
[image: cover]


About the Book

When Jamie Blair, twenty-four, unemployed, and back from the trenches, took lodgings at Larcom Street in Walworth, he had no idea he was walking into a trap.

The house was owned by Henry Mullins, big, burly, and a hard drinker. Henry made life hell for his four stepchildren who looked half-starved and frequently got bashed. Seventeen-year-old Kitty was the one Jamie felt most sorry for. She took the brunt of Henry Mullins’ bad temper whilst trying to protect her sisters and brother.

When Mullins suddenly died – in somewhat suspicious circumstances – Kitty realised they could be in trouble. If she wasn’t careful the authorities would take the younger children away – split the family up. She wasn’t having that, not after all they’d gone through, and nice, kind Jamie Blair was the one to save them.

Too late Jamie found himself with a ready-made family and a stubborn and fiery young termagant called Kitty who was determined not to let him go.
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To Dora and Norman,

old and treasured friends


THE TRAP

Mary Jane Staples


Chapter One

JAMIE BLAIR’S PARENTS HAD been a daft pair all their married lives. Lovable but daft. His father, Hughie Blair, was a Scot who had left the slums of Glasgow at the age of nineteen to try his luck in London, only to finish up in the slums there. At twenty-one, however, just when he was thinking of returning to Scotland, he landed a job as a welder with ship repairers in the Port of London. He moved to comfortable lodgings in Bermondsey when he was twenty-two, and there he met Nell Shaw, his landlady’s daughter and as bonny as any Scottish lassie. He married her when he was twenty-five and she was twenty-one. That was in 1897.

They both had visions about a workers’ Utopia, and by the time Jamie was born in 1898, they were quite barmy in a political sense. They’d discovered Karl Marx. He’d been dead for fifteen years, but they still went dotty about him. They were among the downtrodden workers of the world, and Karl Marx was in favour of a workers’ revolution. That meant dispossessing the bosses, chucking out kings and queens, and doing away with lords and ladies. They were very much in favour of that and took up the cause with enthusiasm.

When the Great War began, Mrs Blair did all she could to try to persuade her husband to bring all the dock workers out on strike. It was a capitalists’ war, she said, and everyone ought to be against it. Hughie Blair, a fiery and articulate Scot, did his best. But he still had a broad Glaswegian accent and had grown a huge beard, which he swore he wouldn’t shave off until Buckingham Palace had been turned into flats for the workers. Accordingly, most of his fellow dockers couldn’t make head or tail of what was coming out through all that hair, and even if they had they wouldn’t have taken any notice. They needed their wages.

Mrs Blair was a different kettle of fish. Any London worker could understand her. So she made some fiery speeches herself, exhorting workers to set fire to their bosses’ factories out of respect for Karl Marx, their immortal champion. The workers, much to her disgust, told her to shove off and go back home to her washing. Disgust, however, didn’t mean defeat, and she repeatedly appeared at factory gates with her soap box and her red flag. Inevitably, of course, she was dumped one day into a large container of oily waste.

‘Oh, yer capitalist minions!’ she yelled.

‘Tck, tck, lady, be yer age. ’Ello, she’s sunk, mates, pull ’er out.’

That sort of thing was a chronic aggravation, but still didn’t defeat her.

In 1916, when Jamie was eighteen, he was called up. His lovable but dotty parents knew their duty, and they exhorted him to become a conscientious objector. Jamie, a young and personable Anglo-Scot, had managed to grow up with a sense of proportion and to find his parents’ political antics amusing. No, he said, he didn’t fancy being a CO, he’d go and do his bit.

‘Well, you won’t find King George doin’ his bit, nor the Prime Minister, nor the bosses,’ said his mother, who still looked fairly bonny but was off her chump. ‘You’ll end up as cannon fodder,’ she said darkly, and she wasn’t far wrong about that. ‘Blown to smithereens, that’s what you’ll be. There’s yer dad, doin’ his own kind of bit down at the docks, a bit of honest sabotage, and you’re goin’ off to ’elp win the war for the capitalists that ’ave got their boots on yer neck. Jamie, we grieve for you.’

‘Aye, laddie, it’s a sad day,’ said his father.

‘Look,’ said Jamie, ‘suppose I promise to do what I can to get the German army to go on strike, will that cheer you up? It’ll cheer me up if it happens.’

‘Jamie, I couldna be prouder,’ said his father.

‘Jamie, I’ll make a little red flag for you,’ said his mother, ‘and you keep it flyin’ high so that them Germans can see it. They’re all workers of the world, like we are, and I’ll explain to me Socialist brethren you’ve only gone into uniform to ’elp bring the German army out on strike. Hughie, if I been worried about our Jamie bein’ a bit casual about Karl Marx, I’m a lot ’appier now.’

‘Aye, Nellie, ye’ve got reason to be.’

James went off a few days later to do his bit. His parents continued on their political path. He began the tough task, after his training, of trying to stay alive while he served with the guns in Flanders. They went on with their self-imposed task of trying to up-end the established order. In 1917, soon after the Tsar of Russia abdicated, they joined a new workers’ revolutionary party. Jamie received letters from them in which they poured out their enthusiasms, while at the same time slightly chiding him for the negative results he was getting in his campaign to bring the German army to a striking standstill. He told them frequently that as a member of a gun crew he couldn’t get close enough to the German lines to let them see his red flag. He assured them the flag was alive and well, and simply waiting to go into action when the opportunity presented itself. Lieutenant Drinkwater, the officer who censored outgoing mail, spoke to him one day.

‘Now look here, my lad, what’s all this guff about a red flag?’

‘Just a notion of my parents, sir.’

‘Eh?’

‘They’re revolutionaries.’

‘Don’t give me that bunk, Gunner Blair, think I’m bloody barmy, do you?’

‘It’s a trial to me as well, sir, but I can’t send the flag back and tell them to stick it on the wall. It would upset them, and you can’t do that to parents who’ve given you free board and lodging all your life. What you do is pretend to go along with them. Actually, I’m using the red flag as a spare handkerchief.’

‘Are you bloody barmy yourself?’ asked Lieutenant Drinkwater.

‘I’d be surprised if I wasn’t, seeing what I’ve lived with for years, sir. Don’t get me wrong, I’m fond of my parents—’

‘Hoppit,’ said Lieutenant Drinkwater, a grin on his face.

Inspired by the way the workers of Russia had downed the Tsar and put the fear of God into landowners, Jamie’s parents began to go about on Sundays bearing placards inviting the British population to do away with their oppressors. They were dying to be arrested. At least, Mrs Blair was. Hughie, she said, you’d best keep on with your job so that you can carry on sabotaging. Once arrested herself, she could go on hunger strike until the King and Queen had been taken to the Tower of London for execution by the workers. But the police never bothered with either of them, or with their placards. They knew the Blairs were a barmy couple.

Mrs Blair had few household chores to worry about, for Jamie was the only child of the marriage. She and her husband were of a highly serious turn of mind, and Jamie often thought that in bed they probably considered anything other than a serious political discussion came under the heading of useless mucking about. He thought he himself might have been the result of absent-mindedness.

A barrage of German shells hit his battery in the autumn of 1917. He took a severe thigh wound that put him out of action until the spring of 1918. But it helped him survive because when he rejoined his unit the big German offensive had failed, and the Allies were mounting the great counter-offensive that brought the men out of the trenches at last and did away with the fearsome gun battles.

It was about the time when Jamie rejoined his battery that his father was transferred to Belfast, to work in the busy shipyards there. Other workers went with him, all by government order. Mrs Blair also went. She was her husband’s political mainstay, and they were both more enthusiastic than ever. The Bolsheviks had taken over Russia, revolution looked like up-ending certain European monarchies, and Ireland was a hot-bed of trouble.

Jamie went to Belfast after the war had ended to join his parents and to see if there were any prospects for a young man of twenty-one. There weren’t, although he persevered. His job before he’d been called up had been with a building firm. He liked seeing houses go up, and playing his part in that. His parents talked about going to Russia and sampling the workers’ Russian Utopia. Jamie fancied that not at all. He managed to land a job in the autumn of 1920, with a builders’ merchant, but it came to a messy end eight months later when a bomb planted at dawn by the IRA destroyed the premises ten minutes later. That got Jamie’s goat. He was already fed-up with Ireland and Ulster. Never the twain had met, and never they would in his opinion.

Further, his toleration of his parents’ crackpot activities was wearing thin. Disappointed and disgusted that the workers of the United Kingdom hadn’t followed the example of the Russians by overturning the monarchy and the capitalists, Mr and Mrs Blair had turned their attention to the troubles in Ireland and Ulster. They talked about supporting the Irish Republican Army. Jamie wanted nothing to do with that. Two years of war in France and Flanders were enough to last him a lifetime.

The London police had looked upon his parents as a barmy and harmless pair. The Belfast police didn’t. They came round to talk to them, to take everyone’s name and details, and to warn them against engaging in activities detrimental to civic order. So Jamie announced the following day that he was going back to London.

‘Did I hear you say something I didn’t like?’ asked his mother.

‘Well, I said it, Ma, on account of liking it myself.’

‘I don’t know how you can like it at all, Jamie, when yer dad and me are relyin’ on you to ’elp us support the starvin’ masses of Ireland.’

‘Sod the starving masses,’ said Jamie forthrightly.

‘Jamie, I can’t believe me ears,’ said his mother.

‘Might I make a suggestion?’

‘Aye, do that, Jamie lad,’ said his father.

‘Why not let the starving masses of Ireland help themselves? All the starving masses elsewhere are helping themselves. Besides, the Irish have been promised Home Rule. I don’t fancy poking my nose in and getting it flattened. It’s the only nose I’ve got, and I’m not carrying a flattened one around for the rest of my life. Suppose I meet a girl? A man with no nose is bad news to any girl.’

‘Jamie, don’t talk like that,’ said his mother, ‘you know I don’t ’old with makin’ jokes about workers and starvin’ masses, nor does yer dad.’

‘I’ll no’ deny it, Jamie,’ said his father, ‘I canna approve jokes.’

‘There you are,’ said Mrs Blair. ‘Jamie, we’ve forgiven you for goin’ into the army and for not doin’ what we ’oped you’d do about the Germans, and we’re expectin’ something dutiful from you now.’

‘Will ye no’ stand with us, laddie?’ asked Mr Blair, his beard hairier than Rob Roy’s.

‘Take my advice and live a quiet life,’ said Jamie, ‘I’m going back to London. It’s my home town and I miss it.’

He left Belfast in August, 1921. He found lodgings in Bermondsey, among his old haunts. He had enough money to keep himself going for a bit. He looked for a job, walking miles in search of one. But he was only one more of thousands of unemployed ex-Servicemen. By perseverance, he did get some work, work for a day here and there, work for a week sometimes, and work shovelling rubble for a few hours at other times. Mostly, however, there was no work at all.

His parents wrote. His mother was now running a canteen for shipyard workers in Belfast, and trying to make them see how much better their future would be if they blew up the ships they were building. She informed Jamie she didn’t hold out much hope for them, as they were nearly all Protestants and quite nasty-minded towards the IRA. Also, they said things about Karl Marx that she couldn’t possibly repeat. Jamie’s father, she said, was still at his job and still doing some honest sabotage work whenever he could, out of sympathy with the downtrodden masses. Look after yourself, she always said at the end of each letter, and asked him once why he didn’t join the Labour Party.

Jamie told her that he’d gone off politics when he was seven.

He reached the stage where he had to look for cheaper lodgings. Just one room instead of two. Try Walworth, someone said. It’s got its street kids, but Bermondsey’s got a million. In Bermondsey, Jamie fell over street kids. He took some walks around Walworth. Its streets, with their rows of compact terraced houses, were an improvement on some of Bermondsey’s. He knocked on doors. Got a room to let, missus?

‘I would ’ave if I ’adn’t got six kids and an old man six feet wide.’ That was the kind of answer he got.

In March, 1922, just after his twenty-fourth birthday, he knocked on the door of a house in Larcom Street. It was six o’clock in the evening. A boy in a ragged jersey and patched shorts appeared. He was in need of a haircut, but his face was fairly clean.

‘’Ello,’ he said, ‘what d’yer want?’

‘Evening,’ said Jamie, ‘you don’t have a room to rent, I suppose?’

‘Eh?’

‘Someone told me to call here.’

‘Must be barmy, then.’

‘Who’s that?’ A man’s gravelly voice was heard.

‘It’s a bloke askin’ for a room,’ called the boy.

‘What’s he think this is, then, a bleedin’ ’otel?’ The man arrived at the open door. He was big and burly, and he had the red face of a hard drinker. He wore a labourer’s thick corduroy trousers, and was in his waistcoat and shirtsleeves. He gave Jamie a cursory look. ‘Who the hell are you?’ he asked.

‘Just a bloke looking for a room,’ said Jamie.

‘Well, I ask yer, mate, do I look like a landlady?’

‘Not from here,’ said Jamie.

Henry Mullins grinned. Jamie did not know it, but he’d caught the man in an unusually sociable mood. Normally, he only had sociable moods when he was in a pub. Outside of pubs he was, for the most part, a blot on the good-hearted face of cockney Walworth. He was forty-six, a widower and a bullying step-father.

‘Down on yer luck, are yer?’ he asked.

Jamie, thinking he might as well present himself as a real hard luck case, said, ‘It’s been a struggle, I can tell you, ever since I came out of the Army.’

‘Young old-soldier, are yer?’ said Henry Mullins.

‘I feel like an old old-soldier sometimes,’ said Jamie. Not only could he no longer afford his two rooms in Bermondsey, he also wanted to get away from an over-crowded environment. The large three-storeyed house in which he had his rooms was running over with countless kids and other lodgers. It was a bedlam of noise.

‘Bloody Lloyd George and ’is promises to you blokes, ’e ought to be ’ung, drawn an’ quartered,’ said Henry Mullins. He did a bit of thinking, such was his unusually sociable mood. ‘Come into me parlour. Alfie, ’oppit.’

The boy disappeared. Jamie stepped into the passage and followed the man into the parlour. He’d seen better parlours. In this one, all the furniture looked a bit tired. The sofa was sagging. And the room was cold.

‘I’ll be frank,’ he said, ‘I can’t afford a large rent.’

‘Course yer can’t, can yer?’ Henry Mullins sounded as if he knew all the hard luck stories. He thought about the kids, his step-kids, all four of them. They took up three rooms between them. That was a sight too good for any four kids. ‘Well, I tell yer, I ain’t ever let any of me rooms, but I was a lodger meself once and nearly broke. Tell yer what, you can ’ave the upstairs front.’ That was Kitty’s room. Kitty was the eldest and a bleedin’ spitfire. She could go in with the other two girls and lump it. ‘Three an’ six a week, that suit yer?’

Three and six a week was a bargain for an upstairs front, and Jamie knew it.

‘It’ll suit me fine,’ he said.

‘But I want goodwill from yer, matey,’ said Henry Mullins, ‘I want a month’s rent in advance an’ no trouble. Just keep yerself to yerself. I get all the trouble I want from the kids, me bein’ a widower. I ain’t concerned with what your ’ard luck is, you just pay yer rent weekly in advance after the first month. You give me any trouble, and out yer go. What’s yer monicker?’

‘Jamie Blair.’

‘Eh?’

‘Jamie Blair. My father’s a Scot.’

‘Jamie’s a name?’ Henry Mullins’s coarse red face creased in another grin. ‘Gawd ’elp yer, you’ll get the street kids catcallin’ yer. I’m Mullins. When d’yer want to move in?’

‘Monday all right?’ said Jamie, thinking three and six a week was going to be kind to his pocket. He was down to a few quid and to dole money of twelve bob a week as a single man.

‘It’s all right with me,’ said Henry Mullins.

‘Can I see the room?’

‘What for? It’s a room, ain’t it, with four walls and a winder.’

‘I’d like to see it.’

‘I ’ope you ain’t bleedin’ fussy,’ said Henry Mullins. ‘Oh, all right, foller me.’ He led the way. He called through to the kitchen from the passage. ‘You gettin’ on with that supper, Kitty?’

‘Yes, course I am,’ called a girl’s voice.

‘You better. Come on,’ he said to Jamie, and led the way up the stairs, which were covered with worn linoleum. The upstairs front bedroom was a reasonable size. The bed, with its brass and iron frame, was blanket-covered. Its striped pillows were bare. There was a wardrobe, a chest of drawers, a marble-topped washstand with bowl and pitcher, and a single upright chair beside the bed. On the bed were some feminine clothes. ‘That’s ’er all right,’ said Henry Mullins, ‘too lazy to put ’er clothes away. If yer want sheets for the bed, yer’ll ’ave to bring yer own.’

‘I’ll do that,’ said Jamie, ‘and I’ll get someone to deliver an armchair as well.’ He had a few bits and pieces of his own. They’d help to give the room a warmer and homelier look. It was fairly stark as it was. ‘The room’s being used at the moment?’

‘Kitty can move in with ’er sisters, that’s all you need to know,’ said Mullins.

‘Should I meet your kids?’ asked Jamie.

‘What for?’

‘It was just a thought.’

‘You just keep yerself to yerself, Blair. I’ll see they don’t get under yer feet. That’s all, I can’t spare yer no more time. I’ll collect yer first month’s rent on Monday.’

* * *

Jamie moved in, with his bits and pieces and his own bed linen. It didn’t take him long to find out that Henry Mullins was among the bad eggs of Walworth. Most Walworth men were hard-working, boisterous and warm-hearted. They were family men of a rough-and-ready kind, their bark always far worse than their bite. In the main they were providing husbands and good fathers, handing out necessary clips round the ears to tearaway sons. Precocious little daughters could wind most dads round their little fingers. There were, however, some men whose parents had done the world a disservice by allowing them to be born. Henry Mullins was one of them.

According to those neighbours who began to take hold of Jamie’s ear as soon as they realized he was actually lodging with Mullins, the man had never been any kind of a father to his step-kids. There were four of them, seventeen-year-old Kitty, fourteen-year-old twins Carrie and Chloe, and twelve-year-old Alfie. Mullins had married their widowed mother six years ago in 1915. He drove a dustcart for the council and his face had shown the red ravages of drink for years. He and the kids’ mother both liked more than a drop, and when she fell drunkenly off a Thames pleasure boat and drowned herself in 1919, that put paid to even the smallest fatherly feelings Mullins might have had. He didn’t like being left with four kids who weren’t his and to whom he had never shown any kind of tolerance or affection. Since the death of their mother, he had twice tried to dump them in an institution for waifs and strays.

Jamie, keeping himself to himself, as Mullins had demanded, nevertheless saw something of the kids. He made his regular visits to the Labour Exchange, he went tramping in search of work, and he picked up the odd temporary job here and there. In between he got to know the kids. They all looked half-starved. Alfie, Carrie and Chloe were attending school, and Kitty, who had no job, looked after the family, doing the housework, the washing and the cooking, for which she received not a word of thanks. Mullins handed little out to any of them except cuffs, beltings and complaints. After only a fortnight in the house, Jamie wondered how long he could continue to keep himself to himself. He liked the kids, and he liked the way he could sometimes hear Kitty standing up to her step-father. What he didn’t like was the sound of Mullins hitting her.

He brought a sixpenny bar of milk chocolate back to his lodgings one day. It was as much as he could afford. He shared it out among the kids before their father came home from his work. Large hungry eyes stared at him in astonishment and bliss.

‘Mister, oh, yer lovely,’ breathed Kitty.

‘Choc’late, look, Carrie,’ said Chloe.

‘’Ave we ever ’ad choc’late?’ asked Carrie, breathless.

‘I ain’t, but I’m ’aving some now,’ said Alfie, and Jamie, watching them devour it, wondered how it was that a man could not enjoy kids, whether they were his own or not.

The atmosphere in the house when Mullins was present was uneasy and unhappy. Whenever he was out and the kids were waiting for him to come home, they were quiet and subdued. Only when they were in the street, playing with other kids, did Jamie hear their natural cockney ebullience.

Something would happen one day. One could sense it. One day, perhaps, angry men of Larcom Street would descend on Henry Mullins and put him in hospital. Jamie began to feel he’d like to do it himself.


Chapter Two

IT WAS FIFTEEN minutes to six on a Wednesday evening in late April, and Jamie was walking home to his lodgings. He had just finished half a day’s work. It was half-days for a whole week along with other unemployed men. The job was clearing the rubble and debris of houses being knocked down by the council in a street off the New Kent Road, not far from the Elephant and Castle. Eight men, half a day each for six days, at a shilling an hour. It was one way the council could share out work to unemployed men. Jamie’s stints were in the afternoons.

It was ten to six when he let himself into the house in Larcom Street. He liked Larcom Street. The small terraced houses were tidy-looking, the iron railings strong enough to defy any attempts to break them or uproot them. Gates were solidly hinged and swung open smoothly. Doorsteps were clean and window curtains were clean, even if a little yellow in some cases. East Street market wasn’t too far away, and was a boon to every Walworth housewife. Also to blokes like himself.

He climbed the stairs. Reaching the landing, he heard a sudden cry of pain from the kitchen below. It was followed by a girl’s loud and indignant protest.

‘We didn’t, we didn’t!’

That in turn was followed by a man’s bawled curse. Shrieks succeeded that, and then came the distinct sound of a chair crashing over. Jamie knew what was going on. Henry Mullins was home from his work and his step-kids were getting knocked about again. Jamie gritted his teeth. He’d left the troubles of Belfast and Ulster in the hope of finding peace and quiet, along with a job. He’d run into Henry Mullins, who was more disturbing than the IRA. He heard him lift his voice.

‘Yer lazy good-fer-nothings, I’ll learn the lot of yer! An’ you’ll do to start with, yer little bitch!’

Jamie heard someone dart from the kitchen, someone who yelled at Mullins. Kitty. She’d slipped him. She came rushing up the stairs, still yelling. Jamie gritted his teeth again. After her came heavy feet and a roaring voice. Kitty hurled herself across the landing in the hope of getting into the bedroom she shared with her twin sisters. She could shut herself in there, if she could lock the, door in time. But her red-faced step-father, on her heels, reached for her, grabbed her by the arm and hauled on her.

‘Let me go!’ gasped Kitty.

‘Not likely, yer lazy lyin’ little bitch!’ he bellowed.

‘Give it a rest,’ said Jamie, ‘what’s she done this time?’

‘What ain’t she done, yer mean,’ shouted Mullins, face livid. ‘Nothing all bleedin’ day, that’s what she’s done.’

‘I have, I have!’ gasped Kitty, black hair wild, huge dark brown eyes fierce, and cheekbones sharp where her face lacked flesh. ‘Only I couldn’t get no supper, there wasn’t nothing in the larder except a bit of bread, and I told yer there wasn’t – oh!’ She cried out as her step-father cuffed her. Jamie, disgusted that a man could humiliate as well as hurt a seventeen-year-old girl, held himself in only with an effort.

‘Yer lyin’ little slut, there was eggs an’ bacon an’ spuds!’ roared Mullins, shaking the girl.

‘No, I cooked them for last night’s supper, you know I did, an’ you didn’t leave no money to buy anything for tonight,’ cried Kitty.

‘Yer lyin’ slut, there was enough in the larder yesterday for two suppers!’

‘There wasn’t!’ Kitty was fierce and spitting. She was also a girl desperate with want. Her frock was shabby, her stockings full of darns, her shoes almost falling apart. If she was frightened of what her step-father might do to her, the fierceness of defiance showed for all that. It was also the fierceness of hatred.

‘Down yer come,’ shouted Mullins, ‘down to the kitchen, where I can take me belt to yer!’

‘Give over,’ said Jamie. Six weeks he’d been lodging here, and if he couldn’t afford to get himself chucked out, nor could he afford what it would do to his self-respect if he stood aside and let Mullins drag the girl downstairs. With the kind of temper he had, he’d finish up murdering her one day. Or one of the other kids. ‘Calm down a bit.’

‘Mister, don’t let ’im belt me,’ begged Kitty.

‘Leave her with me,’ said Jamie.

‘You mind yer own bleedin’ business,’ growled Mullins, ‘or out yer go, and quick. Got it?’

‘Be reasonable,’ said Jamie, willing to try talking the man out of his temper. ‘Look, they’ve got no mum, can’t you go easy on them? There’s none of us perfect.’

‘Shut yer trap, you ponce,’ said Mullins, and dragged Kitty over the landing to the top of the stairs. The other kids were still down in the kitchen, and Jamie thought they were probably awaiting their step-father’s return in terror. The burly man hauled on Kitty, and Kitty pulled. With a fierce little twist and jerk, she broke free and eeled away. With a roar, Mullins prepared to launch himself at her. Jamie stepped forward and blocked him. He was as tall as Mullins, but only half his thickness. Mullins was built like a barrel. Livid, he swung a fist at his lodger. Jamie saw it coming a mile off. He swayed out of its way and planted a hand in the man’s chest to hold him off. It put Mullins off balance. He tottered backwards. Jamie saw his mouth open and his purple colour recede all in a split second, and then he fell all the way down the stairs. Tumbling and rolling, his head glancing the wall, he fell bruisingly to crash on the passage floor. He lay there without movement.

‘Oh, Mister Blair,’ gasped Kitty, ‘he’ll kill you – an’ me too!’

Jamie went down to the passage at speed. Mullins was on his back, his red ravaged face now the colour of stale pastry. He was quite still, and Jamie had a nasty feeling that he wasn’t even breathing. He went down on one knee beside him. From the kitchen there was only silence, as if the crashing sound of the fall had transfixed the frightened kids. From the top of the stairs, Kitty stared down at her supine step-father. Jamie placed a hand on his waistcoat and felt for a heartbeat. There wasn’t even a flicker of a beat. His mouth was still open and his eyes looked glassy and unseeing. Jamie caught the smell of the man’s dustcart exuding from his clothing. He was not a man who washed himself or changed his garments when he came home from his work, he was a man who had spent too many years going downhill. And he’d tried to pull his step-kids downhill with him. Hell, thought Jamie, he’d hit Kitty for the last time. If there was one thing he was certain about after his years in France and Flanders, it was that he knew when he was looking at a dead man.

Henry Mullins, he knew, was as dead as a dodo.

Kitty came creeping down.

‘Is he knocked right out, mister?’ she breathed.

Jamie, still down on one knee, looked up at her, a girl who might have had the feminine appeal of her age if her dark wild hair and her shabby clothes had not been such a mess, and her cheekbones not so sharp.

Thinking there was no point in trying to dissemble, he said, ‘It’s worse than just being knocked out, Kitty.’

‘What d’you mean?’

‘Take a deep breath and look at him,’ said Jamie.

Kitty, bending, took a long look. A little sharp gasp escaped her.

‘He’s not – mister, he ain’t dead, is he?’

‘I’m afraid he is, Kitty.’

‘Oh, me gawd,’ whispered Kitty, ‘you sure?’

‘I’m sure.’

‘Yes, you’ve been a soldier, ’aven’t you?’

‘Yes.’

‘He’s gone, then?’ she said. ‘Oh, Mister Blair, gawd bless you.’

That staggered Jamie.

‘What did you say?’ he asked.

‘I’m glad,’ whispered Kitty in her fierce way, ‘we’ll all be glad. You did for him, Mister Blair. Bless you.’

‘Wait a minute—’

‘Don’t you worry, Mister Blair, I ain’t goin’ to say he was pushed.’

‘You’re dead right you’re not,’ said Jamie.

‘He just lost his balance an’ fell, didn’t he?’ said Kitty, and Jamie thought there was actually a little smile lurking.

‘Let’s get this straight,’ he said crisply. ‘There was no push, I just put my hand on his chest to hold him off.’

‘Course you did, Mister Blair,’ said Kitty kindly.

Kindly? That was how it sounded to Jamie. The young devil.

‘I think we’d better start again,’ he said. ‘Your step-father was after taking hold of you again, I put myself in his way, he swung a punch and I put my hand against his chest to hold him off.’

‘Yes, course you did, Mister Blair,’ said Kitty, eyeing the body far more in curiosity than sorrow. ‘But I ain’t goin’ to say so, I ain’t goin’ to say you touched him at all. He just fell. He lost his balance on the top of the stairs. I saw him, didn’t I? D’you think he broke his neck?’

‘Doesn’t look like it,’ said Jamie, ‘but he might have snapped his spine. That could have done it. All the same, don’t talk about not saying there was any push, because that’s like implying there might have been. There wasn’t.’

‘Yes, that’s what I mean, don’t I?’ said Kitty. ‘It’s best to say you didn’t touch him at all. Best to say he just lost his balance when he was pullin’ at me and I got free.’

Jamie gave her a searching look. She smiled at him. Kindly. What the hell is she up to? She’s right, of course, and she knows it. To admit he’d touched the man in any way could easily make the police consider a charge of manslaughter, even though he’d acted in defence of Kitty.

‘Someone’s got to go for the police,’ he said.

‘I’ll go,’ said Kitty, ‘I’ll run all the way to the station in Rodney Road, it’s, not far. First, I’d best tell me brother an’ sisters they don’t have to worry about him no more, only about who’s goin’ to look after us now. It’s a blessin’ we’ve got you here, Mister Blair. I’ll tell them you’ll look after us for a bit, shall I? They like you, we all do, and as you’re our lodger you could look after us quite easy, couldn’t you?’

Coming to his feet, Jamie said, ‘Now just a minute, you monkey—’

‘I won’t be a tick,’ said Kitty, and darted into the kitchen. He heard her talking to the kids, and he heard Alfie exclaim.

‘Oh, crikey Moses! Are yer sure, Kitty?’

Then they all seemed to be talking at once. Kitty reappeared after a couple of minutes.

‘It’s all right, I told them he just fell,’ she said. She sounded very matter-of-fact. It might have shaken her in the first place, the sight of her step-father lying dead, but it hadn’t distressed her. Jamie could understand that. Mullins had beaten her and her brother and sisters all too often. He’d neglected them, half-starved them, made them do without bed linen, and twice tried to get rid of them. ‘They’ve been too scared to come out from the kitchen,’ said Kitty, ‘but they’re all right now, they don’t mind that he’s dead. Now I’ll run to the police station.’

‘Wait,’ said Jamie, a sinewy-looking young man of five-feet-ten with dark brown hair and features that nature had hewn in firm but cheerful lines. ‘We need to get a doctor too. You go for a doctor, I’ll go for the police.’

‘But we can’t leave the kids alone in the ’ouse with him lyin’ dead here in the passage,’ protested Kitty. ‘They won’t like bein’ alone with a corpse. Well, he is a corpse, ain’t he? If he’s not, we’ll all be disappointed, and I don’t mind sayin’ so.’

‘I know how you feel,’ said Jamie, ‘but don’t talk like that, Kitty, it’s not decent.’

‘Oh, sorry, I’m sure,’ said Kitty, ‘I didn’t know I’d got to be posh and nice-speakin’.’

‘It’s nothing to do with being posh,’ said Jamie. ‘Never mind, I’ll stay here, then. Who’s going for a doctor?’

‘Alfie!’ she called, and out came twelve-year-old Alfie. From what Jamie had seen of the boy in six weeks, he seemed to own only two worn jerseys and two pairs of patched shorts, in which he alternated from week to week. If he wasn’t exactly thin, he could still have done with a bit more flesh to his body. His light brown hair still needed cutting, and his boots needed mending. He took a look at his lifeless step-father, and with the same kind of curiosity that Kitty had shown.

‘Crikey, is ’e really dead, mister?’ he asked.

‘’Fraid so, Alfie,’ said Jamie.

‘Blimey,’ Alfie said, and his brown eyes blinked. They all had brown eyes, except that Kitty’s grew so fiercely dark at times they looked the colour of burnt sienna. ‘Blimey,’ breathed Alfie again, ‘that just shows what can ’appen if you fall down the stairs. ’E knocked me down ’em once, but it didn’t kill me, it just give me a few bruises, and I ’ad to tell me teacher I walked into a ladder. Look, ’e’s got a bruise hisself, on ’is face.’

‘Don’t just stand there lookin’,’ said Kitty, ‘go an’ get Dr McManus. I told Chloe an’ Carrie to stay in the kitchen, Mister Blair, we don’t want them comin’ out here and seein’ him. They don’t mind him bein’ dead, but they won’t like lookin’ at him. Well, me and Alfie’ll go now.’

Off they went, leaving Jamie feeling things weren’t real. Henry Mullins, alive and breathing ten minutes ago, was now stone dead. And neither Kitty nor Alfie had shown any kind of grief. It looked to Jamie as if the man was going to his grave without his step-kids shedding a single tear for him. That was nobody’s fault but his own. When he’d married their widowed mother he’d acquired a ready-made family. Any decent man would have made something of that. Mullins had only made a little hell for the kids. And if some of the neighbours were right, that the mother had been a drinker too, exactly what kind of a life had those kids had?

According to Kitty, they were all glad their step-father was dead. Jamie could believe that. Kitty, with her mane of unkempt black hair and her darkly fierce eyes that made her look like a young gypsy, had hated him. But the things she had said.

You did for him, Mister Blair. Bless you.

I’m glad, we’ll all be glad.

I ain’t going to say he was pushed.

Best to say he lost his balance and fell.

You could look after us quite easy, couldn’t you?

What a hope, he thought. He had his work cut out to look after himself. Job prospects still being close to nil, he might consider emigrating.

He drew the latchcord in through the letter-box to make sure no neighbours let themselves in. They did that in cockney London, they went in and out of each other’s house regularly. They’d use a latchcord, step in and call, ‘You ’ome, Mrs Smith?’ Lately, some of them here had been stepping in and calling, ‘You ’ome, Mr Blair?’ That was when they knew Mullins was out. It was as if they’d seen the lodger as someone whom they could talk to about Mullins and his step-kids, as if they thought he was in a position to help the three girls and their brother. Well, he’d tried to help Kitty and the result had been fatal.

I ain’t going to say he was pushed, Mister Blair.

What had made her say that? He thought about the fatal moment. Had he pushed the man? He’d avoided a blow from him and planted a hand to hold him off, no more. But it had cost Mullins his balance and his life. All the same, Jamie convinced himself there’d been no push, then went into the kitchen. Carrie and Chloe were sitting at the table. Just fourteen, the twin girls hardly looked robust. It wasn’t difficult to believe Mullins had kept them half-starved for years. It beat Jamie, the fact that a man couldn’t like kids, never mind whether they were his own or not.

The kitchen was fairly tidy, but there was a lack of homeliness. Most cockney kitchens were decidedly homely. Families lived, laughed, quarrelled and celebrated in their kitchens. Kids grew up in them, mums and dads grew old in them. Jamie didn’t think there’d been much laughter or celebrating in this kitchen. It had nothing of the atmosphere that came from parental affection, and from kids knowing there was always food in the larder. There might not be a mountain of it, but as long as there was some, as long as kids knew they weren’t going to suffer dire hunger, there was always a warm homeliness to be found in a kitchen.

Carrie and Chloe both had dark brown hair and brown eyes, and if their spirit had been subdued over the years, the spirit common to most cockney kids, it hadn’t been smothered. It surfaced at school, or in the street, or in almost any place that kept them out of their step-father’s reach. Jamie thought that God alone knew when he had last bought decent clothes for any of his four step-kids. Everything the three girls wore looked shabby. The frocks Carrie and Chloe had on were so limp and lifeless that the garments seemed to be long dead from old age. And their hair, like Kitty’s, always seemed in need of a comb and brush.

‘Well, you two,’ said Jamie, ‘it’s a bit of a sorry day.’

‘Kitty said ’e’s dead, but that we wasn’t to go an’ look,’ said Chloe.

‘Is ’e really a goner, mister?’ asked Carrie.

‘I think the doctor’s going to say so. Then the police will arrange to have him taken away.’ Jamie felt it was no good saying how sorry he was that their step-dad had passed on. They wouldn’t respond to that. ‘Listen, my bairns, when it’s all over, when he’s been taken away, I’ll get Alfie to go out and buy us all some fried fish and chips. Will that cheer things up a bit?’

Eyes shone. They’d had little to eat all day.

‘Mister, did you say fish an’ chips?’ asked Carrie.

‘Yes, we ’eard him, didn’t we?’ said Chloe.

‘I’m only askin’,’ said Carrie. ‘You really goin’ to treat us, mister?’

Jamie was far from flush, but he had enough for a treat, and he could look forward to collecting twenty-four bob at the end of the week, his wages for six half-days of work.

‘Yes, I’m really going to treat you,’ he said.

‘Mister, do yer like us, then?’ asked Carrie.

‘Course ’e does, don’t yer, mister?’ said Chloe.

‘I was just askin’, that’s all,’ said Carrie. They were as alike as two peas from the same pod, except where Carrie was questioning, Chloe was positive.

‘Asking is how you get to know things,’ said Jamie, feeling a little chat was called for. ‘Mind, you need answers. I had a friend who ought to have grown up knowing everything, because he never stopped asking about everything. But he was always so busy asking questions that he never had time to listen to any answers. So he grew up not knowing any more than when he’d started.’

‘Oh, Carrie listens to answers, don’t yer, Carrie?’ said Chloe.

‘Always,’ said Carrie.

‘But then she forgets what she’s been told, so she ’as to ask again, don’t yer, Carrie?’

‘Not every time,’ said Carrie.

‘Keep trying,’ said Jamie.

‘Yes, I like askin’,’ said Carrie, and proved it. ‘Mister, is ’e still out there?’

‘Yes, we’ve got to leave him there until the police and the doctor get here.’

‘What did ’e die of?’ asked Carrie.

‘Falling down the stairs.’

‘Kitty already told us that,’ said Chloe. She frowned, ‘I ’ope we don’t ’ave someone like ’im come and look after us.’

‘Kitty’ll look after you until some relatives – yes, what relatives do you have?’

‘We don’t ’ave many,’ said Chloe. ‘Well, we ’ad some, but I don’t know where they went to. They was our mum’s cousins, I think.’

‘Mum took to drink,’ said Carrie with a sigh.

‘Kitty says we’re not to talk about that,’ said Chloe.

‘Are your mum’s cousins the only relatives you’ve got?’ asked Jamie.

‘Well, ’e had a sister,’ said Chloe.

None of them referred to Mullins as their dad, Jamie noted. It was either ‘he’ or ‘him’.

‘I don’t think she liked our mum,’ said Carrie. ‘Have you got a mum an’ dad, mister?’

‘As a matter of fact, I have,’ said Jamie. ‘Slightly potty, though.’

Carrie giggled.

‘I think we’re supposed to be grievin’,’ said Chloe.

‘Kitty didn’t say so,’ said Carrie. ‘Did she?’

‘No, but we’re supposed to be,’ said Chloe. ‘Well, you ’ave to be when someone passes on.’

‘I don’t feel grievin’,’ said Carrie, ‘specially as we’re goin’ to be treated to fish an’ chips.’

‘Can we make you a cup of tea, mister?’ asked Chloe.

‘We got some condensed milk,’ said Carrie. ‘Well, I think we ’ave. D’you think we ’ave, Chloe?’

‘Yes, there’s still some in the tin,’ said Chloe. ‘We don’t mind makin’ you tea, mister.’

‘Well, I’m no’ minded to let you make it now, y’ken,’ said Jamie. They liked to hear him take on a Scottish brogue, ‘I think we’ll wait.’

It was three minutes later when Kitty returned. With her were two uniformed policemen and a CID sergeant.


Chapter Three

KITTY AND JAMIE were in the parlour with the police. The body of Henry Mullins was still in the passage, but with a blanket covering it. Outside in the street, a little group of neighbours had collected. Kitty had been spotted coming home in company with the policemen.

Jamie had given his version of events, leaving out the fact that Mullins had taken a swipe at him and that he’d placed a hand on his chest to hold him off. He saw, as Kitty had seen, that that might lead to suspicions and awkward questions. In any case, he was clear in his mind that there’d been no push. Kitty had given her version at the police station. The CID sergeant now asked her to repeat what she had said.

‘Oh, all right,’ said Kitty in a suffering way, and recounted how her step-father, on arriving home from work, had accused her of being lazy and useless. And he’d accused all of them of eating up the eggs and bacon and potatoes that she was supposed to have cooked for his supper and theirs. She told him that that had been last night’s supper. He went for her, knocking a chair over. She ran upstairs. He came after her and caught her on the landing. ‘Mister Blair was there,’ she said, ‘and asked him what I’d done. He told Mister Blair to mind ’is own business or he’d chuck him out. He was goin’ to drag me downstairs an’ give me a beltin’, like I told you at the police station. Mister Blair told him to calm down, an’ gave him a frownin’ look.’

‘A frowning look?’ said the CID sergeant. ‘Like what?’

‘Like this,’ said Kitty, and fixed her face in a ferocious scowl. ‘But he still kept tryin’ to drag me down the stairs.’ Kitty still wouldn’t say ‘Dad’ or even ‘step-father’. ‘Then I twisted meself free and he lost his balance and fell. He fell all the way down. Do I ’ave to keep tellin’ this, mister?’

‘We have to get things exactly right,’ said one of the uniformed constables.

‘Mr Blair,’ said the CID man, ‘it beats me how a man can fall down a short flight of stairs and kill himself.’

‘It beat me too at the time,’ said Jamie.

‘If he’d broken his neck, that could account for it.’

‘So it could, but it doesn’t look as if he did.’

‘Not a mark on him,’ said the CID man.

‘No?’ said Jamie, with Kitty looking from one to the other.

‘Except a bruise on his cheek.’

‘You might find more than that when he’s been undressed,’ said Jamie. ‘I suppose you have to wait for the doctor to do that. Mind you, he did fall from top to bottom, and I wouldn’t call fourteen stairs a short flight myself.’

‘Seems bad luck on the man, though,’ said the sergeant. ‘How did you get on with him?’

‘I hardly saw him except when I paid the rent, and I’ve only been here just over six weeks.’

‘Did it make you angry, seeing him cuff this girl?’

‘Is that a serious question?’ asked Jamie.

‘Natural one, don’t you think, sir?’

‘Yes, it made me angry,’ said Jamie, wondering if Alfie was having a job getting hold of the doctor.

‘Well, you’ve said Mr Mullins lost his balance when Miss Edwards here slipped his grip.’ Edwards was the kids’ real surname. ‘But I have to ask if you did more than tell him to leave her alone. There’s the bruise on his cheek.’

‘I didn’t hit the—’ Jamie, about to say bugger, checked himself. ‘I didn’t hit the man, if that’s what you mean.’

‘Here, pardon me, I’m sure,’ said Kitty to the sergeant, ‘but I’ll get upset if you go on at Mister Blair. He’s a gent, he is, he don’t go around hittin’ people, nor kids, neither. He didn’t touch—’ She paused and frowned. ‘Me step-father,’ she said with a grimace.

‘Did your step-father fall heavily?’ asked the CID man.

‘Like a sack of coal,’ said Kitty. ‘I suppose that’s ’eavy, ain’t it? Mister Blair went down an’ looked at him straightaway, but he couldn’t do him no good. He’d expired.’

One of the constables coughed.

‘Expired, miss?’ he said.

‘Yes, he was dead. I never saw anyone more dead.’ Kitty sounded cross, as if her step-father had made a thorough nuisance of himself by dying like that. ‘I went down an’ looked at him meself, and I said to meself oh, lor’, he’s expired. Mister Blair, he knew it right away, he’s been in the Army.’

‘In the war, Mr Blair?’ enquired the CID sergeant.

‘Two years and a bit,’ said Jamie, ‘I came out early in 1919.’

‘You look very fit,’ said the sergeant, and Jamie knew the man was implying he was capable of delivering a very effective blow.

‘Well, tramping around London looking for work keeps a lot of us fit,’ he said.

‘Are you unemployed, sir?’ asked the second uniformed man.

‘Yes,’ said Jamie, ‘although I’m doing a week’s part-time work at the moment.’

‘You ain’t half got a sauce, keepin’ on at Mister Blair,’ said Kitty. ‘I don’t know what I’d ’ave done if he hadn’t been here to take care of things. I’d have ’ad hysterics, and so would me brother an’ sisters. But Mister Blair acted like a real soldier, calming things down and sendin’ me to the police station an’ me brother to the doctor’s. That Alfie, I don’t know where he’s got to.’

‘Well, we’d like a doctor here fairly quickly,’ said the CID man. ‘Meanwhile, let’s go up to the landing and you and Mr Blair can show us just how it happened.’

‘I don’t like all this palaver on top of everything else,’ said Kitty. ‘I ain’t used to seein’ a step-father fall down the stairs in a fatal way, it’s been a shock, and me an’ me sisters are goin’ to feel ill later, I can tell you. But all right, I’ll take you upstairs an’ show you.’

She led the way. One of the uniformed men detached himself and made for the kitchen. Jamie suspected he was going to ask questions of the twins.

On the landing, the CID man, Sergeant Watkins, suggested he should stand in for Mullins. Jamie showed him where Mullins had been on the top stair, and Kitty showed him how he had been holding her arm and dragging at her. And she showed him how she had twisted herself free.

‘Then he lost his balance,’ she said. ‘Well, he was pulling on empty air then, wasn’t he? Mister, you ain’t tryin’ to blame me, are you?’

‘We’re only trying to get things clear,’ said Sergeant Watkins.

‘Well, I don’t know how much clearer they can be than what me an’ Mister Blair have showed you,’ said Kitty, looking as if she was about to lose her temper. Jamie thought that ill-treatment and neglect, far from breaking her, had turned her into a spitfire.

‘We’re grateful for any help,’ said Sergeant Watkins, and turned to Jamie. ‘Exactly where were you standing, Mr Blair, when Mr Mullins fell?’

‘Where
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