he didn’t really have a choice. Reputation was everything and the girl simply would not be told. Conformity seemed beyond her capabilities.

      Mary could see him now in her mind’s eye.

      “If you won’t do as I say, you will pay the price, young lady,” he had threatened. The memories still hurt deeply, yet she continued to revisit them.

      “God help me, girl, this is your final warning. As long as you live in my house, you will obey my rules!” he’d thundered.

      She’d taken his words as little more than hot air – until she had come home late one evening to find the front door wouldn’t open. She had twisted the handle back and forth, practically on autopilot, whilst it dawned on her the door must be locked.

      Her youthful bravado vanished with the realisation that she was being excluded. Deliberately barred from the family home. For the first time in her life, panic gripped her tightly. With trembling fingers, she had picked up a small stone and tossed it at the bedroom window, hoping to waken one of her sisters. There was no movement, so she had thrown a second stone. This time, the curtain had moved, the window had opened and her father’s head had appeared. He had said, and she could still recall the exact words, he had said,

      “Go away, you aren’t welcome here!”

      The memory of it still affected her deeply. Caused her to screw up her face, made her eyes narrow and her lips purse.

      “Where should I go?” she had asked with her bottom lip trembling, but he had already shut the window.

      She had banged on the door with tears rolling down her cheeks for a full five minutes. Then she’d stood on the doorstep listening, as the silence from within the house taunted her. Finally, she was forced to accept nobody was coming to let her in.

      Stunned, confused, repentant and frightened, she had crept around to the back of the house and curled up with a smelly tarpaulin covering her feet and lower body. She had lain there shivering and worrying about the unknown. She almost fell asleep at one point but that was when a rat ran across her legs, after which sleep was out of the question. She worried and fretted until dawn. Then she had rolled the tarp, hidden it in case she needed it later and slunk reluctantly away.

      As morning stretched further away from dawn, her hunger pains became impossible to ignore. She had decided to walk to the market, desperately hoping she’d find something to eat.

      For the next few nights, she’d returned to the filthy tarpaulin at the back of the house. On the evening of the third day, as she trudged back from the market, her father had passed her in the street. He hadn’t even given her a sideways glance. She sobbed herself silently to sleep that night.

      In the morning, when the chill early temperature forced her rudely awake, she was all cried out. She hated them all and the expression she wore suggested as much. Rage would become her companion in the days ahead, nullifying any need or desire to analyse her predicament in a mature fashion.

      As the days turned into weeks, she drifted further and further from Camden Town, drawing away from the place she had always called home. She filled her time by moving aimlessly from Islington to Shepherd’s Bush and all points in between. She’d traipse from one market to the next. Traders would turn a blind eye as she rummaged through the empty crates and packaging.

      She’d pick out the edible parts of whatever mush she found and defend it like a banshee should anyone else get too close.

      Some days her feet were so sore that walking to market was out of the question and she would be forced to rummage through any bins close to hand. It was dangerous in the nicer parts of town, where the residents made sure the threat of the poorhouse was all too real. Eventually, predictably, she’d wound up in the East End.

      Mary was fifteen. She’d decided she was plenty old enough to be making her own way in the world. Screw her father, screw the lot of them.

      Meanwhile, back in Camden Town the prospect of being disowned in such a permanent way had put the fear of God into her remaining siblings.

      Mary had always been adept at forcing her will on others. Yet those squabbles had been no more than petty, childish affairs. Now she was alone on the mean streets, her daily battles became much more serious.

      She cultivated a hard shell for the world. Wore her scowl permanently. She would generate unreasonable bursts of anger at anyone who tried to get too close. Her eyes showed she was without hope. Clearly, it was wise to give her a wide berth. Hopeless people were unpredictable, best avoided and everyone in the East End knew it. So Mary managed to stay unmolested, the price for which was constant loneliness. She held her head high, oozed bravado, whilst inside she was angry all the time.

      One of these days, I’m goin’ to get a life! she silently repeated as, yet again, she walked down an empty midnight road, her senses on high alert.

      She repeated the phrase constantly as she wandered night after night through the darkness. Her mantra helped. It enabled her to block out the grim surroundings, the reality of her predicament. Daydreams of revenge also helped greatly.
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            HOME, SWEET HOME

          

        

      

    

    
      In the eastern quarter of London, in Spitalfields and Bethnal Green, Shoreditch and Wapping, the markets were much closer to each other. Mary was not the first and would not be the last who gravitated towards this part of town. Here, food could be scavenged more easily and vagrancy was almost tolerated. Here, she could blend into the human soup, get lost in the crowd.

      Privately, beneath the surface, she grew more desperate with the passing of each new day. Then at night, she wandered aimlessly until dawn, wearing her protective scowl, feeling more alone than she had ever thought possible.

      She’d had no more than scraps for three days and was begging outside the Ten Bells public house when she first encountered Jake.

      “Got a spare penny, mister?” she’d asked, head bowed, hands outstretched, trying to appear pitiful and not even coming close.

      Jake took note of the pretty young girl with the angry eyes. He stopped in his tracks, patting his pockets as though searching for change.

      She’d looked him in the face then, impatiently and only for a second. She registered his firm jaw, his buttoned shirt, his pristine white collar. Bloody tourist! she thought, already deciding that he was wasting her time.

      “Well?” she demanded.

      “Sorry, luvvy, I ain’t!” he’d replied honestly, with a sympathetic smile. She’s so proud, he thought, with no good reason at all.

      She snorted and looked away. He ignored the gesture.

      “What do you need the penny for?” he asked.

      She turned back to face him, utter contempt oozing from every pore. She looked as though she was about to reply, but ended up just shaking her head and turning away, dismissing him as insignificant, already moving on to the next face in the crowd.

      Jeesus, she thought, who does he think he is in that bright blue suit?

      She’s got some nerve, taking that attitude with me! he thought, mildly amused despite himself.

      Jake was always on the lookout for those who stood out from the crowd. To him, beneath the shabby exterior she showed potential.

      “Don’t want to say?” he enquired, knowing full well that she was likely to explode if he kept needling her.

      She turned around again, this time fixing him with a withering stare. “You still ‘ere?” she asked. She spat aggressively on the floor and turned her back on him again.

      Jake came around her, so they were face to face, eye to eye. A big grin spread right across his face. “’Cos if it’s a doss you’re after, I might be able to assist yer.”

      Mary had frowned deeply. Nobody had shown her any kindness for so long that she was instantly suspicious.

      “I know about men like you!” she spat out.

      Jake chuckled.

      “What’s so fuckin’ funny?” she demanded.

      And with a friendly gesture, he had begun to work his magic.

      “Easy, easy!” he said, raising his fists as though they were about to engage in a quick bout.

      Reluctantly, Mary had to concede he moved well; danced so lightly on his toes, he was clearly no novice to the Queensbury rules.

      “You ain’t goin’ to hit me, are you?” He asked the question with amusement in his eyes, still dancing around her, fists at the ready.

      Mary said nothing, just watched, scowling, as he moved.

      “Just tryin’ to be friendly,” he said, finally standing still and letting his hands fall to his sides with that huge grin still spread across his face.

      “I ain’t gonna ‘urt ya!” he declared.

      “You can try!” she threatened. Immediately, her suspicions returned in droves.

      She needs to be taken seriously, this one, he decided.

      He wiped the smile from his face. “I’m Jake!” he said, offering his hand.

      She stared at him, hands on hips.

      “Got a name, ‘ave yer?” he asked, his hand falling to his side and just the faintest of smiles remaining.

      “Mary,” she muttered eventually.

      “Well, Mary, there’s a store down there.”

      He pointed down Dorset Street. She followed his finger but declined to reply.

      Jake smirked. Jeesus, she’s hard work, this one, he thought. Good job I love a challenge!

      “You can always find me there,” he said.

      She still didn’t answer.

      “Just walk in the shop and say you’re lookin’ for Jake!” He grinned. “Any time, day or night.”

      Mary studied him in silence.

      He’s a mobster, she suddenly realised. Now he had her attention. She looked him up and down more carefully, taking in his polished boots, the derby hat tilted slightly over his left eye, the houndstooth suit that fitted him as only made to measure will. For a split second, she almost smiled.

      He noticed and leant in closer. “Well, princess, if you need a friend, you know where to find me,” he said.

      She nodded.

      “Ah!” he said, beaming. He winked at her taking a step backwards.

      “Well, Mary, it’s been a pleasure talkin’ to yer but I’m goin’ now.” His voice was again filled with amusement. He waited for a response but none was forthcoming.

      “We must do this again sometime!” he said.

      Jake clicked his heels together before turning around, walking away and disappearing into the pub.

      That night saw the first chill of autumn in the air. Mary roamed from Bethnal Green to Bow, half frozen and wishing the hours away.
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            AND YOUR NIGHTS WILL NEVER BE YOURS AGAIN

          

        

      

    

    
      That morning, she came. She pushed open the door to the shop and as the bell pinged, she took in the interior. She spotted Jake. He was leaning against the counter talking. Mary couldn’t see much of his companion. Shadow hid all but the sleeve of an old jacket.

      The man was sitting on a stool leaning back into an alcove. He tipped his chair forwards to look at whoever had just come in. As he did so, he revealed a greasy mop of grey hair and the left side of a deeply wrinkled face.

      For some reason, his presence made Mary uncomfortable. This is foolish, she told herself, on the verge of turning and walking back out.

      Then the old man leant forward and smiled at her. By that simple action, his sullen, craggy features were transformed. In an instant, he radiated friendship and welcome.

      Mary stopped in her tracks, unsure what her next move should be.

      Jake was at her side in a flash.

      “‘Ello, princess,” he beamed. “How lovely to see yer again so soon.”

      Closing the door and taking her by the hand, he led her to a wooden stool at the counter. At his gesture, she sat. Then he nodded towards his colleague.

      “This is Thomas,” he said. “Ol’ Thomas will make you feel right at ‘ome! Ain’t that right, Thomas?”

      The old man had risen from his seat by now. He came around the shop counter.

      “Of course I will. I’d be delighted to.” He took her hand in his and shook it. “An’ what do we call you, dearie?” he asked.

      She looked up at him, doubt flashing through her troubled eyes.

      “This is Mary,” Jake declared.

      “The pleasure is all mine, Mary!” he said, giving her hand one final shake before releasing it.

      “Jake, get the young lady a drink,” he said. “A drink an’ something to eat, perhaps.”

      He looked her in the eye,

      “Are you hungry, dearie?” he asked, his brow etched into deep lines of concern.

      It all happened so fast. Before she could bring herself to answer, a chunk of cheese and a shot of gin were placed before her.

      “Drink up, dearie,” Thomas encouraged, “it’ll make you feel better.”

      She did as he suggested. She shuddered as the strong, pungent liquid went down her throat, then attacked the cheese, ripping it apart with her teeth and swallowing it down in huge lumps.

      Thomas poured more gin as they watched her eat. They had seen it all before. Both judged her situation with astonishing accuracy.

      After a few more drinks, her head was spinning. She barely remembered Thomas leading her to the attic and showing her the bed she could now consider her own.

      In the morning, she awoke with a pounding head. She lay still, listening to the sounds of the street outside. Next, she gave thanks for having made it through the night unmolested. Then, hardly believing her change of fortune, revelling in the first safe doss for many weeks, she rolled over and went back to sleep. She slept all day, only surfacing when her stomach spasmed with the sharp pangs of hunger.

      

      Thomas knew how to treat girls like Mary. There was no rush. He listened sympathetically to her account of her recent hardships. Allowed her time to adjust.

      As the days passed, she realised she was living in a house of sin. More importantly, she realised that neither Thomas nor Jake intended to abuse her.

      I can leave if I want, she reminded her deeply hidden better self.

      Go on, then! challenged her inner demon.

      It was no contest. She was tired of hardship. Her personal wellbeing took priority over any moral objections she may once have harboured. How her new friends made their money was of a minimal concern, one that receded more and more each passing day.

      Over the weeks, she actually began to settle in, to relax, feel at home. Although the slightest criticism was still enough to transform her in an instant back to her former nasty, confrontational self. In no time at all, the drinking, the late nights, the seediness, took on the veneer of normality. Under Thomas’s expert grooming, it wasn’t much longer before these things were perfectly normal.

      This was when she allowed herself to be talked around, to be dragged in deeper. She felt she should contribute. If you sink into the sea of iniquity, how bad can it be? she asked herself.

      Her first client was chosen with expert care.

      He was a young sailor fresh to the dock. It was quick and painless and the money was good. Afterwards, she bathed. When she materialised back into the shop, the deed wasn’t mentioned.

      Like everything, like finding herself alone in the world… like sleeping outside and freezing… like nibbling the good bits from the edges of rotten food; after the first few times, she got used to it. In Dorset Street, people did whatever it took to get by. It seemed nobody was judging anybody else. Mary was with Thomas and Jake, which was all the reassurance she needed. And if she chose to keep a slight distance, that was her prerogative. Folk gave her time to settle in.

      From her very first time, Thomas let her keep a few pennies. He wanted her to feel she was in control of her own affairs. He’d dealt with fiery individuals on numerous occasions. He was well aware that attempting to control her completely would guarantee a negative, troublesome, possibly volatile response.

      He was an excellent judge of character. He knew Mary over-analysed every little thing, felt every perceived slight deeply and, if she deemed the occasion demanded, she had the temper of a cornered alley cat. So he allowed her space whilst skilfully reeling her in.

      Before long, her days were her own but her nights truly belonged to him. In this surreal environment Mary could do more than merely survive. She finally had scope to let her thoughts run wild. She had all day to dream and imagine. There was no longer anybody to keep her in check or pour cold water on her more outrageous ideas, a role her siblings had once cherished.

      It was strange how her wonderings would drift across a wide array of subjects but invariably come round to Jake. He just oozes confidence, she mused. He’d see you all right for certain. What has a girl to do to nab a fella like that? She wasn’t sure. What she did know, however, was that they would make a winning team.

      She began to probe the other girls about Jake. He had risen fast for one so young. Everybody said so. He had talent in abundance. All the essential attributes needed to thrive round here. Mary hung around the store hoping to get herself noticed. Sometimes days on end would pass and there would be no sign of him. Other times, he passed by four or five times in a single day.

      This was his first visit today.

      “Evenin’!” she said, flicking a curl away from her eyes.

      Jake smiled at her. “All right, princess?” he called.

      “Yer, lovely!” she answered happily.

      “Feelin’ better, are yer?” he smirked.

      “What do yer mean?” she asked, frowning.

      Jake crossed the room towards her. “I heard you was in the Bells last night.” He was still smirking.

      Mary rested her chin on her hand and smiled lazily at him.

      “I might ‘ave popped in,” she said, “I don’t really remember.”

      He’d been told that she was blind drunk and threatening to take on the whole pub. Thomas’s men had had to drag her kicking and screaming out of the door. He pulled the stool closer to her and sat down. His face was mere inches from hers, but he still looked amused.

      “Maybe the story I ‘eard was about some other girl then?” he said.

      She nodded. “Yer, probably!” she agreed.

      Jake had heard a lot of stories about her in the short time she had been around. Her indifference to danger intrigued him.

      “All right, are yer?” he said.

      Mary smiled at him. “I’m fine,” she answered. “Are you?”

      Jake ignored her question.

      “You walkin’ up the corner?” he asked.

      Dusk was falling and they both knew that soon she would be heading onto the streets.

      “Yer,” she said.

      Jake nodded. “Let me go speak to Thomas. Then I’ll escort you to the corner.”

      “Don’t be too long,” she replied.

      He smiled whilst shaking his head. “Watch it!” he warned playfully.

      Mary fluttered her eyelashes at him.

      I’ll let people see her with me, he thought. Don’t want her pretty face getting all bruised just yet.

      Jake nodded towards Thomas. “I want a quick word,” he said.

      Thomas nodded back but didn’t move immediately. He waited until Jake had gone through to the back room before he rose from his seat. He strolled nonchalantly closer to Mary.

      “You be careful!” he advised her.

      “What?” Mary replied indignantly.

      He shook his head and disappeared the way Jake had gone.

      A few minutes later Jake reappeared.

      “Ready?” He smiled.

      “Let’s go,” she replied.

      She’s certainly easy to look at, he thought. That always helps!

      Mary brushed a speck from her sleeve and sashayed through the door he held open. Playfully, he bowed as she passed with her nose stuck in the air.

      Outside, Jake stopped and lit a cigarette.

      “Want one?” he asked, offering her a silver case full of professionally rolled smokes.

      She took one without bothering to thank him.

      Cheeky bitch! he thought. But her attitude intrigued him.

      “‘Ow you settlin’ in?” he asked.

      She looked up at him. He glanced back.

      “Are you just being polite ‘ere, or are you really asking?” she wanted to know.

      He smirked, scanning the street as he took a pull on his cigarette. “Well,” he said thoughtfully, turning back to face her, “I was bein’ polite but now I’m really curious!”

      He looks more amused than curious, she thought. She shrugged. “It’s interestin’!” she stated.

      Jake smoked around his grin. “Interesting?” he repeated.

      He shook his head, scanned the crowds and took another drag on his cigarette. “You can earn a lot of money round ‘ere,” he said.

      “I want to earn it now!” she shot back at him.

      Jake looked at her.

      “You can earn a lot so long as you don’t rush,” he continued. “Don’t go round makin’ enemies for no good reason,” he cautioned.

      Mary shrugged nonchalantly.

      They stood smiling at each other until Jake threw his fag end into the road. “Just be careful,” he advised.

      “Always am!” she replied.

      “I gotta go,” he said.

      Mary waved her fingers as she fluttered her eyelashes theatrically.

      He winked back at her. She turned away.

      He stepped into the pub, pondering as the door closed behind him.

      She’s different, that one, he thought. She could be very useful.

      

      The following day, as soon as she awoke Jake was the very first thought that came to mind. She relived his grin, the way he had flirted with her. The way she had relished being the centre of his attention.

      I can’t shake him from my thoughts, she realized.

      That’s because you want him!  replied her inner demon.

      Nothing wrong with that. Anyway, what is wrong? Or right? Who decides? She no longer knew or cared. These days, she was perfectly willing to stretch the boundaries until they suited her.

      Mary was no fool. She was only too aware she was getting sucked deeper and deeper into the sort of world, the sort of life, which would absolutely horrify her parents… horrify all who possessed even a modicum of respectability. Yet, on the other hand, she had never felt so at home. She reached for the little bottle of laudanum on the bare wooden dresser, snapped off the glass neck and gulped down the contents.

      This is just for the time being, she told herself. She meant the self-medication. With him, I can make it out of here. Get away from this filthy room.

      The inner demon was on her in a flash. You don’t care about the room!

      I do! she protested.

      But her demon would not be silenced so easily.

      You’re just using that as an excuse. Using it until you get a chance to use him!

      Mary glanced at the little empty bottle and pretended it wasn’t so. She tried to justify it to herself. Most of the girls take laudanum, she thought. It was true. East End prostitutes poured as much gin down their necks as they could get their hands on. To supplement this, they weren’t averse to whatever mind-numbing substances presented themselves.

      Nothing was illegal in England, and everything was attainable in London. She wanted to take away the pain but, more than that, she needed to numb the rage. Alcohol, combined with her burning sense of injustice, made her a danger to all and sundry. She needed the calmness of the laudanum to keep her drunken self in check.

      She pretended she self-medicated to relieve the boredom, a lie she’d been telling herself for so long, she almost believed it. As the drug took effect, her inner demon, her self-doubts and recriminations, all floated away. They would return to do battle again, of that she had no doubt. But for now, she was free and beholden to no one.

      Mary lifted the latch and half stepped into the hallway.

      “Liza?” she called.

      She stared down towards the kitchen but there was no reply.

      “Liza!” she called again, slightly louder.

      She waited, listening, and this time she heard approaching footsteps. Small, feminine paces. She went back into the room and waited.

      A girl did put her head around the door but it wasn’t Liza.

      “She’s gone out.”

      Mary flashed the young whore a smile. “Thanks, darlin’,” she answered.

      “Said to tell you she’d be in the pub later!” the girl added.

      Mary nodded, indicating that she had heard.

      The young whore padded away.

      Might as well go to the pub, Mary decided.

      She descended the stairs carefully. She went through the shop, mumbling to Thomas as she passed him, “Tell Liza I’ll see her in the Bells.”

      Thomas nodded. He could see she was under the influence.

      Looks like she’s already on the laudanum, he thought, shaking his head in disapproval

      Mary opened the door, grinning to herself. The simple act of walking through a door transported her from calm to chaos. She loved busy crowds when she was high as a kite.

      Faces that she recognised came into focus, nodded or smiled as she passed.

      “All right, Mary?” somebody called before she had covered ten paces.

      “Lovely, thanks!” she replied over her shoulder.

      Mary walked the length of Dorset Street, smile fixed in place, nodding and greeting acquaintances as she headed purposefully east towards the main road. She darted skilfully through the carts and wagons. When she crossed Commercial Street, she had already travelled further than most of her neighbours would in months.

      At the first junction, she turned left and immediately she was in the quieter backstreets. She continued walking east, parallel with, but behind the Whitechapel Road, her eyes defiantly meeting the stare of every man whose path she crossed. One by one, they averted their gaze and shuffled away. But it was a numbers game, only a matter of time. Eventually, she was certain to get lucky.

      True to form, she hadn’t got far when a gent held her gaze. He even smiled at her. Mary stopped and smiled back. Her smile was false, meaningless, but so skilfully displayed it was impossible to tell.

      “All right, dearie? Where you off to then?” he asked.

      None of your fuckin’ business, she thought, but she maintained the smile.

      “Lookin’ for you!” she answered.

      Looking for Liza, she thought.

      ”So now you’ve found me, now what?” he asked.
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