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Chapter One

London, 1870

Four days of rain. Two dead inspectors and now the fog was back. Inspector Leslie detached his finger from the tiny fist of his sleeping baby and went to look out of his window onto Gower street. His sergeant was waiting in a cab below with a constable, although he could barely make out the shape of the roof of the carriage. They would be there all night guarding him. All three might as well be working.

His wife’s mother came in.

“She is asleep. How is Mary?” He asked.

“She is not speaking again. I will sit with her.”

“I must go out. The guard outside will come with me. Let no one in tonight.”

“Samuel.”

“This mood will pass, it did before.”

The old woman nodded.

The fog had a yellow tinge and an alarming way of following any movement like a grey silk echo. The two policemen in the cab did not notice him at first. Sergeant Pashtine was telling racing stories.

“We may as well work, I can’t sleep.” He called out.

“Where to then, sir?”

“It will be slow going anyway, and I want to walk.”

Sergeant Pashtine eased himself to his feet, and started walking beside Leslie. The horse clip clopping behind them was muffled and indistinct, even though it was only a few feet away. The glow of each street light ahead of them was just a dim white haze. The fog so dampened the sounds of the city, it seemed they were alone. It was a shock when other figures loomed into view, their pale faces tense and suspicious.

“We are looking at this all wrong, Pashtine. The people we know, our informants, they are low level, old school. This is something new, like a war. It is tactical, some organisation is removing the only people who can stop it.”

“They must be very sure of themselves, sir.”

“The French had snipers in the rigging to shoot anyone who looked like an officer. It is that kind of thinking.”

“But it brings attention, sir. They do not like that. Not usually.”

“At the moment it is bringing chaos and disorder. They will be paying someone else to do the actual killing, it is a remote threat to them personally.”

Out of the billowing fog, a cab appeared slowly from the other direction. Inspector Gregory, was sitting by a constable holding the reins, staring ahead and directing the way.

“Inspector Leslie.” Gregory called when he saw them.

“What is it?”

“It is damned lucky I caught you both. What a night. Have you heard? There have been two bombs, at Millbank and Newgate.”

“Good God! Are the prison walls breached?”

“Yes. It is not known how bad the damage is. I understand some prisoners have escaped. A note arrived, before the bombs. A thousand pounds for a judge’s head.”

“A judge? Have you got the note?”

“The superintendent has taken it to the Prime Minister. He is asking for the troops to be deployed to round up any prisoners. The beat is abandoned across London and the constables are being sent to the prisons and to the judge’s homes. And the senior police officers, of course.”

“That may be just what they wanted. We must go to the Yard, we can go on to Millbank from there if it is useful.”

“My orders are to keep you safe at your house, sir. They may be trying to lure the senior inspectors out onto the street.”

“Nonsense. Someone must be in charge of all this.”

It took twenty minutes to reach the Yard, a route Leslie had walked many a dark night. Not a soul was about, apart from a few confused constables who had been placed at road junctions because of the fog.

Inside Scotland Yard, everyone was very busy. Inspector Leslie marched up to the desk sergeant.

“Do we have numbers on how many escaped?”

“Fifty from Newgate, ten prisoners killed by the explosion. Only two from Millbank. They blew up an outer wall at Millbank, just giving access to the exercise yard. They think two escaped when the guards at the gate left to run to see what the explosion was.”

“At Newgate, were any guards killed?”

“I believe so, sir. There was a terrible fight, when they tried to hold the breech. Constables have now been deployed around the prison.”

“They arrived too late to set up a cordon?”

“Reeve may know more.”

They ran up the stairs to the superintendent’s office, knocked and went inside. There were several officers there already. The superintendent looked up from his desk.

“Leslie. You are supposed to be being guarded at home. You are a target. We can deal with this disturbance.”

“Sounds like quite an organised disturbance to me. And whoever is behind it is behind the threat to the inspectors, so I want to understand it.”

Reeve shook his head.

“It could be something else. It is bombs this time. Some damn Fenian attack. Anarchists.”

“Gregory said there was a note about the judges. It ties them together.”

“I think they are just trying to confuse us, doing a damn good job actually.”

“What now then? The prisoners have dispersed by now, surely?”

The superintendent thought for a moment.

“The beat must be restored,” Leslie insisted, “send the constables back. It was a useful exercise if nothing else.”

The superintendent looked around the room, then he nodded.

A number of sergeants, who were waiting for this order, ran out. One called for the telegraph. A few minutes later, as peace descended, coffee and sandwiches arrived from the canteen.

The superintendent rubbed the sleep from his eyes.

“How much explosive would you need to breach the wall at Newgate, I thought it was a fortress? We should go there now I suppose.”

“I can go there, sir.” Leslie said, “you should stay here and direct things.”

“What things?”

“With luck nothing, sir. But this does seem to be a coordinated attack on the credibility of the police force as a whole, and much of London is currently unguarded. They may have planned some more surprises.”

“Damn it, Leslie. Who do you keep talking about?”

“I don’t know, sir.”

“The papers will have us if a judge is lost.”

 


  Chapter Two



It took Leslie an hour by cab to get to Newgate. The streets around the prison were awash with constables and sergeants, calling out to each other in the fog. He could see at once that the damage to the outer wall was near the corner tower, where the wall was thinner. From the street Inspector Leslie could see directly into the courtyard, where many guards were moving about with lanterns. The explosion had exposed a limited number of cells. The damage was so extensive it had probably killed any prisoners unlucky enough to be close to where it went off.

As he stepped over the rubble into the courtyard. A number of rifles were pointed at him.

“Whoa, stop there, damn you. Who the hell are you?” A guard shouted.

“Inspector Leslie, Scotland Yard. Who is in charge here?”

“I am the governor.” An older man came up, he looked haggard and irritable, dirt and dust all over his uniform.

“I am sure you have a lot to do, sir. Can you get me a list of the escaped men, and the dead men as well, I suppose. Is there any chance they were trying to free a specific prisoner?”

The governor considered this.

“Don’t think so, they killed quite a few of them. Jenkins, can you get the inspector his list.”

“Are you secure now? The constables are going back on the beat.”

“They arrived too late as it was. Damn fool idea to send them.”

“There was another bomb at Millbank too, but they only breached the outer wall.”

“Thank God for that. I thought the walls here were thick enough for anything.”

“Were there works outside, in the road?”

“What do you mean?”

“Workmen, digging up the road.”

“There are always works around here.”

“Maybe they went under the wall.”

“Are you telling me how to do my job, inspector? I am damned if I will listen to you.”

“Sorry, sir.”

“This is all I will be remembered for, don’t you see? Biggest prison break in the history of the damn place.”

A guard came up with a handwritten list.

“Thank you. I will inform the superintendent that you have everything under control.”

“Yes, of course.” The governor hurried off.

Inspector Leslie borrowed a lantern from one of the guards to read the list. He recognised a few of the names, but there was no pattern to them, no common thread, Irish, Scottish, French. He handed back the lantern and walked back to where he had left the cab.

In the cab, Inspector Leslie suddenly felt alone and vulnerable. He asked the driver to do a circuit of the streets around the prison. The horses’ hooves echoed dully in the empty streets, though they were still moving at a walking pace. Leslie’s eyes checked each street corner, each alleyway, each doorway and mews passage. Fifty desperate men were on the run, would they stay close or disperse? They needed to change out of their prison clothes, they needed money.

A few minutes later the cab stopped suddenly.

“What’s the matter?” Inspector Lewis called up to the driver.

“I believe there is a body, sir. On the pavement.”

Inspector Lewis climbed down. The body of a corpulent gentleman was on its back, right under the thick yellow triangle of a gas light, which is why the driver had seen it. A young woman was kneeling at the man’s side.

“I am a police inspector.” He announced. The woman glanced up.

“Damn.” Inspector Leslie swore, when he recognised the jowly visage of Judge Broody.

“He has been garrotted.” The woman said calmly. “Old Bailey judge too. That’ll teach him.”

“Teach him what?”

“For coming down so hard on them that has no choice.”

He looked at her more closely.

“Why are you out so late? On such a thick night?”

He tried to grab her arm. She was too quick, and laughed at him, then ran off into the fog. He followed for a few feet before banging into a wall and falling. Leslie got to his feet and walked carefully back to the body.

A constable came up.

“Is this your beat?”

“Sir.”

“Did you know that woman?”

“Kate?”

“Good. You must go with the cab, and get this body to the morgue at the Middlesex Hospital. Can you do that? It is the body of Judge Brody.” He showed the constable his badge.

“Sir.”

With some difficulty the three of them lifted the heavy body into a sitting position in the cab. Inspector Leslie went through the man’s pockets and removed any valuables. There was a small card in an envelope, with handwriting in pencil. He took it round to one of the cab’s lanterns to read it.

Meet me at midnight outside the Old Bailey, or I go to the papers.

He stuffed everything in his pockets, and let the cab go. There could be more of them, more judges who had been tricked into coming here. He had to get some men and do a search.

Leslie ran back towards the prison, and ordered two of the sergeants who were still there to send their constables on a sweep of the nearby streets. Leslie himself performed a slow patrol of the streets around the prison, but he met with nothing but policemen.

By the time dawn was breaking, a light wind from the river began to slowly shift the fog. The constables had found two more bodies, and ten prisoners had been recovered. One group of prisoners had broken into the cellars of a nearby pub and drank themselves incapable. Others were quickly recovered at their home addresses. None had apparently known about the explosion until it happened.

In the light the breach in the wall seemed even more obscenely improbable, and a crowd gathered to look into it and the activity around it.

 


  Chapter Three



The three women’s carriages arrived together, but they did not speak until they were inside the warehouse. The old man who opened the door disappeared into a back room, and re-emerged with a tray laden with gin, lemons, bread and oysters. He placed it on a bamboo table around which three odd arm-chairs were arranged.

Princess Quickley sat down in the smallest chair and lit her pipe.

“The men outside, they will talk of course.” She looked at the others through half closed eyes.

“Don’t worry. We’ll want them wondering.”

“Do we?” June Grant lowered her robust frame into the largest chair, leaving Laura O'Connell standing.

“Who’s after a splash of gin?” Laura asked.

“Afterwards maybe. Sit down. You trust this man, William Scanlan?” Princess asked. “No one seems to know anything about him, other than his debts.”

“I have known him for two years.” June replied, “he has been on the continent. His debts are a mask.”

“Not what I heard.” Princess replied. “His brother works for the City Mission, we see him around Whitechapel sometimes. Big man.”

June looked at the two other women. “William says the gangs in Berlin work together, they share information instead of fighting.”

“What information?”

“They work together against the police. Who are our common enemy, are they not?”

“We have arrangements with the police.” Princess said dismissively.

“We all do, that is the point. We are paying some of them three times.” June replied.

“Are we?” Laura said.

“He says the gangs swap jobs. You need someone hurt, or a place burnt down. We do it for you and you for us. Confuses the coppers.”

“We would have to trust you to do that, which we don’t. Nofin personal.” Princess said sharply.

“We are each other’s main competitors.” Laura said. “We only work together to force other eejits out.”

“William would act as a go-between, you see. We would not have to meet.”

“I don’t mind meeting, like, for a drink.” Laura replied.

“What is in it for him, then?” Princess asked.

“We give him information as well. He likes to blackmail a few aristos and that, from time to time. In Berlin they agreed some rules, a percentage of the gain, if the information is used. A time frame, so it is clear who is doing what, and we don’t step on each other’s toes. We use each other’s strengths, like your warehouse at Tooley Street, Princess, to get top end stuff out of the country quick.”

“Moses won’t like it.”

“William says we should start small, till we trust each other.”

“What about the fighting?” Princess asked.

“Daniel agrees to stop.” Laura said. “We can’t afford to lose any more good men.”

“William says we should pretend to keep the fighting up. Confuse the boys at Whitehall.”

“Are you sleeping with him? I don’t see how he just turns up and we are supposed to trust him.”

“That is not important. Mike doesn’t need to know that, ‘specially.” June put in. “Don’t tell me you want to keep fighting, Princess? I know you are hiring new people, it must be costly.”

“No I don’t. It’s stupid. It’s just that Moses is a proud man.”

“William says London is not like Berlin, or Paris. Here we have three strong women who can deal with each other diplomatically.”

“Quite a big word that,” Princess replied, “you have been spending a lot of time with him.”

“We have all learned to control our husbands. Protect them from themselves.”

Princess glanced at the other two. Small nods all round.

“I will leave here first.” June said. “This is a list of the policemen we are paying off, by division.” She handed out copies of the list, and poured three drinks while they were reading it.

“Does he do a lot of foreign stuff, you know, from his travels. This William Scanlan?” Laura asked with a raised eyebrow.

“He does my dear.” June replied with a laugh.

“Why did Inspector Harris get killed then, if you were paying him?” Princess had put on a pair of wire rimmed glasses and was reading the list carefully.

“Scanlon says that is his gift to us, to kill two senior inspectors to show he is serious. They are the only men in London clever enough to stop us, the police inspectors as a whole that is, not those two particularly. William didn’t know you were paying him as well, if you were. We found Harris didn’t help us much, to be honest, for the money.”

“Kicking a hornet’s nest, that’s what Moses will say.”

“But what do you say, Princess? Isn’t that what matters? The men hesitate until it is too late, especially with anything new. You know that.” June slurped down an oyster.

“Wouldn’t it be better to kill the ones we can’t bribe?”

“Like I said, by the end Harris was costing more than he delivered. Threatened all sorts when I told him what I thought of him.” June replied. “Turned quite nasty and personal.”

“We do know a few of these men.” Princess waved the list. “I will have words, if they are taking money from you well.”

“Not just yet, Princess. We don’t want them to know we are working together.”

“He wants the names of a few aristos having a bit on the side?”

“Say, just for example, you happen to have an interest in a nice place in the Haymarket, where such gentlemen go of an evening. The name of one or two rich men, who like their bottoms spanked, or whatever. He does the blackmailing, you get a percentage. No one suspects you.”

“What percentage?”

“Twenty.” June said quickly. She couldn’t remember the exact figure, William had some complicated formula.

“Does he need proof?”

“Letters. Statements. Letters in their own handwriting. Perhaps the girls could write to the men some sob story, saying how much they missed them, get a letter back. He can probably arrange all that, if he knows the names of the girls as well.”

“I’ll think about it. Keep him at arms length for now.” Princess replied, “I’ll send you both one of these lists. I don’t see how that does any harm.”

“Good.”

“One thing though.” Princess said. “This man’s brother, who works at the mission in Mile End Road. He is on the new Crime Commission is he not? There is an inspector, Lords Egan and Fanning, Professor Stumm. Some lawyers and prison governors. Their names are in the papers today after the outrages. They are to discuss crime in London and reform the police.”

“Nothing will change.”

“Just the same, it might be good to know what they are discussing. If William can get it out of his brother.”

“I can ask him, Princess, but I don’t think he and his brother see eye to eye.”

“Moses don’t like to talk about it, but the truth is he is not getting any younger. If this was a normal business, we would be leaving it to Michael by now.”

“You have money, Princess.”

“Money I can’t explain.”

“Just pretend you have a mill up north.”

“No Jewish family in London has a mill up north.”

“You want to go legal?”

“I want to be respectable in a year or two, to see a path to that.”

“Maybe Scanlan can help with that.”

“How?”

“I don’t know, I’ll ask him. He talks about hiding money. Moving it abroad.”

“Disappearing with it more like. If it went so well in Berlin, why is he here? Huh? So far, he has rocked the boat with the two inspectors. He needs to calm down a bit.”

“I agree Princess, this was just his calling card. What about you, Laura?”

“Nothing lasts forever. I am after moving to New York, meself. My brothers are there, you just leave the past behind, take a bag of jewels.” Laura said.

“I couldn’t leave England.” June said.

They finished their glasses of gin.

“Is it agreed then?” June asked.

“Tell him, no more dead polis for now. He wasn’t anything to do with the bombing was he?”

“I thought that was your lot.” Princess looked at Laura, who shook her head.

“I heard someone invited three judges to be waiting in the street outside the Old Bailey, then they blew the wall to let the prisoners out to attack them. Only one judge came, and he got killed when the prisoners recognised him. Takes chutzpah to come up with a plan like that. Some balls.” Princess blew out a stream of smoke.

“I’m sure they’ll blame the Irish, usually do.” Laura said.

“I’ll give him some names,” Princess replied. “For the blackmail, see what he comes back with. We will arrange a few incidents to show the war is still on.”

“Blood?”

“We have some men we don’t trust.” June said.” I am sure you do too. Bad for morale to kill them ourselves. We can have lots of shooting and leave some bodies. Next Saturday, Ten Bells in Seven Dials. Eleven.”

“Won’t the men talk?”

“Just the usual idiots who want to fight. Five men each, three with guns, two with knives. The men with guns shoot the ones with knives on their own side. Just you and me, this time, Laura.”

“You are so practical. I’ll talk to Daniel.”

“Leave a message on the door at Callahan’s, across the road from the Ten Bells. Ask for Steve.”

“Is that one of yours?” Princess asked.

“They all are round there.” Laura laughed. “Better warn Moses.”

“Your girls would eat him alive. He is quite the traditional husband, I can tell you.”

“We can meet here in two weeks if all’s well. I will write. Something about flowers, white is good, red is bad.” The three women shook hands.

“And we need details.” Laura added to June. “About the foreign stuff.”

Princess disappeared gratefully into her carriage, eager to be away. She tried to think about what they had discussed, as much as one could with the noise.

She did not trust the two women. She liked their company, and God knows she had few female companions who understood her position. But she knew well enough that family and tribe would always come first.

It was necessary to stop the fighting though. It was always flaring up where there were overlaps in territorial interest, but it wasted time and good men. She could present a truce to Moses easily enough. However, real cooperation was a trickier prospect. She would show him the list of policemen June was paying, but he might say it was a trick, which was always possible. They would have to agree to investigate.

The bigger problem was the years ahead. Moses was sixty, their son fifteen. Some mornings it took Moses a few minutes of coughing to clear his throat. He was unsteady on his feet getting dressed. He couldn’t get it up any more, or had stopped trying. Moses would not want to admit it, but they needed to cut and run, get the money out and set their son up in some legal business somewhere else.






  Chapter Four



William Scanlan was a proud man. He was living with his sister in his father’s old apartment in a red brick building on Long Acre, a neat and modern place. His father’s bedroom was decorated with a delicate balance of velvet on the walls, red and brown art works, and peacock lamps. They had similar taste in art, if nothing else in common. William sat in his father’s favourite armchair by the fire and looked at the huge pale naked body sprawled asleep on the bed. The one object in the room he did not like and could not remove.

June Grant often did this on her afternoon visits. She drank a whole bottle of German white wine, ate three or four sandwiches, took him to bed, and then fell happily asleep. She was not a stupid woman, despite her drawling accent. She had a farmer’s way of thinking, she worried about what mattered today, she watched the weather, and planned for next year. Fencing stolen goods was presumably the same, you managed what was coming in today, but you planned in seasons and cycles.

June had told him about the meeting, the reaction of the two other women. They had agreed to stop fighting, which was good, and to consider sharing information. They had not been so sure about his ‘gift’. Perhaps that had been a bit too continental for them. In Italy, he might have banged the severed head of a policeman down on the dining table and everyone would have applauded. Or so he had heard.

William hated not being in control, having to work by persuasion. The killing of the two inspectors had been a brave, bold plan, but June hadn’t even been interested in how he had done it. ‘The less I know the better, dear.’ She assumed he had paid someone one, to be fair he had hinted at that, because it made it look like he had such connections, and that the crimes couldn’t come back to him. He hadn’t told her he was behind the bombing.

The body on the bed was stirring.

“Come here love.” He took off his dressing gown and lay next to her. She turned over towards him.

“The girls were teasing me.” June said. “About your continental ways.”

“Were they?”

“I bought some oil we could try, it’s in my bag.”

“Not on the bed.”

“In the bath then.”

 


  Chapter Five



“I call to order this meeting of the Crime Investigation Committee.” Professor Stumm nodded to the young, dark haired woman next to him, to start taking notes. The professor’s daughter, Leslie guessed, from their familiarity.

Inspector Leslie looked around the room, he recognised most of the men apart from the man from the City Mission, Reverend Scanlan. It seemed an odd selection, the two Lords seemed only mildly interested and Professor Stumm already had his own strong opinions, laid out forcefully in the books he had written. The representatives of the justice system had their own points of view, from his previous experience. He felt like a fish out of water.

The professor cleared his throat again and looked around the table.

“This committee has to report in six month’s time on the changing pattern of criminal behaviour within the capital and to advise on changes to policing strategy and sentencing policy. Ideally, we will be given more time after that to set up a clear structure of measurement so we can monitor the effects of any changes we make.” He checked his daughter was keeping up.

There was a knock at the door, and two gentlemen came in. The Commissioner of Police and the Home Secretary.

“Sorry professor, to be late, but we have come from the Prime Minister.”

“How so?”

“He wanted to be sure you would not be swayed by recent events.”

“Of course.”

“While doing something concrete about them.”

“What does he want, then?” The professor said irritably, taking his glasses off as there seemed to be no point trying to follow the written notes he had made for the meeting.

“Advice to give the house by next week.”

“We are also to join the committee.”

The professor’s eyes dropped involuntarily to the papers in front of him.

“You will still be chair of course.” The Home Secretary said quietly. “I may not be able to attend all the meetings. He just wants a sense of a strategic direction being taken.”

The commissioner glanced at Inspector Leslie who nodded back. The commissioner was several ranks above him, and had been critical in the past of his methods. Or so he was given to understand by Superintendent Reeve.

“If I may say something?” The commissioner asked the chair.

“Of course.”

“Two senior detective inspectors have been murdered in recent weeks. And an Old Bailey judge. We have currently eight active inspectors at that senior level, Inspector Leslie will be able to explain the work that they do, but these inspectors are hard to replace, they have years of experience between them. We suspect gangs of organised criminals are behind the attacks.”

“What is this committee supposed to do about it?”

“The Prime Minister is not interested in a report in six month’s time that says crime may be linked to poverty, or some such waffle. Someone blew a hole in the wall of Newgate prison and a number of prisoners escaped. They have mostly been rounded up, but these are military tactics, gentlemen. This has become a war, deliberately designed to reduce the resources we have to fight with. An Old Bailey judge has been killed. Money is being offered to kill members of the Criminal Justice system. The stakes are very high.”

Leslie had heard the commissioner talk before, but never with such determination and passion.

“I cannot see how we can possibly produce sound advice in such a short time.”

“Inspector Leslie, you can explain better.”

“Perhaps what the commissioner means is that there are different levels of crime that need a different approach. This is a kind of residual crime we get from poverty and overcrowding. Then there are more skilled operators, who can climb into a house, or open a safe, or forge a coin. Above them we believe there are the organised groups, production lines of crime. We are seeing signs of these at work, recently.”

Leslie looked around the room. The professor nodded so he continued.

“Field Lane, for example, is a street of receivers of stolen goods. There are areas of slums which are mostly Irish who the police leave alone. There are criminals making so much money they are paying policemen to look the other way, to protect their interests. There are criminal elements benefitting from the betting at racecourses. To sum up, crime today is as diverse, and sophisticated as legitimate business, it goes in scale from a single costermonger and his cart, up to an international company.”

“We need to have different approaches to the different levels?”

“Possibly. We need to assume, for example, only a small proportion of criminals get caught.”

“Is that not your job, to catch the criminals?”

“Also, that only a small proportion of crimes are reported.”

“How so?”

“Embarrassment, low value, mistrust of the judiciary and the police, all sorts of reasons. Crime between criminals.”

“Surely we do not care if the crime goes unreported?” Lord Egan asked.

The professor held up his hands. “Enough. We need to have a structure to this discussion. What does the legal profession say about criminal organisations?”

“The law is based on individual responsibility, an individual has to be proved to have performed an illegal action.” One of the lawyers said.

“Is that not sound?”

“If you have someone behind the scenes organising the crimes, who does not commit the crimes themselves, it is trickier to convict.”

“Surely you have laws for that?”

“Not as such, unless it is treason or some grand conspiracy like that.”

“In some cases,” Inspector Leslis said, “the gang leader earns respect by being the best fighter, and so they are in the thick of it. Sometimes it is a coordinator, a woman even, behind the scenes.”

“A woman? Are you mad?”

“Why not, organisational skills are not about strength. It is about negotiation and persuasion, tactics and strategy. No one suspects them.”

“Would these ruffians obey a woman?”

“Not all criminals are ruffians, as you call it. They might be men and women with skill and nerve. They use violence as a tool.”

“They are morally corrupt, bankrupt, lost souls.” Reverend Scanlan put in, forcibly. “We need to put more money into the missions, rebuild the power of the church in the poor areas, encourage Sunday schools, shut public houses. Tackle the various problems with society at the root cause.”

“Thank you, Reverend.” The professor spoke. “I start to see a way through this, the different approaches, legal, religious, police, education may work differently for the different categories of crime.”

“Drink is the single biggest cause of crime.” Reverend Scanlan continued.

“Of a certain kind of crime, perhaps.” Leslie replied.

“Drink separates man from his higher nature.”

The debate went on for another hour, and they agreed to meet the following week to refine a statement of intent, which could go to the Prime Minister. As they walked out, Inspector Leslie found the police commissioner beside him.

“Sorry to surprise you there, Inspector. I have learnt not to press my point too hard when I am in danger of getting angry.”

“Sir.”

“I think you held your ground very well. I will leave you to it. That bit about women shook them, is it true?”

“Not women on their own, perhaps sir, but women in criminal families. There is more equality in the lower classes, in my experience.”

“You have some very modern ideas, inspector, you must butt heads with Superintendent Reeve all the time.”

“Sir.”

“He is very concerned about the deaths of the two inspectors, as am I. Do we know they are linked?”

“Both were killed by rifle shots at night. A body was left on the street, it was planned so when the inspector arrived they were silhouetted against a gas light. They can tell the senior detectives from the plain clothes and the age, but I get the feeling they know us individually. We are all aware of this particular risk now.”

“There will have to be some quick promotions. Reeve has a couple of men on some fast track, he tells me. There may have to be more of that.”

“Sir.”

Someone more important came up, and the commissioner turned to talk to them. Inspector Leslie walked back to the Yard, more than a little confused and perturbed by his chats with such senior men. Reeve would not like it.

 


  Chapter Six



No sooner than June Grant had washed herself, dressed and left, than Scanlon’s brother arrived.

“Who was that woman in the corridor? I did not recognise her.” He asked.

“I have been sitting here with my Carlyle.” Scanlan waved a nearby book.

“He puts a lot of himself into the letters. Cromwell was no hero to the Irish or the Scots. That much is true.”

“But an interesting study, none the less. Brother, how are things with the mission?”

“What do you care?”

“There are slums in Berlin, of course I care. Anyway, if you are interested, brother, then I am interested.”

“Indeed. We are short of men, and every supposed improvement seems to make things worse. They clear one slum for the others to become more crowded. I see the same men at the reform meetings that go round with their thugs collecting rents. The Irish are the worst, oppressing their own people.”

William nodded. The Reverend Scanlan sat down next to his brother.

“If you fit enough people at a few pennies a day into a place, it makes as much as renting it to a single family, though of course the effluence is much multiplied. I had a gentlewoman I was escorting faint from the smell last week, we had to carry her to her carriage, while the locals laughed at us.”

“Really?”

“The courtyard was a few inches deep in excrement, the inhabitants crossed by stepping from brick to brick.”

“Will you have some tea?”

“And a sandwich if you have it.”

“You are spoken of in the papers as a great expert on the East End. On the new Crime Commission.”

“Yes, we met earlier today.” The reverend sighed deeply.

“Not good?”

“The Professor who is chair, thinks it is his baby and we can meander for six months or more. The Prime Minister wants a statement next week. We will have to react every time there is an outrage. And I am a lone voice when I talk about mission and education and drink and all the root causes of the problems. It is as if the moral decay of society is not real to them.”

“What are the police saying about the recent attacks on them?”

“What do you mean?”

“The dead inspectors. The bombs at Newgate and Millbank. The murder of Judge Broody.”

“You have more time than me to read the papers, William. They were not mentioned much. The police seem to believe that some, at least, of the crime is organised, and by women of all things. I seem to be the sole voice for the moral side of things. Or of common sense, for that matter.”

“I am sure you will keep your end up.”

“Actually, there is something I wanted to talk to you about, William, if you are to be back in London for good. We really must get you introduced to a sound congregation. London is fickle at the moment, so many are seduced by the high church, or in the grip of some proletarian thinking. Nonconformists, Methodists from the west. Baptists. Catholics even.”

“You wish to find the right sect for my soul’s education, how quaint.”

“I need you to commit to going, if I do find you somewhere. I have my reputation to think of, if I introduce you. You need to keep the right kind of society as well, William. The right kind of friends.”

“I prefer to choose my own friends, brother.”

“Which church are you attending at the moment?”

“Nowhere. And I feel no different for it, in all honesty.”

“That is absurd.”

“Alright brother, for the sake of our harmony, please do suggest a church and I will dutifully go there until I can stand it no longer.”

“This is not an amusement for me. I worry about the ideas you were exposed to in your time abroad. Whatever were you doing?”

“Running up bills mainly. I am grateful for the use of the apartment while you are in the East End.”

“You have been quick to fill it with your knick-knacks. I may have to stay from time to time with this commission.”

“Of course.”

“I must be off. I will just use the toilet.”

William hoped he had cleared the oil up. The floor had been treacherous. What had the woman been thinking, spreading her great white buttocks with her hands. The image would haunt him.

“Very clean, I must say.” The Reverend came out. “Some new perfume I imagine.”

“Turkish, from Berlin.”

“I use lavender drops myself, on my top lip. Gets you some funny looks on the omnibus, but it really is most necessary east of Liverpool Street, I can tell you.”

By convention, they did not speak of Ruby, even though the reverend knew she was staying in the apartment, and might be there in her room right now.

 


  Chapter Seven


Inspector Leslie was woken at one am. He was dressed and in the carriage with Sergeant Pashtine ten minutes later. The night was clear, but cold and wet, and they swept quickly through the deserted streets to Seven Dials where perhaps fifty policemen were milling about in their capes, holding back a crowd of a hundred or more of the poorest men and women from the nearby slums.

The huge gas lights outside the Ten Bells pub were still blazing, and beneath them Inspector Leslie could see two bodies on the pavement.

“Two more round the side, sir.”

“Do we know who they are?”

“The two men here are Irish, local men apparently. The ones round the side are English, not from round here. South London. Brixton.”

“What are they doing here?”

“They started it, apparently, sir.”

“Do we have any witnesses?”

The landlord of the pub was produced, a balding man with a large round stomach, who seemed to have to balance himself with care, with his feet wide apart. He had a leather apron on, and was in shirtsleeves, despite the weather.

“What happened here?”

“There was a fight.”

“I can see that, man. Those are gunshot wounds.”

“I din see much meself. The Irish were drinking by the winder as usual. Someone came up, said five farmers were in the street calling for them.”

“Farmers?”

“It’s what the gangs round here call em. The men were local Paddies. Dan O'Connell’s men. The farmers are English
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