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About the Book

Gifted with a beautiful soprano voice, young Clemency Skinner is forced to work as a pickpocket in order to support her crippled brother, Jack. Their feckless mother, Edith, has fallen into the clutches of an unscrupulous pimp, whose evil presence threatens their daily existence.

Befriended by Ned Hawkes and his kindly mother, Nell, Clemency struggles to escape from life in the slums of Stew Lane. She finds work with a troupe of buskers and is spotted by the manager of the Strand Theatre. Clemency looks set for operatic stardom, but a chance meeting with the mysterious Jared Stone brings danger and intrigue and threatens to change her life forever …
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For Clemency South, who also sings like a nightingale


Chapter One

London, January 1889

The toff was drunk. He could hardly stand straight, let alone find his way from the Strand Theatre to the cab rank outside St Clement’s Church. He teetered on the edge of the pavement and then staggered into the road. Judging by the state of him, the masher must have spent most of his time in the theatre bar. Clemency flexed her cold fingers – she needed supple hands and the lightest of light touches to dip into the flash cove’s pockets. He might not know what day of the week it was, but he could still turn nasty if he caught her picking his Lucy Locket. A bitter east wind brought with it tiny flakes of snow. Her ragged clothes were no protection against the cold, and her teeth were chattering like a pair of magpies. The wind funnelled between the buildings on either side of Fleet Street, bringing with it the damp chill from the Essex marshes. It snatched at the man’s opera cloak, causing it to billow out behind him: this gave Clemency the perfect opportunity to slip her hand into the pocket of his dinner jacket. But just as she did so, he lost his footing on the icy pavement and stumbled against her.

‘What the hell?’ His voice was slurred, and he glared at her through bloodshot, half-closed eyes. ‘Help, police! I’m being attacked.’

‘It’s all right, mister. I was just trying to save you from falling.’ Clemency’s fingers curled around the bulging leather wallet. She allowed her shawl to slip to the ground, exposing her thin cotton blouse with the buttons open almost to her slender waist. She might be skinny and underdeveloped for an eighteen-year-old, with a boyish flat chest and just a hint of budding titties, but some blokes liked it that way. Not that she ever let them go too far, but if it distracted their attention for a few seconds, then that was all she ever needed to make a getaway. She smiled up at him. ‘Want a hand across the road to the cabstand, guv?’

He gave her a shove that sent her sprawling on the ground. ‘Get off me, you little whore.’ He staggered crabwise across the Strand, hiccuping and cursing as he went. Clemency scrambled to her feet, snatched her wet shawl from the pavement, and raced off towards Fleet Street with his wallet clutched in her hand. She hardly felt the cold as her bare feet skimmed over the paving stones. She ran until her lungs felt as though they would burst. She had not heard the dreaded shout of ‘Stop thief’ or the piercing blast from a police whistle, and, as she reached Ludgate Hill, she fell into a dark doorway. She huddled in a corner, sheltering from the snow-storm and gasping for breath. Apart from the muffled sound of horses’ hooves on the cobblestones, and the rumble of carriage wheels, there was blessed silence. No one was chasing her. The poor bugger probably hadn’t even noticed that his wallet was missing. He would only discover his loss when the cabby delivered him to his door. She chuckled. Serve him right, the dirty dog.

She opened the wallet and stifled a gasp of dismay. It had felt fat and she had imagined that it was stuffed with fivers or even tenners, but the only paper inside was a programme for the comic opera at the Strand Theatre. She frowned as she attempted to read the large print, holding the crumpled sheet of paper so that it caught the dim glow from the street lamp. It wasn’t that her eyes were weak; she could spot a gold watch, a full purse or a bobby’s uniform a mile off, but she had spent more time wagging school than attending classes. She could read, but it was a struggle, especially if there were big words. She threw the programme out onto the slushy pavement. Either the toff wasn’t a music lover, or the production had been so boring that it had driven him to the bar. She tipped the wallet upside down and a small photograph fell out onto her lap. She recognised the simpering face of the voluptuous leading lady, Dorabella Darling, which only confirmed Clemency’s opinion that the chap was a masher. Well, tonight hadn’t been his night, had it? He’d obviously been turned down by the darling Dorabella and got himself sozzled into the bargain. She shook the wallet again – but there was no money, not even a halfpenny or a farthing. The bloke would have had trouble getting home anyway, silly sod. Her first reaction was to toss the wallet in the gutter, but she thought better of it and tucked it into her skirt pocket. It would fetch a couple of shillings at the pop shop when old Minski opened up in the morning, but that wouldn’t buy supper tonight. Wrapping her shawl around her head, she went out into the swirling snow. It was too late to trudge back to the Strand and, anyway, the theatre crowds would have dispersed and gone home by now. She would catch her death of cold if she were to hang round outside the boozers in the hopes of begging a copper or two. She was good at acting the waif, pleading for money for her sick mother and starving brothers and sisters, but that only worked in the summer when the living was easy and there were geezers with their pockets jingling with hard-earned wages, and their bellies filled with beer.

She put her head down and broke into a jogging run, ignoring offers from men loitering in pub doorways who were looking for an uncomplicated tumble in a back alley. Clemency was not going down that path. She had seen her mother go that way and witnessed the effect that it had had on her. She was prepared to steal, cheat and lie, but she was not going to sell herself for money.

By the time she reached Cheapside, she was wet and chilled to the bone. She couldn’t feel her feet or her fingertips: she knew if she did not get home soon she would join the rest of the stiffs that regularly froze to death in doorways, and under the bridges that spanned the Thames. She forced her legs to move in stumbling steps; she was getting near now, very close to St Paul’s Church and Knightrider Street. She just had to go a hundred yards or so down the street, turn left into Stew Lane, and then feel her way in the dark to the steps leading down to the damp basement room she called home. The snow had funnelled into drifts at the end of the alleyway, and the wooden steps that led to the area were outlined with crisp snow, like the icing on buns in the baker’s shop window. Clemency trod carefully, not wanting to end up at the bottom of the steps with a broken ankle, or worse.

As she opened the door and went inside, the stench of unwashed bodies, cheap tallow candles and stale alcohol caught her at the back of the throat, making her retch. Slumped on a pile of sacks, her mother lay sprawled liked a broken doll, her mouth hanging open and her lips vibrating with drunken snoring. On the floor beside her was an empty gin bottle, and cockroaches swarmed over her bare legs and feet. A large Norwegian rat was sitting on the upturned tea chest that served as a table, finishing off a stale crust of bread. It turned its head to look at Clemency with small, ruby eyes, and ambled off with a swish of its tail when she hurled the wallet at it, missing it by inches.

‘Hello, Clemmie.’ In the flickering light issuing from the stub of a candle, Clemency could just make out the pale face of her elder brother Jack as he sat, propped up against the damp brick wall, his crippled legs sticking out at unnatural angles from his emaciated body. ‘Any luck today?’ His deep, man’s voice was at odds with his child-sized frame, but there was neither self-pity nor resentment in his tone and he was smiling.

His braveness in the face of their dire poverty and his own pitiful state never failed to bring Clemency close to tears. Sometimes she wished he would shout and storm at the cruel illness that had left him unable to walk or even to stand on his withered limbs. She went to retrieve the wallet and placed it in his hand. ‘Not much. I got this from a drunken masher outside the theatre: there was nothing in it but a rotten old theatre programme, and a photograph of that singing woman.’

‘I bet she don’t sing no better than you, Clemmie.’

‘Maybe or maybe not – but she’s rich and we’re poor. Worse than that, we ain’t got nothing for supper.’ She jerked her head in the direction of their mother. ‘Looks like she spent that money I give her this morning on booze. She promised me she’d get food.’

‘He come here again,’ Jack said, his cheerful smile fading into a scowl. ‘Said he had a friend what was eager to make her acquaintance. And we all knows what that means.’

‘The bastard! One day I’ll get him, Jack. I’ll catch him when he ain’t looking and I’ll stick a knife right through his black heart.’

‘Don’t talk like that, girl. If anyone was to kill the geezer it ought to be me. If I wasn’t just half a man I’d do it meself.’

Clemency went down on her knees in front of him and took Jack’s face between her hands. ‘You’re more of a man than he is, Jack Skinner.’

‘Get on with you, silly mare.’ Jack’s brown eyes filled with tears and his lips trembled. He pulled her hands away from his face and clasped them to his chest. ‘You’ll have me weeping like a girl if you carry on like that.’

She squeezed his fingers and leant over to kiss him on the forehead. ‘You’ll do, fellah. One day we’ll be rich and we’ll eat breakfast, dinner and tea with supper thrown in. We’ll live in a proper house, not just one stinking basement room with cess coming up through the floor. We’ll get Ma away from the drink and that pimp what’s ruined her life.’ Patting his hands, Clemency got to her feet. She looked round the dank room and shivered. The grate was filled with ash, but they had not had enough money to buy coal or even firewood for over a week. It was so cold in the basement room that the windows were frosted on the inside. Her mother’s bare arms and legs were mottled and purple, although she probably had enough alcohol in her bloodstream to keep her from dying of the cold. Clemency shot a worried glance at Jack: he was alarmingly pale and drowsy-looking. She must get him something to eat, and some fuel for the fire, or he might slip into the permanent sleep that claimed so many of the undernourished poor in midwinter.

‘I couldn’t get up the steps today, they was too slippery. So I never got to play me tin whistle outside of St Paul’s.’ Jack’s dark eyes burned like lamps against his pallid skin. ‘The other buskers will wonder what’s become of me – the crippled boy.’

‘Don’t speak of yourself like that, I won’t have it. You’re a wonderful player, Jack.’

‘It’s the only thing I can do.’ Jack picked up the penny whistle that lay at his side, and he stroked it as tenderly as if it had been a kitten or a puppy.

‘I can make a hatful of coppers when the worshippers comes out of the cathedral.’

‘Well, they’re all tucked up in their nice cosy homes tonight, so don’t you fret. I’ll pop out and get us some supper and you sit tight. I’ll be home in a couple of ticks.’

‘You can’t go out again tonight, Clemmie. Not in this weather.’

‘Don’t you worry about me, Jack. You keep an eye on Ma.’ She bent over her mother and began searching her pockets. Edith made a noise that was halfway between a snort and a groan, but she did not wake up. Her pockets, as Clemency had feared, were empty, but she dared not tell Jack. She knew he would rather starve to death than allow her to go out on the dip again at this time of night. She closed her hand into a fist and held it up for him to see. ‘She ain’t spent it all. The bastard, Hardiman, must have missed this little threepenny bit. I’ll run to the pub get us some supper.’

She left the room, closing her ears to Jack’s protests. The snow underfoot was so cold that it burned her feet, but Clemency was impervious to the weather. She was on a mission and no one and nothing was going to stop her. There was a respectable pub in Carter Lane used by reporters from Fleet Street, bank clerks and businessmen. It was not as rough as the pubs nearer to the docks and wharves, and they sold hot pies and buttered rum punch. She went inside and gasped as the heat hit her in the throat like a punch, and the thick pall of tobacco smoke made her cough. The bar was packed with men, smoking, drinking, eating and chatting. She received a few cursory glances, but none of them seemed interested in a ragged girl who had not the strength to elbow her way through the forest of men in order to make her way to the bar.

Hunger growled in her empty stomach like an angry tiger. She was desperate, and she would not stand for being ignored: Jack was close to death from cold and starvation, and Ma would need something other than gin in her belly when she awakened from her stupor. A burly market porter got up from his seat to make his way to the bar, and, seizing her chance, Clemency jumped up on his chair and began to sing ‘Home Sweet Home’ in a clear soprano. Gradually, table by table, the men stopped talking and turned their heads to stare at the girl who sang with the sweetness of a nightingale. She brought such pathos to the words that, by the end of the song, many of them were left with tears in their eyes. There was an emotional silence, broken only by sounds of men clearing their throats or blowing their noses, and then someone started clapping. Soon the taproom was echoing to the sound of appreciative cheers. Taking advantage of her success, Clemency leapt down from the chair, snatched a cloth cap from a drayman’s head, and went round to each punter in turn until the cap was filled with coppers.

‘Well done, little girl,’ the young barman said, grinning down at her with an appreciative sparkle in his hazel eyes. Clemency tipped the contents onto the bar and tossed the cap to the drayman. He caught it with a whoop of appreciation and stuck it back on his head. She gave the barman her best smile, ignoring the insult of being referred to as a ‘little girl’. There were times when it paid to be thought of as a child, and this was one of them. ‘I’ll have three of them hot meat pies, mister. And a jug of buttered rum punch, if you please.’

‘That’ll be twopence deposit on the jug, missy.’

‘That’s all right. I got enough here. I’ll bring it back tomorrow, first thing.’

The barman wrapped three hot pies in a piece of butter muslin and handed them to her. ‘You got a fine singing voice.’ He poured rum into an earthenware jug, added a dollop of butter, a generous helping of sugar, and some lemonade. He went to the fire, took a poker from its blazing coals and thrust it into the liquid where it sizzled, sending up clouds of fragrant steam. ‘You can give us another song tomorrow,’ he said, handing the jug to Clemency. ‘You brought tears to me eyes, girl.’

‘Maybe I will, and maybe I won’t.’ She flashed him a smile.

‘You got the voice of an angel, miss.’ An old man with gnarled fingers and skin wrinkled like a prune patted Clemency on the shoulder.

‘Ta, Granddad.’ His rheumy eyes were either watering from the smoky atmosphere or filled with tears, Clemency did not know which, but she kissed him on the cheek anyway. She carried the precious bundle of food and the pitcher of rum punch carefully so as not to spill a drop, and the men who had previously ignored her stood aside to let her pass. As the pub door closed behind her, Clemency was conscious of a feeling of elation that was not just due to the anticipation of a good meal. She had felt a connection with those men as she sang to them, a sharing of emotion that she could not explain. The snow was falling in earnest now. The streetlights were almost obliterated in the swirling, dancing flakes that floated down so pure and white from the dark night sky. She quickened her pace. She must get home before the food cooled and the heat went from the punch.

She slept well that night with a full stomach and a head that swam pleasantly from the unaccustomed alcohol. She did not feel the cold seeping up through the crude stone slabs that were laid on bare earth, nor the bites of the fleas and lice that inhabited her bed of straw. She dreamed that she was on stage in the Strand Theatre, singing her heart out, and the toffs in the audience were clapping and cheering. She awakened with a start, and she realised that the sound of flesh on flesh was not clapping, but slapping. She sat upright, blinking and shaking off the remnants of sleep.

‘Get off me, you sod,’ Edith screamed, lashing out with her feet and fists at the man who was standing over her, slapping her about the face and body with the flat of his huge hand.

‘Get up then, you idle slut. I got work for you.’

Clemency leapt to her feet, making a grab for his arm in an effort to stop him hitting her mother. ‘Leave her be, Hardiman.’

He threw her off so that she staggered and fell back on the pile of straw that served as her bed. She struggled to her feet as Jack dragged his withered limbs across the stone floor. ‘Get off her, you bastard.’

‘Don’t, Jack,’ Clemency cried, terrified that one blow from Hardiman could kill him. She threw herself between them. ‘Leave Ma be. Can’t you see she’s sick?’

‘The bitch is still drunk.’ Hardiman caught Edith by the hair and dragged her to her feet.

She screamed but she did not attempt to fight him off. ‘For pity’s sake, Todd.’

‘Shut your mouth or I’ll shut it for you.’ Still holding Edith by her fiery red hair, Hardiman turned to Clemency with a threatening scowl. ‘You stay back. Your ma has to earn her living like the rest of us. Say another word and I’ll give you what for.’

‘I ain’t frightened of you,’ Clemency cried, sticking out her chin. ‘You’re a pimp and a rotten bully. She’s had enough of you making her sell herself to dirty old buggers.’

Edith rolled her eyes, stretching her arms out to Clemency in a pleading gesture. ‘Don’t get his temper up, Clemmie. I’ll be all right.’

‘You’re coming with me,’ Hardiman said, twisting her hair around his hand with a spiteful jerk. ‘And you’ll walk proper. No calling out for help or making out you’re badly done to.’

‘You’re scum,’ Jack roared, trying ineffectually to get past Clemency. ‘If I had me legs I’d knock seven bells out of you.’

‘But you ain’t got no legs, have you, sonny?’ Hardiman grinned, displaying a row of blackened stumps that had once been teeth. ‘You’re a cripple what lives off the immoral earnings of his slut of a mother. And it won’t be long afore your sister goes down that road too. I got me eye on you, Clemmie. But first we needs to fatten you up a bit.’ He plunged his hand in the pocket of his pea jacket and producing a silver sixpence, he tossed it on the floor at Clemency’s feet. ‘There’s an advance on your ma’s earnings, not that she’s worth more than a threepenny bit, but you put on a bit of flesh, chicken, and I reckon I could get a sov a time for you.’

Clemency fisted her hands and went to punch him, but he fended her off with the toe of his boot. ‘Sparky little thing, ain’t you? Well, the punters like a bit of spirit.’

‘Don’t touch her, Todd,’ Edith screamed. ‘I’m warning you.’

‘I’ll see you in hell,’ Jack said, beating the flagstones with his fists.

‘Very likely.’ Hardiman hoisted Edith over his shoulder and slammed out of the basement.

‘I will kill him, Clemmie.’ Jack punctuated his words by punching the ground. ‘One day I’ll get him, if it’s the last thing I does.’

‘He’s a devil, Jack. I hates him.’ Clemency stared at the frosted windowpanes, watching helplessly as Hardiman hefted her mother up the area steps. Her body hung slackly over his shoulder like a rag doll and her hair trailed in the snow.

‘Why does she let him treat her like that? She could set the rozzers on him for what he’s done to her.’ Jack ground his knuckles into his eyelids as if he were trying to gouge out the sight of his mother’s helplessness. ‘Why?’

‘I dunno. But for all he’s done to her, I think in a funny sort of way that she still loves him. Don’t ask me why, but whenever I’ve tried to talk to her about Hardiman, on the odd times when she’s sober, she says he weren’t always like this. She says he can be kind and loving. If that’s kind and loving, then I don’t want none of it.’

Jack sniffed and wiped his nose on the frayed sleeve of his jacket. ‘I hates being so bloody helpless. I hates meself for being a cripple, Clemmie. I’m no use to man nor beast.’

‘No, don’t you never say that, Jack. You’re a better man than any I know. One day you’ll walk proper, I’m sure of it.’

Jack took a deep breath and gave her a wobbly smile. ‘You know that ain’t true, poppet. But I swear to God, I will do for Hardiman. One day, I will.’

‘You’re not to talk like that.’ Clemency bent down to retrieve the sixpence. ‘I’d like to ram this up his bum so far that he coughed it up out of his mouth, but seeing as how that’s impossible, I’ll go out and spend it on candles, coal and something to eat.’

‘No!’ Jack’s deep voice reverberated round the bare walls. ‘It’s blood money. Help me up the steps, Clemmie. I’ll beg in the streets rather than take anything from him.’

‘It’s freezing outside. You wouldn’t last five minutes out there. Be sensible, Jack.’ Clemency snatched up her damp shawl and wrapped it around her head and shoulders. ‘I got to take the pitcher back to the pub and they’ll give me back me deposit. I’ll see what I can get with it, but only if you promises to stay here until I gets back.’

Jack bowed his head, saying nothing, but she could see his shoulders heave and she winced, feeling his pain. There was nothing she could say, and she hurried from the dingy basement, and set off for Carter Lane.

The taproom of the Crown and Anchor was empty except for a couple of old men crouched by the fire in the inglenook. The potman was busy collecting tankards that had been left from the previous night’s drinking session, and a whey-faced girl of twelve or thirteen was wiping the wooden tables with a damp rag. Clemency marched up to the bar and set the empty pitcher on the polished oak counter. ‘Shop!’

The door behind the bar opened and a middle-aged woman wearing a mobcap and a frown gave her an appraising glance. She hesitated, and then bustled up to the bar counter wiping her hands on her apron. ‘Yes?’

‘I come to claim back me deposit, missis. Twopence it was.’

‘I doubt if the jug is worth twopence. Who give it you?’

‘Are you calling me a liar?’

‘We’ll see.’ The woman went to the inner door. ‘Ned, come here.’ She turned back to face Clemency, folding her arms across her ample bosom. ‘Ned was serving last night. He’ll sort you out. And what’s a child like you doing in a place like this, I ask myself? And you with barely any clothes on your back and bare feet too. In this weather! What is your ma thinking about letting you go out like that?’

Clemency shifted from one foot to the other. She did not want to admit that her mother was always dead drunk, or else flat on her back beneath some punter, or the bastard, Todd Hardiman. She shrugged her shoulders. ‘I’m an orphan, ain’t I? Not that it’s any of your business, lady.’

‘Mrs Hawkes to you, girl.’

‘What’s the problem, Ma?’ Ned Hawkes poked his curly head round the door. A smile of recognition lit his face as he looked past his mother and saw Clemency. ‘Why, if it ain’t the youngster what sang like a lark last night and had hard men weeping into their beer.’

‘So you know her then, Ned?’ Nell Hawkes’s expression softened as she looked at her son. ‘Give her what’s due to her and then send her round to the kitchen. The poor little scrap looks perished, and I daresay a cup of tea wouldn’t do her no harm.’

She disappeared through the door leaving Ned to take two pennies out of the till, which opened with a loud kerching. He handed them to Clemency with a friendly grin. ‘There you are young ’un.’

‘Ta!’ Clemency seized the money and was about to leave when Ned called her back.

‘Don’t go, nipper. Didn’t you hear what me mum said? She don’t give out cups of tea to every waif and stray what comes begging.’

‘I ain’t begging. And she can keep her tea for them what is.’

Ned threw back his head and laughed. ‘Hoity toity!’ He lifted the flap in the bar counter and stood looking at her with a mixture of admiration and amusement. ‘What’s your name, nipper?’

Clemency shot him a sideways glance. He was not exactly good-looking, but he had an open, pleasant face with a snub nose and a generous mouth. He was not much above average in height, but he looked as though he could heft a barrel of beer on his broad shoulders without too much difficulty. Last night it had served her purpose to be thought of as a child, but now it was mortifying. ‘Me name is Clemency Skinner and I’ll have you know I ain’t a nipper. I’ll be nineteen in September.’

He executed a mock bow, chuckling. ‘Sorry, Miss Skinner. But whatever age you happen to be, you sing like an angel. How would you like to come along tonight and give the punters another treat.’

She was not sure if he was serious or simply teasing her. She eyed him suspiciously. ‘What sort of treat, mister?’

‘It’s Ned, Ned Hawkes. And I meant a song or two, of course.’

‘Maybe I will and maybe I won’t. Tell your Ma I thanks her for the offer of tea, but I got business to do what won’t wait.’ Clemency met his eyes and relented when she read genuine hurt and disappointment in his frank gaze. She smiled. ‘I might just happen along around nine o’clock.’ She had the satisfaction of seeing his features relax, and she left the pub with the coins jingling in her pocket. The cold outside hit her like a smack in the face, and she gasped as the icy air seemed to freeze in her lungs. She had secreted the toff’s wallet in her skirt pocket and now she headed for Minski’s pawnshop in Fish Street.

Minski was huddled behind the counter in his cellar room beneath a tobacconist’s shop. He was muffled in an army greatcoat with several scarves wound round his scraggy neck, and his fingers protruded from greasy woollen mittens like bent twigs.

‘Hello, young Clemmie. What you got for me today?’

She slapped the wallet down on the counter. She had been dealing with Minski, who was a notorious fence, since she first started pickpocketing at the age of seven. Hardiman had started her in the business by making sure that Ma was permanently drunk and incapable. He had found Clemency one day, hanging round in Stew Lane, cold and hungry, having returned from the ragged school and finding herself locked out of their lodgings. Jack had been out selling bootlaces in the street, and Hardiman had promised that he would take her to her mother. Instead, he had taken her to St Paul’s Churchyard and left her with a group of urchins who worked the area picking pockets. Operating in pairs, they taught her how to lift a handkerchief from a gentleman’s pocket so that he was quite unaware that he had been robbed, and how to avoid capture if the victim raised the alarm. Clemency had learned quickly and had soon become more adept and skilful than any of the boys. She had graduated on to scarf pins and pocket books with no trouble at all, and Minski was always waiting to do a deal.

‘How much?’ Clemency demanded. ‘It’s good leather and it’s nearly new.’

He examined the wallet, peering at it in the glimmer of light from an oil lamp. ‘Empty, was it?’

Clemency nodded.

‘I’ll give you a tanner for it.’

‘You old villain. It’s worth ten times that.’

‘Not to me it ain’t. Take it or leave it, young Clemmie.’

She thought quickly. She was used to bargaining with Minski and she knew that he was trying to do her down. She strolled round the dank cellar, rifling through the racks of clothes that hung damply in the foul air. If she were to oblige young Ned Hawkes, and she was considering it, then she would need to dress up a bit. She fingered a pink satin gown, stroking the cool, slippery material with the tips of her fingers. It felt like a baby’s skin and it was the most beautiful thing she had ever seen, but much too fine for her to wear, and not at all suitable. The punters would think she was a harlot touting for business. Reluctantly, she passed it by and found a navy-blue serge skirt and a white, if slightly yellowed, cambric blouse with a high neck and full sleeves. ‘Throw in these duds and we got a deal.’

‘I ain’t the bleeding Sally Army, girl. This ain’t a charity.’

Clemency snatched the garments off the rail; she knew by the whining tone of his voice that she was going to win. ‘And a pair of boots.’

‘Over my dead body.’

Clemency chuckled. ‘I’m sure Hardiman could arrange it. Tell you what, Minski. I’ll give you another twopence for the boots and I won’t tell Hardiman of our little deal.’

She left the cellar wearing a pair of rather down-at-heel, but quite serviceable, high-button boots, and with the skirt and blouse wrapped in a tight bundle beneath her arm.

On her way home, she stopped at a shop in Knightrider Street, and purchased a bag of coal, some kindling, a bundle of candles, a poke of tea and one of sugar, a loaf and a pot of beef dripping. She gave the shop boy a halfpenny to carry the coal back to Stew Lane. He managed to heft it to their door but slipped as he attempted to negotiate the snow-covered steps and scraped his shins. His flesh was mottled and so cold that, at first, the wound did not bleed. He seemed almost too weak to cope with the pain and his small face, covered with weeping sores, puckered into a grimace. Tears spilled from his eyes and rolled down his hollow cheeks. Stricken with pity, Clemency gave him her last penny for his trouble. His simian face cracked into a grin, and he scampered up the remaining steps as if the devil were after him.

With her hand on the latch, Clemency was about to go inside when she heard raised voices. One was Jack’s and the other she did not recognise. She burst into the room to find a brute of a man with his hands round Jack’s throat.


Chapter Two

Clemency dropped her packages on the floor and hurled herself on top of Jack’s assailant, punching, kicking and screaming at him. He lurched to his feet tossing her to the ground as if she weighed less than a bag of feathers.

‘Jack, are you all right?’ Her first concern was for her brother, who lay back against the wall, blue in the face, clutching his hands to his throat and gasping for breath. He nodded dumbly. Clemency jumped up to face the intruder. ‘You bugger! What d’you think you was doing to a poor crippled boy?’ For a moment, she thought the big brute was going to strike her to the ground, but he seemed to change his mind, and he shuffled towards the open door.

‘Ask him,’ he growled. ‘Ask him.’ He barged out of the room, slamming the door behind him so that the sash window rattled.

There was silence except for Jack’s rasping cough as he fought to regain control of his breathing. Clemency bent over him, peering anxiously into his face. ‘Are you all right?’

Jack nodded.

‘Who was he, Jack? And why did he go for you as if he meant to kill you?’

With beads of perspiration standing out on his forehead, Jack attempted a wobbly smile. ‘He’s one of Hardiman’s gang …’ He broke off, overcome by a fit of coughing.

‘Never mind that now.’ Clemency straightened up. This was not the time for explanations – they would come later. ‘I’m going to get a fire going, and then I’ll fetch water from the pump and make you a nice cup of tea. You rest there, ducks.’

It took her some time to drag the sack of coal from the snow-filled area into the room and to get a fire going in the small grate. It took even longer to negotiate the slippery streets to get to the communal pump to fetch water. By the time she had made a pot of tea, cut slices from the loaf and spread them with dripping, making sure that Jack had most of the nourishing brown jelly at the bottom of the pot, he had recovered enough to tell her what had happened.

‘He come bursting in,’ he said, in between sips of hot, sweet tea, ‘without a by your leave, saying that Hardiman had sent him.’ He paused, shaking angry tears from his eyes. ‘And all I could do was sit here and try to fend the bugger off with me bare hands.’

With anger and hatred for Hardiman raging in her breast, Clemency bit into a chunk of bread, allowing Jack time to compose himself. If only she were a man, she would show Hardiman and his bully boys what was what.

Jack wiped his eyes on his sleeve and took a shuddering breath. ‘It were a warning, Clemmie. He never meant to kill me; it were a threat of what was to come if I didn’t do what he wanted.’

‘But what did he want?’

‘Hardiman is dangerous, Clemmie. He sees you taking Ma’s place in his dirty dealings, and he wants me to persuade you to go with him. You got to get away from here, girl. You ain’t safe and I’m only half a man. I can’t protect you.’

‘I won’t have it.’ Clemency jumped to her feet, dropping her bread on the floor and ignoring the rat that popped out of a hole in the wall to scurry across the floor, seize the food and carry it off in the blink of an eye. ‘I’d rather die than sell me body to dirty, stinking men like Hardiman. I’m going to get us all out of this hell-hole if it’s the last thing I do.’ She retrieved the bundle of clothes that she had dropped near the doorway and began stripping off her ragged garments.

‘Clemmie, for God’s sake, what are you going to do?’ Jack’s voice rose in alarm.

Used as she was to living in the confines of one cramped room, Clemency was not shy about undressing in front of her brother. Shivering in her thin cotton shift, she reached for the white blouse and put it on, fastening the tiny buttons with trembling fingers. ‘I don’t know yet, but I’m going to put a stop to Hardiman’s game.’ She stepped into the skirt and wrapped it around her slim waist. ‘How do I look?’

‘Fine. Promise me you won’t do nothing stupid, Clemmie.’

‘I wish I had a mirror,’ Clemency said, peering into the glass windowpanes in an attempt to view her reflection. ‘I got to do something with my hair.’ She went down on her hands and knees, feeling under the thin flock mattress that was Edith’s sleeping place. ‘I seen her hiding her bits and pieces somewhere.’ Her fingers closed around a cotton pouch. ‘Found it.’ She sat back on her haunches and tipped the contents into her lap. In the dim light of the tallow candle, she went through the items one by one. Her mother’s treasured possessions were pathetically few: a string of glass beads, a black velvet ribbon and three tortoiseshell combs. ‘I can remember her wearing these. She was so pretty in them days.’ There was a lump in Clemency’s throat as she remembered her mother before drink and prostitution had left her with a broken spirit and faded beauty.

‘Clemmie, please.’ Jack’s voice cracked with emotion. ‘Don’t go that way.’

A hoarse laugh ripped from her throat. ‘I’ll go me own way, not that of bloody Hardiman. I’ll see the bugger burn in hell fire afore I do what he wants.’ She twisted her long, flame-red tresses into a knot on top of her head, fixing them in place with the combs. Getting to her feet, Clemency turned to Jack. ‘How do I look now? Be honest.’

Jack swallowed hard and his lips moved soundlessly. She raised her eyebrows, waiting for him to answer.

‘Beautiful, Clemmie. You look so fine. Please don’t do nothing rash.’

She hooked up her shawl and did a twirl. ‘I’m going out to conquer the world, Jack. And I’ll make Hardiman pay for what he’s done to you and Ma. You see if I don’t.’

The fire was burning brightly in the hearth, and Jack had enough food in his belly to keep him going for the rest of the day. Clemency left him sitting close to the comforting blaze, having extracted a promise from him that he would not attempt to go out into the snow. In return, she gave him her word that she would not do anything foolish. However, once outside in the bitter cold of a January day, with the future looking equally bleak, Clemency knew that this was one pledge to her beloved brother that she might not be able to keep. With little idea or plan in mind, she made her way to Cheapside, where she sauntered along the pavements looking for a likely victim who might have a full purse or a gold watch. But the weather was her worst enemy, and there were few people out of doors braving the slippery pavements and winter chill. Those who did venture abroad were huddled beneath greatcoats, striding along with their hands in their pockets. The ladies travelled in hackney cabs, and were assisted across the treacherous pavements to the door of their destination by burly cabbies, men who could spot a dipper at a hundred yards or more.

Clemency was getting desperate. Her clothes were decent, but without a bonnet or cape she was poorly dressed for such inclement weather, and this made her stand out in the crowd. She stopped for a moment inside the doorway of a jeweller’s shop, stamping her feet and wrapping her arms about her chest in an effort to get warm. If she did not pick a pocket soon, there would be no supper tonight and she would go home to a helpless cripple, and a drunken mother who had spent her immoral earnings on jigger gin. She would leave herself open to Hardiman and his evil intentions.

Then she saw him – a well-dressed young man wearing a city suit beneath a topcoat that was left casually undone, as if he was impervious to the cold. On his head he wore a bowler hat, tipped at a rakish angle, and he carried a silver-headed cane. He was studying something that had caught his eye in the jeweller’s window. She sidled out of the doorway and stood beside him. He did not appear to have noticed her and she slid her hand into his jacket pocket. Her fingers caressed a leather pouch, bulging with coins, and her heart began to race. With her gaze fixed on his absorbed profile, she curled her fingers around the pouch and began to lift it slowly from its warm resting place. Suddenly, and without even turning his head, he caught her by the wrist. She tried to break free but he held her in an iron grip.

‘Let me go, mister. I was just trying to get me hand warm. A girl could freeze to death out here.’

He looked at her for the first time and his eyes gleamed like blue diamonds. ‘Amateur,’ he said in a cultured drawl.

Panic clutched Clemency’s heart in an icy fist. ‘No, honest, guv. I weren’t up to no good. I tells you I was cold and you look like a …’

‘Nice, kind man? Believe me, young woman, I am not.’ He dragged her hand from his pocket. ‘And you are not an accomplished thief.’

‘I am so.’ She could not let that remark pass unchallenged. ‘Why, I’ve been on the dip since I were a nipper of seven.’ She stopped, clamping her free hand to her lips. She had done it now – condemned herself out of her own mouth.

‘Have you now? I suppose you might suit my purpose, with a bit of training.’ He looked her up, with a glimmer of interest lighting his eyes. ‘Yes, you might be exactly what I’m looking for.’

Clemency raised her chin defiantly, even though she was inwardly quaking. ‘I dunno what you mean. If you’re going to call for a copper then do it now, and get it over and done with.’

‘I shan’t call for the police.’ He clamped her hand in the crook of his arm and began walking along the pavement, leaving her no alternative but to run to keep up with his long stride. ‘I have plans for you.’

‘Where are you taking me? I won’t go. I’ll scream for help.’

‘No you won’t. You wouldn’t be so foolish. One squeak out of you and I’ll deliver you to the nearest constabulary. Don’t forget, you were caught in the act.’

It was all she could do to keep her footing on the pavements where the pristine white snow had been trampled into blackened slush. They had left Cheapside and were now walking at a slower pace along Bread Street in the direction of the river. Clemency was on home territory, and was determined to break free at the first opportunity. Given the chance, she could disappear into the maze of back alleys and narrow lanes; he would have to be Spring-heeled Jack in order to catch up with her. Then, without warning, he dragged her down a narrow slit between the tall buildings that opened into Hog Yard. This was not the sort of place that she would ever have ventured into on her own. The soot-blackened buildings towered above them, five and six storeys high, cheap lodging houses, brothels and haunts of cadgers, magsmen, prostitutes, thieves and swindlers. Even Hardiman would think twice before setting foot in Hog Yard.

‘I won’t go in there,’ Clemency cried, digging her heels into the slush and rubbish that had been tossed out of windows, carpeting the cobblestones with a stinking mess.

He took no notice of her protests, and she was towed along in his wake like the tender of a steam engine, up the front steps and into a seedy-looking establishment. The hallway was long, dark and narrow. He opened a door to the right and Clemency gasped as a wave of hot air almost took her breath away. She found herself standing in a large kitchen with a fire blazing in the range. On either side of it there were boilers bubbling and gurgling with hot water, and pans simmering on the hob exuding tempting aromas of boiled mutton and vegetables. A leg of bacon was hung in the chimneybreast, turning golden brown in the smoke, and strings of onions and herbs dangled from the beamed ceiling. Two long deal tables were littered with the remnants of a meal, and seated at them, on wooden forms, were as motley a crowd of people as ever Clemency had seen grouped together. The steamy atmosphere was fuggy with tobacco smoke, cheap perfume, spicy stew and hot coffee.

‘What you got there, then, Jared?’ A fat woman, who had been stirring a pan on the hob, waved a wooden spoon at Clemency. ‘I ain’t running a soup kitchen for waifs and strays.’

Clemency’s abductor took off his hat and greatcoat, dropping them down on one of the benches as if he owned the place, which, she thought, he probably did. She glanced up at him and saw that his grim expression had relaxed into a smile.

‘Two cups of coffee, Nancy, my dear. If you please.’

‘I ain’t your nanny now, Jared Stone. And I ain’t at your beck and call. This is my establishment, and you ain’t my landlord.’ Nancy picked up a jug and took two mugs off the dresser, filling them with steaming coffee. She fixed Clemency with a shrewd stare. ‘I’d keep away from the likes of him if I was you, nipper.’

Before Clemency could answer, a young woman entered the kitchen. She was smartly dressed in warm outdoor clothes, with a stylish fur hat perched on her head, and a matching muff dangling from silken cords around her neck. In her gloved hand, she carried a small portmanteau. Clemency felt a stab of envy at the sight of such finery, even though it was obvious from the size of the woman’s belly that she was in the family way.

The young woman stopped when she saw Jared, and her pretty mouth turned down at the corners. Her large brown eyes filled with tears. ‘Jared! You can’t mean to treat me so cruel. I’ve worked hard for you since I was little more than a nipper.’

His expression hardened. ‘You knew the score, Meg. It was a straight business deal. There was to be no hanky-panky with the punters.’

‘But I love you, Jared. You can’t turn me out on the street just because I made a mistake and give meself to a bastard what ruined me.’

Stone took her by the shoulders and lifted her chin with the tip of his forefinger. ‘Come now, Meg. Don’t make this hard on yourself. You know you and your child will be better off in the country, and you won’t want for money. I’ll see to that.’

‘I want to stay with you,’ Meg sobbed, beating her hands on his chest. ‘I hate you.’

‘Here, drink this, ducks. You look as though you need it.’ Nancy thrust the mug of hot coffee into Clemency’s hands. ‘Don’t take no notice of them. No one else does.’

Clemency looked round and saw that what Nancy said was perfectly true. The men and women seated round the tables were intent on their own business, barely giving the tearful Meg a second glance. Clemency sipped the coffee. It was hot and sweet and already the warmth was returning to her chilled limbs, but the heat had made her chilblains start playing up again – itching and burning as if her legs were on fire. However, that was the least of her worries. She edged towards the doorway, intent on escape, just waiting for her chance while Jared’s attention was occupied by Meg’s hysterical outpourings.

‘Stop this, Meg.’ Jared caught her flailing hands as she attempted to slap him about the head and face. ‘You’ll only harm yourself and the child. You’ve got enough money to set you up nicely in Havering. You’ll have prospective husbands queuing for miles to ask for your hand in marriage, if only to get their hands on your dowry. I’m sure they’ll overlook one little bastard.’

‘Oh, you brute,’ Meg screamed, struggling and kicking out with her booted feet. ‘You’re so cruel. I really do hate you.’

‘Then you will be quite happy to be miles away from me and this den of iniquity, won’t you?’

‘No, no. I don’t want to go home in disgrace,’ Meg wept. ‘I done everything you ever asked of me, Jared. Don’t send me away like this.’

Nancy dropped the spoon into the pan and waddled over to Meg, taking her by the shoulders and twisting her from Jared’s grasp. ‘Now look here, my girl. You got yourself into this mess. You was happy enough while you was going with him to theatres, gaming houses, racetracks and the like, robbing the rich and enjoying the comforts it brought you. Well, now you got your comeuppance. Take his money and run, that’s my advice.’

Meg stopped howling and sniffed. ‘He’s ruined me reputation. I was a good girl until I met with Jared Stone.’

‘Nonsense. You was a runaway, starving on the streets when he found you. You could have done a lot worse. Now go home to the farm and bring up that baby of yours proper.’

Clemency moved a little closer to the door; she wanted to get away, but she was fascinated by Meg, so tragic and so beautiful. Jared was standing there saying nothing now but looking cold and aloof as the statue of Lord Nelson on top of his column. Clemency decided that, at this moment, she hated him even more than Hardiman, and that was saying something. She shuffled backwards and knocked over a stool. It fell with a resounding clatter on the flagstones and this time everyone turned their heads to see what had happened.

Meg turned on her like a white-lipped fury. ‘It’s all her fault,’ she cried, pointing a shaking finger at Clemency. ‘He’s fetched her in to take me place. Look at her, the skinny, green-eyed little monkey; she’s only fit to sell matches in the street, or work as a skivvy. She couldn’t pass for a lady not in a hundred years.’

‘Here, who are you calling a skinny monkey?’ Clemency demanded angrily. ‘I couldn’t take your place because I ain’t a whore.’

A gust of laughter rippled around the tables and a dozen or more pairs of eyes turned on them, watching with some amusement. Meg broke free from Nancy’s grasp, and she hurled herself at Clemency with her hands clawed. Jared stepped between them and caught her by the wrists. ‘That’s enough. I’m putting you in a cab and you’re going straight to Liverpool Street Station, Meg. You have your ticket.’

‘You can’t make me go home.’

‘I won’t be responsible for the consequences if you don’t go.’

Meg’s face crumpled and fresh tears spurted from her eyes. ‘You don’t love me no more.’

‘I never pretended that I did. You’re twisting everything for your own ends.’

Clemency leapt forward. ‘You really are a brute and a bastard, aren’t you?’ She turned to Meg. ‘You’re better off without a man like him, take my word for it. And he never brought me here for what you think. I’m a pickpocket, one of the best in the East End. That’s me trade and nothing else. You don’t have to fret about me ending up in his bed, because I’d rather sleep with one of them chimpanzees at the Zoological Gardens than with the likes of him.’

Howls of laughter drowned out whatever Jared had to say, but the look on his face made Clemency think that the name Stone suited him down to the ground. His jaw and cheekbones stuck out in tight angles as if he had been carved out of a block of granite and his startlingly blue eyes blazed beneath his lowered brows. He pushed a lock of dark hair back from his brow with an impatient hand. Clemency had the satisfaction of knowing that she had pierced the steel-plated armour that undoubtedly surrounded his hard heart.

Taking advantage of the general hubbub, she snatched a knife from the table. ‘I’m going, and them as tries to stop me gets this stuck in their breadbasket. Good luck to you, lady. And think yourself lucky to be rid of him.’ There was silence as all eyes were turned to Jared. Clemency did not wait to see his reaction. She opened the door and fled.

She ran and did not stop until she reached the corner of Stew Lane where she bent double with her hands on her knees. She struggled to catch her breath, not wanting to arrive home in such a sorry state. Heavy, featherbed clouds had gathered, spilling rain that was now turning to sleet, and she was soaked to the skin in seconds, with icy particles clinging to her hair and eyelashes. As she regained control of her erratic breathing, Clemency hesitated, listening for sounds of pursuit, but there was nothing other than the normal day-to-day rumbling of cart-wheels, and the clip-clopping of horses’ hooves, mingled with the cries of the street vendors and the distant sounds of the working river. She had intended to go home, and change out of her wet clothes into the ragged garments that she had so happily put aside, but if she did that then she would have to tell Jack what had happened, and she knew that he would be upset. He already suffered the twin torments of physical disability and his inability to protect his mother and sister. She could not face the thought of distressing him even further. If she kept walking, she could keep warm. Maybe if she headed in the direction of Fleet Street and the Strand, she might lift a wallet or even a silk handkerchief or two. She began to walk, striding out and praying silently for a break in the weather. If she kept going at this pace then hopefully her clothes would dry out – if only it would stop sleeting.

She had reached Ludgate Hill without any luck, and there was no sign of a let-up in the strings of iced rain that fell from a pewter sky. She decided to try Farringdon Market. People had to venture out to buy necessities, whatever the weather, and they would have money on their persons. She trudged on, mingling with the crowd that thronged amongst the market stalls. Farringdon vegetable market was famous for its watercress, although she doubted whether anyone in their right mind would spend good money on such a peppery vegetable in the middle of winter. She spotted a well-dressed, middle-aged matron with a young maidservant walking a couple of steps behind her. The woman stopped at one stall and then another, examining apples and oranges, poking a fat, pork-sausage finger into the centre of cabbages, and when she wanted to purchase something, she took a bulging purse from her reticule. Clemency followed them at a safe distance, watching and waiting for a moment of carelessness when the woman might set the purse down, or tuck it under her arm while she haggled over the price of a pineapple or a bunch of grapes. At last it seemed that her patience was about to pay off. The maidservant had spotted a young man and was waving frantically as she tried to gain his attention. Her employer was exchanging angry words with a stallholder, and had dropped her purse. Hardly able to believe her luck, Clemency pounced on it, and was about to make off with it when a hand clamped on her shoulder. She spun round, expecting to see a policeman about to arrest her, but the glib explanation froze on her lips as she found herself looking into the smiling face of Ned Hawkes.

‘Why, Miss Clemency. I didn’t expect to see you here.’

With the purse clutched in her hand, Clemency felt a guilty flush rising from her neck to her cheeks. Any moment now, the old dame would miss it and she would be found out. ‘Just a moment. There’s something I got to do.’ She flashed a smile at Ned and tapped the woman on the shoulder. ‘Excuse me, missis. I think you dropped this.’

‘Well, so I did.’ She snatched the purse and her face puckered into a frown. ‘Where’s that dratted girl? Ivy, come here. Stop ogling that young man and do what you’re paid for.’ She turned her back on Clemency and resumed her verbal battle with the stallholder.

‘Don’t say thank you,’ Clemency muttered beneath her breath. If only she’d been a bit quicker, or if Ned Hawkes hadn’t chosen that particular moment to turn up, she would not have had any conscience about stealing the purse from such a miserable old cow.

‘So what brings you out on such a dreadful day?’

Clemency realised that Ned had been speaking to her and she managed a weary smile. ‘Oh, I just needed to get a bit of food in.’

‘Me too. We get through a whole vegetable garden in no time at the pub. Ma makes the best soup in London – she’s famous for it. You must try it sometime.’

‘That would be nice.’ Clemency glanced over her shoulder; she had spotted another likely target, but first she must get rid of Ned. ‘Anyway, I must get on.’

‘Of course. Don’t let me stop you. Will you come to the pub and sing for us tonight?’

She had lost sight of her next victim. Clemency shivered as the chill crept into the marrow of her bones. ‘Maybe.’

‘Look, Miss Clemency. I don’t want to be personal, but you’re soaked to the skin and your lips are turning blue. Why don’t you let me help you with your shopping, and then you could come back with me to the pub and try a bowl of Ma’s soup?’

It was not the most flattering offer, but Clemency was rapidly losing all feeling in her lower limbs, and even her chilblains had stopped tingling. She would sell her soul for a hot meal, but Jack and Ma were depending on her for their supper. She hesitated. ‘I dunno.’

‘What do you need? Bread, vegetables, fruit?’

‘I – I lost me purse.’

‘And yet you gave that old trout’s purse back to her. Now I call that real honest. Some folk would have said finders keepers and pocketed it, especially when they’re hard up.’

‘I ain’t hard up. I told you, I lost me purse.’

‘My mistake, but the offer still stands. How about you letting me buy whatever it is you come for, and you can pay me back later.’

She was tempted, but wary. You couldn’t trust blokes – their idea of repayment usually entailed lots of slobbery kisses, a grubby hand down the front of your blouse and, if you weren’t too fussy, a bit of a fumble, which could easily get out of hand if a girl weren’t quick on her feet. Clemency met Ned’s candid gaze with a suspicious look. He seemed like a nice chap, decent, kindly and honourable, if there was such a thing east of Temple Bar, but she was still smarting from her experience with Jared Stone. ‘No, ta. I got money put by at home.’ She could feel his disappointment and she sensed that her curt tone had hurt his feelings. ‘But I will take up your offer of a warm by the fire. I’m wet as a drownded rat.’

‘Excellent.’ Ned hefted the sack containing his purchases over his shoulder, and offered Clemency his arm. ‘Let’s get home afore you turn into a block of ice.’

Ned’s boast about his mother’s soup had not been a vain one. Clemency sat in a corner of the inglenook at the Crown and Anchor with her skirt pulled up over her knees, toasting her feet by the roaring log fire. She had just finished her second bowl of soup, and was wiping up the last delicious drop with a hunk of freshly baked bread. Ned was serving behind the bar, and the pub was filled with men enjoying a pint of beer and a pie or a hunk of bread and cheese, but they barely gave her a second glance.

‘Well, dear. You look a lot better now with a bit of colour in your cheeks.’

Clemency looked up and saw Nell Hawkes smiling down at her. ‘Ta for the soup, Mrs Hawkes. It’s the best I’ve ever tasted.’

‘You needs feeding up, my girl. And just look at you, going about half naked in the middle of winter. Ain’t you got no one at home to care for you?’

‘I got a good home, ta very much.’

‘And your mum doesn’t mind you going about half dressed in the bitter cold?’

‘Me mum is sick. She’s got a weak chest and has to stay in bed.’

‘You poor little soul. And what about your dad?’

‘Dead.’

‘Dear me, how sad. Sit there a moment, dear. I’ll be back in two shakes of a lamb’s tail.’ Nell took the empty bowl from Clemency’s hands with a sympathetic smile and edged her way back to the bar.

Clemency stared into the orange and blue flames that licked round the coals in the grate. Why she had lied about her mother she did not quite know, except that she could not admit to a stranger that Ma was a common prostitute and a drunkard. Neither had she mentioned Jack or his crippled state. Ma had always said, when she was sober, that Jack’s illness was a punishment for her way of life. God had struck him down just to get even with her for breaking almost all of the Ten Commandments. His disability was her shame. Clemency was not certain that she agreed with this, but there did not seem to be any other logical explanation. She could remember when Jack had legs like any other boy. They had played games of chase up and down Stew Lane like normal children. Her memories of life before that were vague, but she knew that they had to leave the pub after Dad walked out. Then Jack had gone down with a fever, suffering aching limbs and terrible spasms. Ma had packed her off to stay with Mrs Trotter who lived in one of the attic rooms at the top of the building. Mrs Trotter had no children of her own, and smelled horribly of snuff and the raw onions that she liked to eat; Clemency would have run home if the old woman had not locked her in. When she was allowed back into their basement, eight-year-old Jack was lying on his straw palliasse, looking deathly pale and unable to move his legs. Their dad was gone, off to join the Navy, so Ma had said, but he had never returned. Todd Hardiman had moved in, and Ma had taken to the drink. Clemency had been just six years old, and it was then that her childhood had ended.

She realised with a start that the acrid smell rising to her nostrils was coming from her skirt, singeing where a spark from the fire had landed. She crushed the material between her fingers and wiped her hand across her eyes. It was just the smoke from the burning serge that was making them water; she was not crying over the past.

‘Here we are, ducks.’

Once again, Clemency looked up and saw Nell standing before her. She was smiling, and holding out a black garment that was so heavy it weighed her arms down. ‘It’s old, but it’s serviceable. A piece of good woollen cloth like this won’t never wear out, not unless the moths get at it.’ With an effort, Nell held it up for Clemency to see.

The cloak with its faded crimson lining and large hood must have been fashionable a good forty years ago, but as Clemency fingered the coarse material she knew that it would be warm and probably waterproof to a degree. She stared up into Nell’s lined face. ‘For me?’

‘I wanted to get rid of it anyway,’ Nell said, shrugging. ‘It ain’t no use to me and you’d be doing me a favour taking it off me hands. It may not be what the toffs are wearing this season, but it’ll keep out the cold and damp. If you want it, it’s yours. If you don’t, then I daresay there’s an old nag in some stable or other as would be grateful for a horse blanket.’

‘I dunno what to say.’

Nell dropped the cloak onto the settle next to Clemency and her cheeks looked suspiciously pink as she bent over to poke the fire. ‘There’s no need for thanks. Like I said, you’d be doing me a favour – but if you don’t want it …’

‘I do want it.’ Clemency jumped to her feet, wrapping the garment around her shoulders. Its weight made her sag at the knees, and it smelled strongly of mothballs, but it would keep her warm and dry. She could steal a leg of lamb or a sack of apples and no one would be able to guess that she had anything concealed beneath the folds of the voluminous garment. She hugged it to her, afraid that Mrs Hawkes might change her mind. ‘Ta, ever so. I’d best be going now.’

Nell smiled and nodded. ‘Going home to tend to your poor ailing mum, I expect. You’re a good girl, Clemency. You’re welcome round here any time.’

As she trudged home, warm and snug beneath the woollen cloak, Clemency felt a pang of guilt. She had led Mrs Hawkes to think that she was a good person, when in truth she was the very reverse. Hardiman had always told her she would end up in Newgate, and she had no doubt that he was right. He had set her feet on the downward path, and now she could see no other way of existing: but if she was going to be a thief, then she was determined to be one of the best. She quickened her pace. She would go home and make sure that Jack was all right, and in the evening she would go to the Crown and Anchor to entertain the punters. At least she could earn enough to buy a fish supper for Jack and Ma, and if the opportunity arose, then she might dip the pocket of a drunken city clerk or reporter from one of the Fleet Street newspapers.

The sleet had turned to rain, and the winter afternoon had succumbed to an early dusk by the time Clemency reached Stew Lane. As she opened the door, she felt the hackles rise on the back of her neck. The room was in darkness except for a pale circle of light around the fireplace. She could see Jack’s face, a pale shape with great hollows for eyes, like cinders in the snow. His mouth was drawn into a tight line and she knew that something was dreadfully wrong. Her mother was huddled by the hearth with her arms around her knees, rocking to and fro. She turned her head as Clemency entered and her mouth opened in a soundless warning.

A man leapt out of the shadows. His hands were round her throat – she could not breathe. Red lights flashed before her eyes and she thought she was going to die.
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