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      Dr. Sampson Brooks is on a case that has nothing to do with medicine. He vows to help bring down the man who ruined his father and sent his mother to an early grave. When the villain’s top henchmen are apprehended, Sam attends the hanging. While closing one chapter of his story, he unexpectedly opens another.

      

      Dottie Brown, young and naïve, is duped by a charming swindler. A year after the wedding, she learns he’s not what he pretends to be. Watching him on the gallows, she vows never to be taken in by romantic notions again. Yet fate tosses two obstacles in her path that day—a handsome physician and an abandoned child.

      

      A chance encounter reveals one woman’s secret, another man’s revenge, and a love that will change their lives forever.
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      The Oxford English Dictionary defines underworld as: 1. Sublunary or terrestrial world. 4.a. A sphere or region lying or considered to lie below the ordinary one. Hence also (figurative) a lower, or the lowest, stratum of society 4.b. The world of criminal or of organized crime (usually with the); hence, the inhabitants of this region.

      

      This was the world of Paddy’s Peelers.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      “For alongside the world of Pride and Prejudice and the Nature poets there existed a pulsating, undisciplined urban underworld of young thieves, body-snatchers and gamblers. Pleasure-seekers and criminals alike were enjoying a final fling before the coming of the Metropolitan Police in 1829. Gambling and drinking were endemic in upper- and lower-class society, fraud in the middle classes.”

      
        
        Donald A Low The Regency Underworld
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      peeler, n. 1816

      …Originally: a member of the Irish constabulary. Later: (more gen.) a police officer; spec. a member of the original London Metropolitan force…

      

      Patrick O’Brien, previously of the Dublin Police Force, left Dublin with his wife Margaret and arrived in London in 1798. Paddy was frustrated with the lack of government involvement in crime and the poor, unreliable pay received by officers. He wanted to belong to an organized body of policing.

      Margaret’s stepbrother worked as a Bow Street Runner, and this new policing force greatly interested O’Brien. It was directly attached to the magistrates and court, housed at 4 Bow Street, and received some funds from the central government through grants. The Runners were to become the model of the future, proving to the government and the public that a professional police force could reduce crime.

      O’Brien soon gained a reputation at the Bow Street court for his clever and expedient investigations. While his professional life provided him great satisfaction, his personal life was lacking. He and his wife lamented the absence of children in their household.

      When Paddy stumbled across a sick waif in an alley in Whitehall, he brought the lad home. Over the years, their “family” grew to a brood of seven. The couple developed the unique talents of their six boys and one girl, eventually creating a detective agency as the children grew into adulthood. The men would spend an allotted time as a constable for Bow Street while working in the “family business.”

      Nicknamed Paddy’s Peelers (peeler slang for an Irish policeman), O’Brien’s crew became an efficient team that included detectives, a physician who doubled as a coroner for autopsies, a solicitor who specialized in criminal law, a female master of disguise able to infiltrate any level of society, and a barrister who later joined their ranks to present certain cases pro bono in a High Court.
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        Christmas Eve 1802

        East London

      

      

      
      A mist of icy rain coated Sam’s thin jacket and seeped into his cracked shoes. He was so cold. His stomach hurt. He had nowhere to go. Approaching footsteps—at least two sets—echoed eerily behind him, so he turned a corner and hurried into a dark alley. With his back to the slimy wall, he watched three dark forms pass him.

      Sam had no money for them to steal, but they’d take his coat and shoes. He slid to the ground, leaning against a cluster of barrels, and closed his eyes. Just for a moment. Just until he could figure out where to go. His trembling hands pulled the coat tightly around his neck, and he huddled with his head against his knees, feeling his warm breath go through the ragged wool of his breeches.

      
      “Sam, would you light the plum pudding?” His mother’s soft voice matched the gentle touch on his shoulder. She was so beautiful in the deep-blue silk gown that matched her shining eyes.

      He looked to his father, excitement rising in his chest. “Sir?”

      “You’re a young man of ten—almost eleven now, Sampson.” There was an odd catch to his father’s voice that Sam had rarely heard. Smoothing his thick black hair, his father tugged on his brocade waistcoat before continuing, “It’s time you took on more responsibility and learned your place in the world. Don’t you agree, Mrs. Brooks?”

      His mother blinked rapidly and nodded. “Yes, dear.”

      To Sam’s surprise, she pulled him into a tight hug. Pressing her lips to his forehead, she whispered, “Remember, we love you very much.”

      “Mama, don’t overset yourself.” He gave her a peck on the cheek as she poured brandy into a cup. He gave his father a side-glance with his eyebrow raised, wondering why they were both so out of character tonight. “It must be the holiday making you both sentimental.”

      A thought struck him. “It isn’t because I’ll be going off to Winton next fall? I’ll always be home for Christmastide.”

      “Of course you shall!” His father slapped Sam on the back and handed his wife the sprig of holly to place on top of the dessert. “But this will be the last Christmas… well… as we have known them. You’re becoming a man, and someday, God willing, you’ll have your own house with your own family. Life can change in the blink of an eye or the stroke of a pen…” Mr. Brooks blinked and turned toward the window.

      Mrs. Brooks smiled brightly. “No dour thoughts tonight, my love. Let us enjoy the festivities.”

      His father retrieved the tinder box from the mantel and handed it to his son. Sampson poured the brandy over the dessert, a smile turning up his mouth as the liquor pooled around the bottom of the plate. It was a fine brandy—his father had taught him the difference between the smooth and cheap blends.

      “Papa?” Given a nod of approval, Sam pulled a slender pine stick from the box and held it to the hearth fire. The brimstone at the end flared yellow and orange. He slowly turned and touched the burning end to the pool of brandy surrounding the dessert.

      With a loud poof! the plum pudding was surrounded in flames. He held his breath as the dessert flickered, the pungent scent of brandy mixing with the sweetmeats. The Brooks family laughed and clapped, Mr. and Mrs. Brooks kissed, then hugged their son, and wished one another a happy Christmas. As his mother cut each of them a slice, his father poured the wine.

      It was the best day of the year for Sam. He had received his own writing set, with a bottle of ink and a journal to write in. “For your memories, ponderances, and the most valuable lessons you shall learn in life,” his father had said when he’d opened the gift.

      After they finished eating, they gathered around the harpsichord. His mother’s slender fingers touched the wooden keys lovingly, then impatiently brushed at a tear rolling down her pink cheek. With a deep breath, her fingers hit the keys with gusto, playing “While Shepherds Watched Their Flocks” as they all sang. Afterwards, his parents took their chairs before the fire, waiting for Sampson to read to them.

      He settled on the plush rug, leaning against his mother’s legs, and opened the Bible to a marked section in the Book of Matthew. The story of Nazareth and the babe born in a stable was always the crown on the evening. The fire crackled cheerily before them, faces of family now gone watching over them from the mantel.

      Sampson cleared his throat as he always did before reading aloud, then paused. He looked up at his father, pride beating in his chest for the man who had begun life as a coal boy and now was a prosperous merchant. His mother was known as the Beautiful Mrs. Brooks. Sampson would continue to improve the family name by attending Winton, moving on to university, then studying at the Inns of Court. There, he would study law and become a solicitor. Make his father proud. Oh, how he wanted to be as respected and successful as his father.

      “Papa, tell me again what my days will be like at Winton?” He would begin the Michaelmas term in October. It seemed more like years rather than months away.

      “Well, first of all, you’ll become accustomed to a new routine. Your studies will be difficult, but you have a quick mind. I am confident you will⁠—”

      
      A swift kick to the backside woke Sampson from his dream.

      “Well, well, what do we have here?” sneered a voice from the shadows of the alley. “Anything worth my time?”

      Sam swiped at his face and squinted at the dark figures hovering over him. The chill, damp stone had soaked through his bones. He tried to sit up, one palm landing in something slick, what he didn’t want to think about. He wiped his hand against the wooden barrel he’d been leaning on before he fell asleep.

      The man wore a filthy wool coat with the collar turned up against the cold. His hair hung from under his cap, greasy strands loose and stuck to the side of his face. Puffs of white floated from his nose when he snorted, still peering down at Sam.

      “Leave the lad alone, will ye?” pleaded a woman. She was dressed in a tight gown that exposed her generous bosom. A thin shawl covered her shoulders. “I’m givin’ ye what yer lookin’ fer. It’s Christmas Eve—let the boy be.” She whispered something in the man’s ear, and he grinned, displaying brownish-gray teeth.

      “C’mon then, my little bat. Let’s see if yer worth the price.”

      They moved on, stopping in the blackness at the end of the alley. Their laughter and moans faded as Sam scurried back onto the street. He made his way down Bush Lane, searching for an empty alley where he could hide behind some barrels and wait for the sun to rise. Surely, there would be a few passersby he could beg for some coin from on Christmas Day. His belly growled in agreement.

      Only a year ago, he’d been surrounded by loving parents, a fine home, a warm bed, and a promising future. Tonight, he’d be grateful for a chunk of bread and a coat not threadbare, sleeves that covered his arms, and shoes that fit without holes. His stomach growled painfully after the cruel recurring nightmare. The memory of that last dinner of roasted fowl and plum pudding made his mouth water. He chewed on his chapped bottom lip, and it started to bleed. He gagged at the salty, metallic taste.

      It had been a nightmare when the constable came to arrest his father. February second, Candlemas Day. In hindsight, he understood the disappearing furniture “out for repair,” his mother insisting she enjoyed performing household duties for her “men” as the cook, then the maid quit. The poorer quality of their meals had been explained away by the change in butcher or baker. Yet, Mr. Brooks had refused to sell the harpsichord—his wife’s only possession she’d brought into their marriage.

      After several months, what little blunt his father had been able to take with him to debtors’ prison had been sorely depleted. They’d had to move to more crowded quarters. His mother’s cough worsened inside the damp stone walls, shoved together with so many people that there was no room for cots. So, Sam had left the prison and looked for work. At King’s Bench, he was one more mouth for his father to feed.

      This afternoon, Sam’s last coin had gone to his parents, still residing in debtors’ prison. It had taken half the day to make it to the Southwark prison and cost a farthing of his precious stolen hoard to see them. But his fragile mother would die in the debtors’ prison without a dry place to sleep and sustenance. He’d been horrified to learn that one must pay for everything in gaol. It made no sense. His father was in debt, yet he might never leave the prison walls because all their blunt went to the wardens. Without the payments, his parents would suffer worse conditions in an overcrowded cell, layers of filthy straw for a mattress, fending off even hungrier, more desperate inmates.

      He learned to survive. Therefore, his parents would survive. But it was a daily struggle to find a position when one had no manual labor skills, only book learning. Grown men with families claimed any position Sam might have been qualified for.

      He tried street sweeping, but he didn’t have the gumption for it. The successful boys jumped in front of people, swept a path for them, then demanded or finagled money from the unlucky passersby. He was too big for a chimney sweep. A barkeep gave him a corner in the kitchen in exchange for running errands and tending the fire. With a place to sleep, Sam had held horses for the genteel and sold newspapers on the street during the day. A modiste gave him soup and bread whenever she needed a chore done around her shop. But it
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