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CHAPTER ONE
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February 1882

He’d walked here so many times before, the flagstones must have borne the imprint of his boots. Not so long ago the boots had been brand new, the russet leather emitting a rich sigh and the shiny studs on his soles a pleasing clank as they connected with the pitted Newgate stone – sounds which said, I am but visiting, I do not belong here.

The warden grabbed at his bound hands and pulled him forwards. A pointless gesture of power, for Cage had kept up with him, step for step. Cage remembered him from previous occasions, thin and tall, with a long face. Mcquarry? McEnnerey? He’d never bothered to learn their names.

They came to a stop, and another guard rolled a ring of keys from his belt. The keys were unnecessarily large it seemed to Cage, made for similarly sized locks that had a dual purpose – to keep you in of course, but also to remind you at all times that they were there, and so were you.

A riveted door yawned open. Had he been to this cell before, he wondered, and to visit which client? He pushed the thought away. He had no need for ironic reflection now, and no audience to share it with.

His hands were unbound, and instructions given. The water tank – not to be blocked by any means or you’d be cleaning it yourself. The basin, same thing. He rubbed at his wrists and sat down on the hard bunk. The guards carried on talking, but he wasn’t listening.

Mac-something leaned down. ‘How’re you going to get yourself out of this one, eh?’

Cage smiled, but not at the man. Instead, he grinned down at his boots, scuffed and grimy, the only honest thing in this room.

Realising there was no sport to be had, the men left. The bolts were slammed across, top and bottom, the sound like an axe splitting wood. Finally Cage was alone. He closed his eyes and sagged backwards against the wall, letting go of it all – the lies and the excuses. The fight, too – that was gone now, and what was left was something bold and new: it felt like peace.

How was he going to get himself out of this one, the man had asked. He wasn’t, that was the point. Cage Lackmann, the Poet of Whitechapel, lawyer of this parish, was guilty as sin.

He looked around him then. The glistening brick walls, the slash of grey sky high up in the wall. He was finally home. He’d known it would call to him, one day. All of his life, he had known.




CHAPTER TWO
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Two weeks earlier

‘Your honour, I call Mrs Winnifred Latham as our next witness.’

All eyes turned to the side door of the panelled room, the second largest courtroom at the Old Bailey. The public gallery behind the jury was packed, but Cage deliberately avoided scanning their faces. This particular judge, Henry Jacobs, disliked any barrister who played to the gallery. Besides, there were faces there Cage himself did not want to see right now.

Beyond the door, a steady tap could be heard, as Winnifred Latham made her slow progress from the relative comfort of the witness room. Each tap, theatrical and measured, increased the expectation of jury and gallery alike.

Her head appeared first, peering around the edge of the door, adorned by a widow’s black lace cap. Beneath it, her wrinkled eyes asked the question, am I in the right place? At the sight of her, Judge Jacobs leaned down from his forbidding perch and summoned her with a kindly finger. With less patience, he urged a nearby clerk to get to his feet and help the octogenarian up the steps to the witness box. With a nod of thanks, she gripped the ledge before her, the struggle to stand upright despite the stoop in her back evident in her furrowed brow.

‘Perhaps, madam, you would care to sit?’ asked Jacobs.

‘Thank you, sir, but I would rather stand and show my respect to this court.’

Her voice was light, floating like a feather around the room, and a slight whistle could be heard with each ‘s’. She read the witness vow at a solemn pace, each word new and earnest on her lips as her hand pushed down firmly on the King James Bible.

Now it was Cage’s turn. ‘Mrs Latham, thank you for attending the trial today.’

She acknowledged his thanks with a gracious nod before Cage continued, ‘Perhaps you would recount for us, in your own words, the events of the evening of the twenty-third of November last year, from your unique perspective.’

The woman opened her mouth to speak but the prosecuting counsel was already on his feet. ‘Objection, your honour. It is for the jury to judge whether this lady’s perspective is unique or not.’

Jacobs waved the objection away impatiently. ‘Please, Mr Whitaker, I would rather not keep Mrs Latham on her feet for longer than is strictly necessary. Perhaps you might save your objections until the end?’

The crowd tittered as Whitaker hastily sat down. Cage turned back to the witness stand. ‘Do go on, Mrs Latham.’

The woman gathered herself once more. ‘I remember it well, sir, for it was my birthday. My eighty-first.’ She turned to the judge. ‘I am precisely as old as this century is, sir, although not as fast paced these days.’

A smile threatened Jacobs’s lips, but Cage frowned at his witness. This judge would be indulgent only to a point.

The woman continued. ‘As was my custom, I had taken myself to the Belford Tea Rooms on Lisson Lane to mark the occasion. I spend my birthdays alone these days, since my dear William passed fifteen years ago. But they knew me there, and always made a fuss. They even made a small iced cake especially for me. You see, they always remembered the date. Sadly, they have since closed; I shall have to find somewhere else this year.’ She smiled at the memory, before returning to her purpose. ‘I left the tea rooms at a quarter to five. It was a pleasant evening, and I resolved to walk home past the park. It was unusually balmy, I recall, and my hip had not been tormenting me that day. The new gaslights they have installed on Victoria Road afford a lovely view of the duck pond, and I wanted to see them one last time before they left for the winter. You see, at my age, you never know …’

She cleared her throat and continued. ‘Just as I turned into Victoria Road, I could see a commotion up ahead. A man was standing on the steps of one of the grand houses overlooking the park. He was shouting at another man, who was running at full pelt towards me along the street. I stepped back to remove myself from his path. He was carrying a silver tureen in his arms and had a large canvas bag slung over his shoulder. As he ran past, the bag clattered into me and caught my hat. The man stopped to untangle himself and to pick up a few items that had fallen to the ground. After a brief apology, he bolted away, leaving me quite breathless.’

As if reliving the trauma, Mrs Latham clutched a palm to her chest.

Judge Jacobs intervened. ‘Are you able to continue, madam?’

She nodded bravely. ‘I am almost at the end of my story, sir. Well, after that, as I’m sure you will understand, I felt a strong desire to return to my boarding house as soon as I could. So, I abandoned my plans to see the ducks and turned back, taking the shortest route home. I have to say, it knocked the stuffing from me for several weeks. I took to my bed for a short time and found it hard to leave the house for a while. When I finally returned to the park, the ducks were gone.’ She smiled sadly.

Cage approached her. ‘Thank you, Mrs Latham. I am sorry you had to relive those moments for us. May I ask you, though, to describe the man you saw that night?’

She nodded. ‘He was tall; the bag on his shoulder was head height to me. His cap also fell off in the collision and his hair was dark, his complexion swarthy. When he bent to retrieve the items that had fallen, I noticed a tattoo on his hand, an anchor, I believe. Just here.’ She pointed to the back of her left hand.

Cage turned to the dock, and the red-headed prisoner seated there. His hands were clasped together on the ledge, revealing not a single tattoo.

‘Tell me, Mrs Latham, is this the man you saw that night?’

The old woman looked across to the man in the dock. The courtroom was silent as she scrutinised him.

‘Most definitely not, sir. He looks nothing like the man I saw that night.’

The gallery breathed out and the chatter began immediately. The judge called for order once more.

Cage turned to the prosecutor. ‘Your witness, Mr Whitaker.’

The prosecutor rose, a smile on his face even though he was shaking his head. ‘Good morning, Mrs Latham. Perhaps you would begin by telling me how exactly you came to be here today?’

The woman looked back and forth from the prosecutor to the judge. ‘I’m not sure I understand the question.’

‘Then let me help you. How did it come to pass that the defending counsel stumbled upon your testimony? How did he even know of your existence when the police did not?’

‘Ah, you see, I take The Times every day, sir. When I read of this man’s arrest for a robbery in Victoria Road on the twenty-third of November of last year, I knew immediately that this must be the very same man who had clattered into me. That is when I came forward.’

‘To the defending counsel, madam? Not to the police?’

She looked bewildered. ‘Of course! The paper had also said Cage Lackmann was defending the man who was charged. Like many, I had followed the Pickering case closely, sir, so that meant only one thing to me. The police must clearly have the wrong man!’

Cheers broke out around the room, although Cage knew there would be one man in the gallery whose frown could have frozen the Thames at the mere mention of Pickering. Cage tried to look humble, but inside he was grinning from ear to ear. Whitaker had walked into that one with boots on, as he always did.

A red-faced Whitaker waited for the courtroom to fall quiet once more. ‘Mrs Latham. The victim of this burglary, whom you say you saw standing on the steps of his house as this other man ran towards you, has sworn that he saw no other person in the street that evening. What say you to that?’

She shrugged. ‘Sir, I am an old woman of limited means. I have worn the black for fifteen years. That I am invisible to most people is no surprise to me.’

Even Judge Jacobs smiled at this.

Whitaker’s head dropped, but he carried on regardless, the sarcasm of defeat biting through his words. ‘And finally, Mrs Latham, you expect us not to find it a coincidence that the Belford Tea Rooms have closed down so recently that no one there can corroborate the time you left or whether you were even there?’ He continued before she could answer. ‘And I presume that it is also a coincidence that you have recently moved to a new boarding house in these last few days since the owner of your previous home has conveniently sold up and moved to the Americas without leaving a forwarding address? That, in fact, no one, it seems, could prove you existed even a week ago?’

Cage’s eyes were locked on the jury, and he saw two of its members shrink at Whitaker’s line of questioning. This was going very well indeed.

He turned back to the old woman. When she spoke, her voice had acquired a strength that hadn’t been there before. ‘There is no coincidence here, sir. You see, no one will mourn my passing. Those I have loved are in the ground. You say I do not exist because others cannot offer their testimony to prove it. Then who is standing here before you, sir? I am real. I am here, sir, and I have a voice. If my loneliness is a crime, tell me, who is guilty? Me or you?’

The judge could do nothing to stop the applause that broke out. Even Whitaker sarcastically joined in with a slow handclap. ‘No more questions, your honour.’

Winnifred Latham was dismissed, and tapped her way out of the courtroom, her head held high even as she leant on the arm of the stenographer who had leapt to his feet to help her.

Cage looked down at his notes, ready for his closing argument. With luck, they’d be done by lunchtime. Whitaker was already addressing the stony-faced jurors, going through the motions now. Cage looked back to the dock, risking a look at his client. Dub looked smug, leaning back on his stool, cock of the walk once more. Cage stared hard until Dub caught his eye. He immediately rocked forward and took up the agreed pose – hands clasped earnestly, as if in prayer, eyes wide and pleading his innocence.

Finally, Whitaker sat down. He rubbed at his whiskers and stared straight ahead, already disengaged, his mind clearly beginning to focus on the next case he needed to prepare for. You win some, you lose some: they both knew it. And Whitaker was clever: he saw the war, not the battle.

Cage stood up and approached the jury. His eyes cast down to the floor, he placed one hand on his hip, revealing the exquisite cut of his waistcoat that so emphasised his form. He caught his black curls at the back of his neck, beneath his barrister’s wig, a gesture of distraction that would indicate the depth of thought currently being expended on his closing argument. The words had been carefully rehearsed for days now, but the jury didn’t need to know that.

He opened, as he always did, with the bare facts of the case. A household has been burgled. A man is seen running away from said house, a silver tureen in his hands and a bag of swag over his shoulder. A shameful crime indeed, and his sympathies unquestionably lay with the householder who had lost such treasured possessions.

A loud cough from the gallery greeted this last statement, but Cage continued. ‘Let us consider the evidence against my client, Mr Dubois. The prosecution’s case rests solely on two things alone: one man’s identification of Mr Dubois as the perpetrator of this crime, and Mr Dubois’s unfortunate history as a convicted felon. Yet those two things are connected. For my client’s previous conviction – a theft committed when he was yet a young man, with all the heedless stupidity of his age – was the very reason that the police in this case brought him face to face with the victim of this crime in an identity parade. Now, if you will, I would like to ask you all to look at my client, to really look, and imagine seeing him for the first time. What, would you say, is the most striking thing about him?’

All members of the jury turned to look at Dub, who thankfully had maintained his solemn pose in the dock.

‘Surely, gentlemen, it is his red hair? And yet, in the householder’s first statement, no mention of red hair was even made! The witness claimed under questioning that it was too dark to see the colour of the villain’s hair that fateful evening, even under the street lamps. My contention is therefore very simple. If it was too dark to see the colour of his hair, the most distinguishable feature about my client, then obviously it must have been too dark to see him at all? And yet, in his understandable desire to see restitution for this crime, our householder picked out Mr Dubois from a parade of five others. It is not the first time my client has been victimised in this way. In the last year alone, he has been called to attend seven such occurrences. Seven! Surely it was only a matter of time before he was erroneously singled out?’

A few members of the jury imperceptibly nodded their heads as the question hung in the air. But Cage knew the real reason his client was sitting there today, when he had not the other six times: Dub’s employer, Obediah Pincott, couldn’t bribe or intimidate everybody.

‘Mrs Latham came here of her own accord, to prevent this miscarriage of justice. A noble act, from a noble woman. If I had half her courage I would be a braver man than I am.’ He pursed his lips to stop himself saying more, pausing until the emotion passed.

He looked up again and spread his hands wide. ‘Mrs Latham talked about my reputation as a champion of the falsely accused, but I do not ask you to rely on that, but on the evidence, or rather the complete lack thereof. You saw with your own eyes today how eager Mr Whitaker is to victimise the innocent. When you look at my client, I ask you to see not just Mr Dubois, but Mrs Latham also, for are they not, in this, one and the same?’

Dub immediately stopped rubbing his pudgy red-veined nose and met the gaze of the jury.

Cage stepped closer, his hands resting on the warm wood of the box that enclosed the twelve men. ‘You know, my mother once said to me that a lie can travel halfway around the world while the truth is still putting on its shoes. I don’t care about my reputation, and I don’t care about the trappings that reputation buys me. I don’t ask you to find Mr Dubois innocent. I ask instead for something bigger than that …’ He looked each man in the eye, one by one. ‘I ask you to find the truth.’

It took just forty minutes for the jury to reach their verdict of not guilty. Cage pulled his trial wig from his head and strode through the halls of the Old Bailey, eager to make his escape. He had one appointment to keep, then he’d be free for the rest of the day. A bottle of good claret and his pick of the best whores in Whitechapel awaited him.

He could see Whitaker up ahead near the left doors, huddled close with Detective Jack Cross. Cross was berating the barrister in hushed tones, his meaty hand on the man’s thin shoulder, fingers digging in. Cross hadn’t seen Cage yet, and Cage wanted to keep it that way. He cast his eyes down and marched on.

‘Excuse me, sir.’

Cage ignored the call from behind. It was always hard to leave the court after a win like this without being accosted by some tale of woe. He didn’t have time for it today.

A hand appeared on his arm. ‘Excuse me. May I speak with you, sir?’

He turned to see a soberly dressed young woman at his side, clutching a file of papers to her chest. He kept up the pace as he spoke. ‘Certainly, but I am in a rush, as you can see, so you will need to be brief.’

The woman trotted at his side. ‘It’s about my husband, sir. He has been most wrongly accused of forgery, sir. His trial date has been set for next week. He was to be represented by Mr Manners, but we have no faith in him, sir.’

Stuart Manners was a senior barrister at Lincoln’s Inn. Old school. Lazy.

‘I’m sure he will do an excellent job for you, madam.’

‘We are not so convinced, sir.’

‘Did your solicitor recommend you approach me, madam?’

She paused for a moment. ‘Not exactly, sir.’

Cage smiled – no surprise in that. ‘Then I cannot help you. As a barrister, I can only be retained by a solicitor, I’m afraid.’

‘Then we would be willing to change solicitors too, sir. We are willing to do anything. He is innocent, and we can prove it, sir.’

Cage stopped walking and turned to face her. She was pretty, beneath her dowdy hat and determined expression. There was also something vaguely familiar about her.

‘Very well. Come and see me at my chambers tomorrow. Here’s my card.’ He fished through his briefcase, but the pocket where he stored his business cards was empty – he had forgotten to refill from the box at home. Instead he took a single piece of his expensive letterhead from a crumpled sheaf within and handed it over.

Her face lit up in a rather delightful way. ‘Thank you, sir. I shall.’

He bid her good day and charged down the steps of the Old Bailey, not wanting to be late for his meeting on Blackfriars Bridge. As he rounded the massive bail dock, he could see Dub, still backslapping with his cronies only yards from the courthouse.

Cage crossed the road, flipping up the collar of his mohair coat against the January wind that slapped him from all directions. Head down, he marched along the pavement, aware now of a coach that had slowed its pace in the road behind him. He didn’t look back, but drove on, not stopping until he had turned into Ludgate Hill, away from prying eyes.

He came to a halt as the coach pulled up alongside him, black and sleek but without adornment, like a hearse. The two black horses snorted and stamped their hooves and he could feel their warm breath before it froze in clouds about their heads. The driver stared straight ahead, as blinkered as the beasts whose reins he gripped tightly.

Cage approached the window of the carriage and looked up at Obediah Pincott, his Slavic profile and shaved head etched clearly against the watery sky beyond.

Pincott looked down at him. ‘Lackmann.’

‘Morning, Obediah.’

The Russian greatcoat Pincott wore was buttoned up, the collar reaching over his ears. His head swivelled within. ‘A successful day.’ Each syllable was pronounced slowly in a thick Ukrainian accent.

‘Indeed. But it’s the last time. You know that, don’t you? That idiot’s days are numbered. He won’t be so lucky next time.’

Pincott’s deep-set, lashless eyes blinked slowly. ‘My decision. Not yours.’ The man was economical with words, as if they cost him something.

‘Of course, Obediah. I was merely advising. He should lie low, for now at least.’

Pincott nodded, advice taken.

Cage felt emboldened. ‘Payment in lieu would be most appreciated. January is a heavy month for expenses.’

‘Wine and whores. They cost more in winter?’

Cage reddened, despite the cold. ‘I have fees to pay. The Law Society—’

‘I have cash-flow problem.’

Pincott rapped the side of the coach sharply, like a gunshot, and the coach moved out into the traffic. Cage cursed himself for asking the question. It made him feel cheap. Most conversations with Obediah Pincott did.

He turned towards Farringdon Street, and his meeting on Blackfriars. He thrust his hands into his pockets as he began the long walk across the river. The air was ice against his skin and his eyes began to water.

Honor Dossett was waiting for him in the centre of the bridge. She was motionless, her back straight in her red velvet coat as she stared down at the river below, her profile carved against the grey sky. A horn blasted from a barge and a cloud of steam billowed up around her. It was his entrance, but Honor was always the star of the show.

He was almost upon her before she turned and smiled at him. He bent and kissed her porcelain cheek. So smooth.

‘Shall we walk?’

He picked up the small valise at her feet and she put her arm through his as they made for the south bank of the river.

‘We’ll have to be quick. I have to be at the Pavilion for dress rehearsal by three, and Granger is panicking.’

‘Nothing new in that.’

‘I do believe he has found a new level of hysteria for this one, if you can believe that to be possible. His eyebrows are falling out I think, quite bizarre, but you mustn’t mention it tomorrow.’

‘I might not—’

‘Don’t finish that sentence.’ Her voice was steel in the wind. ‘You’ll be there.’

There was nothing else to be said. Of course he would be there – what was he thinking? Obediah Pincott. Honor Dossett. Freedom belonged to his clients alone.

She changed the subject. ‘You won the case?’

‘Naturally.’

‘Was Cross very … cross?’

‘Spitting.’

She cuddled up closer. Cage appreciated the warmth. It brought back memories. Some of them good.

Honor must have read his mind. She took his hand from his pocket and rubbed it between hers, her woollen gloves rasping across his skin. His hand had been warmer in his pocket, but he didn’t complain.

‘Obediah must have been pleased.’

‘Not so pleased as to pay me promptly.’

She frowned. ‘You’ve paid him back ten times over. He should treat you with more respect. ‘

‘Don’t worry. I have your fee.’ They stopped walking and moved apart. He put down her case and dug into the inner pocket of his coat. She watched him with unblinking eyes, not making even a desultory effort to suggest payment could wait, despite his own lack of funds. He didn’t expect her to.

He handed over a banknote. She took it and unclasped her bag, folding the note neatly inside. She closed the bag again, a hungry mouth snapping shut.

They recommenced their walk. ‘And do I get a thank you?’

He smiled. It was the applause that had always mattered the most to her. ‘Thank you. The ducks were a particularly nice touch.’

‘I thought so.’

‘Did anyone follow you?’

‘A young boy. All the way to the boarding house. He is probably still waiting for Winnifred Latham to come back down those stairs. So is the landlord, no doubt. He didn’t make her pay in advance.’ She looked down at the case in his hand. ‘Poor Winnifred. I liked her.’

‘Maybe you can be her again. In time.’

Her mouth turned grim. He knew where this was going. ‘I am always her, Cage. For twenty years. A longer sentence than hers. I’m just not as invisible, nor as sympathetic, and definitely not as gracious.’ For a moment, he could see a whisper of Winnifred Latham ghost across her perfect features.

They had reached the other side and he passed the case to her. ‘Well then.’

She stopped and turned towards him, raised one glove to his cheek. ‘So handsome. The Poet of Whitechapel.’

His heart turned over at her words as he bent to kiss her cheek once more. ‘Goodbye, Mother.’


ops/images/logo1.jpg





ops/images/9780751575293.jpg
e/ N
R\ &
o ( 'Exuberamplouingand\ N

Q ) vty prose. Great fun’
\

THE TIMES

~ (maves o @

;\\}J\\itec}]ape YA

)
\ T ‘@
CLAIRE EVANS _C°C

@ A darkly brilliant romp with

\ intrugue...Curl up and prepare
N/ / tobe immersed’ HEAT





ops/images/tp.jpg
The
GF&VGS of

\}\I‘nitechgpe /

et TN

CLAIRE EVANS

eeeeee





