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About the Book

Everyone liked Sergeant Joe. From the huge jolly Beavis family with whom he had lodgings in Newington Butts, to Mr George Singleton, Charing Cross Road bookseller, who employed Joe in a little lucrative and harmless forgery, Sergeant Joe was a universal favourite. Quite a few people wondered why he didn’t get married.

But it wasn't until he bumped into Dolly Smith – quite literally in a London pea-souper – that he met a girl who made an impression on him.  Dolly was quick, lively, and full of cockney cheek.  She was also a little frightened – running from a vicious-looking thug and a sinister foreigner who seemed to think she had stolen something valuable.  When Joe took Dolly under his wing he thought he was just helping her in a momentary predicament. He didn’t realise his peaceful existence was going to be wrecked. For Dolly was both bewitching and beguiling – and she was also involved in something quite dangerous that was finally to give Sergeant Joe the surprise of his life.
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CHAPTER ONE

The thick yellow fog, rolling up from the river, blanketed London, blotting out its parks, its streets and its buildings. The capital of the Empire lay as mute as a suffocated corpse wrapped in an impenetrable shroud. The fog smothered every street lamp, reducing each light to a vague blur, and it made shapeless ghosts of every human being abroad. No man could see another unless they blundered into each other. Horse-drawn traffic had given up long ago. So had belching omnibuses and electric trams.

Wisely, old men sat by their firesides and dreamt of the sunshine of their yesterdays, while the smoke from their coal fires issued from their chimneys to thicken the fog. In the East End, mothers brought their broods in off the streets and bolted their doors, for on a night like this the Ripper’s ghost itself might be lurking outside. Fancy women sought the cosy comfort of pubs, from where men looked out into the fog, ordered another glass of ale and stayed where they were for the time being. The doxies rubbed elbows invitingly with them.

It was March, 1911, the year that was to see a royal unveiling of the Queen Victoria Memorial and the coronation of King George V and Queen Mary.

In a house in Newington Butts, Walworth, ex-Sergeant Joe Foster was actually preparing to brave the fog. Late of the 2nd Dragoon Guards, known as the Queen’s Bays, he limped from his bedroom to his living-room on the first floor. He limped because a wounded knee-cap had left the joint permanently stiff. It had also earned him his discharge at the age of twenty-seven. He was twenty-nine now, a stalwart veteran of the Boer War and campaigns in India, with the long legs and handsome dark brown moustache of a dragoon.

A navy blue jersey and trousers clothed him. He picked his jacket off the back of his fireside armchair and stood for a moment watching the burning coals of the compact stove, which had an oven to it. Twelve-year-old Linda Beavis, daughter of his landlady, came running up the stairs and showed herself at his open door. Her red hair glinted in the light of the gas mantle.

‘Sergeant Joe, can I shine yer shoes for a penny? Well, I don’t mind an ’a’penny, if yer like, only I can do more spit for a penny.’

‘Come in, Carrots,’ he said. Every boy or girl who had red hair was called either Carrots or Ginger in Walworth. He smiled as she skipped in, her white belted pinafore frock with a short skirt worn over a calf-length frock of dark grey. Her black woollen stockings were slightly wrinkled, and a button was loose on one of her ankle boots. Her round face was a little smudged, and her bright eyes regarded him hopefully. ‘Right, a penny or a ha’penny, is it? Let’s see now, stand to attention, Private Carrots.’

Linda did her best, although with a bit of a giggle.

‘Is that all right, Sergeant Joe?’ she asked. Nearly everyone called him that, because he’d been a sergeant in the Army, and because he had square shoulders, a straight back and a military moustache. The wind, the sand and the sun of the African deserts had burned him to a deep brown, and he still looked tanned. ‘Is me feet doin’ it proper?’

‘I’d say so,’ said Sergeant Joe. ‘Yes, so I would. Not bad at all, Private Carrots. In return for which, a penny it is for a shoe-shine. Wait a moment, though, let’s have a look at your spit.’

‘I fink I’ve got lots of really good spit,’ said Linda. She rolled some around, then opened her mouth and showed him her wet pink tongue.

‘Spit passed Al,’ said Sergeant Joe. ‘Get to work, little lady, I’ll be going out in five minutes.’

‘Crikey, in the fog?’ said Linda.

‘I’ll fight it,’ he said, and she got to work. She knew where everything was. Sergeant Joe watched her with good humour written all over him. He liked kids. He liked his landlady’s kids and he liked all the other kids who ran around the streets adjacent the Elephant and Castle. Good kids, saucy kids, adventurous kids, ragamuffins, scallywags and young varmints, they all meant the country was alive and well. They’d grow up to be the backbone of old England. Never mind that their families were poor, that the multitude of pawnshops in Southwark were laden with family articles waiting to be redeemed. The people were tough. Some went to the wall by way of drink, but the majority fought the good fight, and if some cheated a bit or thieved a bit, it was the law that rebuked them, not their neighbours. London’s cockneys were cynical and earthy in all they said about their Government and their politicians, but what kept them going year in and year out was neighbourliness and close family union. Sergeant Joe, making what he could of his own life, considered the taking ways of some cockneys simply an extension of their determination not to let conditions beat them. He was Chatham-born himself, but he liked cockney London, even if he did not intend to spend all his years in lodgings there. Already he had useful savings.

Young Linda, seated on the fireside rug, treated one polished shoe to more spit, then rubbed vigorously with a soft leather cloth. She regarded the resultant shine proudly.

‘I done an ’a’porth, Sergeant Joe,’ she said.

‘Right, top of the class,’ he said. Up came his landlady, fat and jolly Mrs Bessie Beavis, her grey blouse putting up its usual doughty fight to contain her bosom, and her long black skirt sweeping the floor. She was as rosy-faced as a farmer’s wife. She’d seen a farm once, and she’d seen its cows too. She’d seen them lumbering towards her, and she’d picked up her skirts and fled shrieking. Big as elephants they were, she told her mum, and decided she’d stick to London for ever.

Joe greeted her arrival with a smile.

‘Evening, Bessie,’ he said.

‘And ’ow’s yerself, Sergeant Joe? I’ve come up to see if that gel of mine’s makin’ a nuisance of ’erself. What’s she doin’ down there?’

‘Spitting and polishing,’ said Joe.

‘Oh, doin’ one of ’er shoe-shine jobs, is she?’ said Mrs Beavis fondly. ‘Still, don’t let ’er be a nuisance, nor come up askin’ for pennies.’

‘No nuisance, Bessie,’ said Joe. ‘She’s a first-class shoe-shiner, aren’t you, Carrots? Good clean spit as well. And A1 as a private.’

‘Yes, and I can stand to attention proper, can’t I, Sergeant Joe?’ said Linda, busy on the second shoe.

Mrs Beavis laughed, and her jolly bosom went up and down.

‘Sergeant Joe, you’ll ’ave us all in the Army one day,’ she said.

‘Need an army, Bessie,’ he said. He was pretty certain that in a few years’ time a war would be on its way. Germany had been rattling its sabre for ages, and its bombastic Emperor liked the sound. He’d be over later this year to attend the unveiling of the memorial to his late grandmother, Queen Victoria. He’d be bound to show off his flashiest uniforms and to drop large-sized hints about the German Army being the most powerful in the world. One day his generals would try to persuade him to let their hordes go into action. Pity that Queen Victoria wasn’t still alive, she’d chop his head off. She’d been the only person able to put Kaiser Bill in his place.

‘Look, I done ’em both now, Sergeant Joe,’ said Linda, holding up the shoes for his inspection. ‘Are they shiny enough?’

‘Top of the class again, Private Carrots. Right, on your feet.’ Up came Linda from the rug. ‘Stand at ease. Good. Hold out your hand.’ Linda held out a slightly grubby pink palm. A penny dropped into it, and her happy fingers closed around the copper coin. ‘Right, well done. Dismiss.’

‘Can’t I stay a bit till me cocoa?’ asked Linda.

‘Not tonight, Josephine.’

‘Who’s Josephine? She ain’t me,’ said Linda.

‘Just as well, young copperknob, or Napoleon would be after you. Point is, I’m going out, remember?’

‘Oh, ’elp,’ Mum, ’e’s goin’ out in all that fog,’ said Linda.

‘I don’t know you should be doin’ that, Sergeant Joe,’ said Mrs Beavis, ‘Charlie says you can’t see yer own nose even.’ Charlie was her husband. ‘’E says ’e don’t know ’ow ’e managed to get ’ome from ’is work, ’e says ’e first finished up in Yard Row, in Mrs Scott’s ’ouse.’

‘Lucky old Charlie,’ said Joe, putting his jacket on.

‘Trust ’im to land up on a widow woman’s doorstep,’ said Mrs Beavis, and laughed again. ‘Now don’t you go gettin’ yerself lost like ’e did; that widow woman might take it into her ’ead to keep you for good.’

‘Oh, lor’,’ breathed Linda, ‘I just ’ope Jesus looks after yer, Sergeant Joe, it ’ud be ’orrible for yer to be kept by Mrs Scott. Me mum wouldn’t let none of us go out in a fog as fick as this, nor me dad, neither. ’E’d give us a beltin’. Not me, though, ’e don’t take ’is belt to me, ’e says I’m ’is little plum duff wiv jam on. I likes me dad, don’t you, Sergeant Joe?’

‘I’ve got likings and mislikings,’ said Joe, pulling his blue peaked cap on, ‘and your dad is one of my likings. So’s your mum. And so are you, Private Plum Duff with jam on.’

Linda giggled, her mum smiled. They went down the stairs with Sergeant Joe. In his cap and overcoat he looked well equipped to brave the wintry fog. The gaslit passage itself seemed misty with creeping yellow. Mrs Beavis returned to her warm kitchen. Linda saw Sergeant Joe to the door.

‘Yer won’t get lorst, will yer?’ she said anxiously, not liking the thought of the widow woman pulling him into her house and keeping him.

‘Wouldn’t do to get myself lost, Carrots,’ he said. ‘Right, go and show yourself to your dad, we don’t want him thinking you’ve disappeared up my chimney.’

Linda giggled again and skipped away to the kitchen. The front door closed behind Sergeant Joe and he went limping on his way through the thick fog of the March evening. He was carrying an old carpet-bag.


CHAPTER TWO

‘There you are, then, that’s your new commission, my friend,’ said Mr George Singleton, portly form comfortably ensconced in a leather-padded wall seat. Sergeant Joe sat next to him. They were in Hennessey’s in the Strand and tucked into a corner. Their conversation was discreetly quiet. The place, with its bright gas lamps, shut out the fog. Sergeant Joe tucked papers into cardboard folders and put the folders into his carpet-bag, together with a square-shaped bottle of special ink. ‘Lord Byron, of course, has a romantic appeal.’

‘Byron it is,’ said Sergeant Joe.

‘And Shelley. And their ladies.’ Mr Singleton chuckled. ‘All sailing on a sea of Italian misadventures.’

‘End of Shelley, poor devil.’

‘You’ve read some of his poetry?’ enquired Mr Singleton, sipping his whisky.

‘None.’

‘Byron’s?’

‘None. Not my style, poetry.’

‘Yet you have your own artistic gift.’

‘Is that what you call it?’ Sergeant Joe smiled. ‘Most people would say it’s a gift for forgery.’

Mr Singleton looked pained. Another sip of whisky cleared his brow and restored his prevailing expression of geniality. He was, outwardly, a happy friend to the whole world.

‘Come, Sergeant, never think the copying of handwriting equates with the forging of banknotes. A talent that results in giving exquisite pleasure to collectors of memorabilia is to be admired, not deprecated.’

‘It’s still forgery,’ said Sergeant Joe, although it amused him rather than troubled him, this gainful exercise of his talents. His cockney friends would have called it honest endeavour in a dishonest world. They were broadminded. So was he. A moderate scholar at his Chatham school, he had nevertheless amazed his teachers by his ability to write copperplate script at the age of eleven. At fourteen he found he could also copy perfectly any handwriting placed in front of him. But he had always had a wish to join the Army, and at sixteen he enlisted as a drummer boy. That led to Africa and to Kitchener’s campaigns. And to a wounded knee-cap.

He had met Mr George Singleton two years ago in Petticoat Lane, at a stall that sold knick-knacks, bits and pieces, and other oddments that appealed to people with a passion for collecting things, particularly things that had belonged – or might have belonged – to a figure of history. A hat, a locket, a snippet of hair curled inside a little velvet-lined comfit box, an ornament, a bill, a letter. Yes, a letter was always prized. Every collector prized letters above all. Except that one had reservations about what was genuine on a Petticoat Lane stall. That was where Mr Singleton came in. He had a shop in Charing Cross Road. He sold second-hand books and rare first editions. He could never get enough of the latter. He could get items that had once been owned by this author or that author, and there was a market for these, particularly for letters. He and Sergeant Joe, having met in Petticoat Lane and having talked, repaired to a pub and had a long and very friendly conversation. They both had principles. They could both stretch them.

Mr Singleton knew other talented people, among them an extremely obliging fellow who could treat a sheet of notepaper to give it the feel and appearance of age, and could also produce ink of a quality used in the past. Could Sergeant Joe use a quill pen? ‘Don’t make me laugh,’ said Sergeant Joe. ‘Apologies, my dear fellow,’ said Mr Singleton, ‘momentarily I failed to appreciate I was talking to an artist.’

The outcome of the conversation was another meeting three days later. A third followed after two more days, when Sergeant Joe visited Mr Singleton in his shop in Charing Cross Road and produced two letters ostensibly written by the Duke of Wellington on the eve of Waterloo. To ladies of his acquaintance. Mr Singleton sold them for two pounds each. He split the proceeds with Sergeant Joe, down the middle. That to Sergeant Joe was money for old rope.

Subsequently, such authors as the Brontë sisters, Jane Austen, Oliver Goldsmith, Jonathan Swift and others of great renown were the apparent signatories of letters placed in the care of Mr Singleton and sold by him by way of his bookshop or through the hands of trusted business friends who ran seemingly dowdy or seedy little secondhand enterprises in shops dark and dusty. It was in such shops, however, that questing collectors often seized upon priceless memorabilia. And there was also the Petticoat Lane stall and its owner, a shrewd East End cockney who knew Mr Singleton well. There began to appear on his stall the occasional letter, its edges artfully worn, its folds artfully aged. Sometimes there was even an envelope, particularly when it was plain from the contents of the letter that it had been delivered by hand. Or so it appeared. Mr Singleton advised Sergeant Joe at the beginning to be careful about envelopes. They were relatively recent.

‘You should not speak too bluntly of forgery, my dear fellow,’ said Mr Singleton, delicately imbibing more whisky. ‘You are an artist, as I have said many times. A genius even. Your efforts are of a harmless kind. They hurt no-one. They merely induce wealthy collectors to dip into their pockets. If they mistake the origin of a letter of yours, it’s neither your fault nor mine. I never give guarantees. If what I say leads a buyer to believe he’s acquiring an original, that, I assure you, is mainly because it’s what he wishes to believe.’

‘One day,’ said Sergeant Joe, ‘one of them will come back with proof that you’ve sold him a forgery.’

‘I shall defend myself with all the eloquence at my command,’ said Mr Singleton unworriedly. ‘Nor would I ever mention your name.’

‘Wouldn’t you?’

‘Sergeant, I like you too much.’

‘Fetch up there, George.’

‘It’s true, my friend. You are the last one I’d throw from a lifeboat.’

Sergeant Joe laughed. It was a deep and pleasant sound. It made Mr Singleton smile. His smile gave a beam to his plump face, and he looked like Mr Pickwick in the flesh.

‘I’ll give this business one more year,’ said Sergeant Joe. ‘I’d be a fool, and so would you, to risk longer.’

‘Ah, I must mention that the sun is shining,’ said Mr Singleton. ‘Forget the fog. Think of Italy, for that is where the many letters you are about to produce will end up. Italian romanticists have a great fondness for Byron and Shelley. Allowing for commission and certain expenses, the sales in Italy will modestly enrich us. And the risks you have in mind will not exist there. Nor shall I stay longer than I need.’

‘You’re taking the letters yourself?’ Sergeant Joe regarded his business partner with gravity. But he knew his man. There was never a note of distrust in any of their transactions. ‘Understood.’

‘Trust me.’

‘If I didn’t, I’d come to Italy with you. Now I’ll be on my way. I’ve got another walk to make through the fog. Back home.’ Sergeant Joe finished his warming whisky, shook hands with Mr Singleton, took hold of his carpet-bag, and limped out of the cosy, club-like atmosphere of Hennessey’s.

A good fellow, a fine soldier, thought Mr Singleton. And an artist to boot.

Sergeant Joe paused for a moment on the pavement. He turned up his coat collar and gave his eyes time to adjust to the thickness of the night fog. The Strand was buried in rolling dirty-yellow clouds. Traffic had long left the streets. Hansom cabs had returned to their mews. All sound was suffocated, and the light from street lamps was all but smothered. However, he began his walk back to Newington Butts. It took him over Waterloo Bridge. Faintly he heard the sound of a hooting tug. The fog lay upon the river and swirled over the bridge. He seemed alone in one of London’s infamous pea-soupers. He passed no-one. He was silent in his limping walk, his footwear rubber-soled. He thought about hob-nailed Army boots and the crisp sounds of infantrymen drilling on the square. It reminded him of the vigorousness of Army life. But he had not missed it as much as he’d thought he might. He had realized early on that social life in the Army was painfully restricted, especially when serving abroad. As a civilian, his horizons were far broader. On the other hand, more than a few civilians were sloppy and needed to smarten up a bit. Most women had straighter backs than most men. Well, women were carriers. They carried their offspring and they carried shopping bags. Carriers always walked upright. Men who walked with their hands in their pockets slouched along. Not good, that. Made them look old before their time.

A lone horse and cart approached, coming at a snail’s pace from the direction of the Elephant and Castle. It was invisible in the fog except for the faint blur of its lamp. But he heard its turning wheels and the slow clop of the horse. What a night. He entered London Road, feeling his way by keeping close to buildings on his right. Midway down, the muffled sounds of running feet suddenly reached his ears. Whoever it was had to be desperate to be running through fog as thick as this. A street lamp threw faint light and out of it came a young woman. She ran straight into him. The collision staggered her and she fell. A little gasp of pain escaped her, then some hissed words. He made sense of none of them, but thought she was probably swearing at him.

He dropped his carpet-bag, stooped and helped her to her feet. She winced, clutched him for support as she eased her right foot off the ground, and a shabby handbag touched his chest.

‘Fetch up there,’ he said, ‘what’s your hurry on a night like this?’

She drew a breath.

‘They’re after me – quick, ’elp me, won’t yer?’ she begged in a whisper.

He heard other footsteps then, and the shouting voice of a man.

‘Stop! We’ll get yer, yer thievin’ ’aybag!’

Joe’s thoughts flashed. What was one more thief in Southwark, and what was there for some of its people except snatching and pickpocketing? Even more, what was there for some of its women except that or selling themselves?

A man, panting and cursing, emerged at a run from the small patch of light. He glimpsed two figures and pulled up. He laid a fast hand on the woman’s wrist and twisted her arm.

‘Gotcher!’

‘Hold your horses,’ said Joe, ‘the lady’s with me.’

The man, burly, and with a flat cap on his head, said, ‘That she ain’t, mister, and I ain’t lettin’ go of ’er. Shove off.’

Another man arrived. He wore a trim bowler hat and an overcoat. The overcoat was unbuttoned. He said nothing for the moment. He was breathing hard, and Joe thought he was even sweating. Which meant he was either out of condition or in a state of agitation.

He spoke then. To the young woman.

‘So,’ he said. Just that.

‘So nothing,’ said Joe, ‘she’s with me.’

‘So’s me Aunt Fanny,’ said the burly man. ‘Listen, cock, suppose you mind yer own bleedin’ business, eh? This thievin’ cow’s snaffled this ’ere gent’s wallet. Didn’t I see ’er with me own eyes, down in the Rockingham?’ The Rockingham was a public house by the Elephant and Castle. ‘Didn’t I offer to go after ’er on be’alf of the gent? And now I got ’er, ain’t I?’

‘Oh, yer rotten liar,’ breathed the young woman, a shabby black straw hat on her head, ‘I never snaffled no gent’s wallet in all me born days.’

‘Not so,’ said the bowler-hatted gentleman, who also sported a neat black beard. ‘You have taken mine.’ His English was accented. ‘You are one filthy thief. Give.’ He put out a gloved hand. ‘Give it back.’

‘Me?’ protested the young woman. ‘’Ow can I when I ain’t got it? I just got an ’urt foot, that’s all.’

‘Divvy up, yer bitch,’ said the burly man, ‘or yer’ll ’urt all over. I got a reward comin’ from this gent for coppin’ yer. So let’s ’ave ’is wallet, an’ quick.’

‘I ain’t got it, I tell yer!’

‘A lie,’ said the foreign gentleman. He looked at Sergeant Joe. ‘You are her accomplice, I think.’

‘I’m just standing here listening,’ said Joe.

‘Search her,’ said the gentleman to the bruiser. ‘Strike her if she resists.’

‘Don’t like the sound of that, mister,’ said Joe. ‘Don’t advise it, either.’

‘You are not the one who has been robbed,’ said the gentleman. ‘Search her,’ he repeated to the bruiser.

‘’Ere, no yer don’t,’ said the young woman, suffering the pain of a wrenched ankle. ‘No-one’s goin’ to search me, it ain’t decent, I’m a respectable girl and nor ain’t I a thief – oh!’ She gasped as the bruiser’s hand struck her mouth.

‘Pity you did that,’ said Joe, and put the bruiser on his back with an iron right-hander to his jaw. ‘Can’t have it. Don’t like it. It’s uncivilized. And what’s more, I’m against it.’

‘Stand back.’ The bearded gentleman was steely. The pervading fog enclosed the group, and the world outside seemed at a silent standstill. Not a single vehicle moved on the road, nor a footstep. ‘Stand back, I command you.’ For all that they were wrapped in fog, the revolver that had appeared in a gloved hand was all too visible to Sergeant Joe. It was pointed at his stomach. ‘Believe me, I will shoot you if you move again, and I will then have this filthy woman carried away. You understand?’

‘I understand all right,’ said Joe, ‘but I still don’t like it.’

‘Oh, me dear gawd,’ gasped the young woman, ‘I’ve never seen the like of that, it’s a gun.’

‘Take your clothes off and empty your handbag,’ said the gentleman, who was no gentleman.

‘Take me clothes off? ’Ere, what d’yer think I am?’

‘A thief. You have my wallet. Do as I say.’

Sergeant Joe thought the man ferociously determined. The bruiser was back on his feet, shaking his head dizzily.

‘I bleedin’ owe you for that one,’ he growled at Joe.

‘Not now,’ rapped the icily ferocious man. ‘Search that filthy woman. Her handbag first, then her clothes. Strip her if necessary.’ His cold rage thickened his accent, but the revolver in his hand remained steady. Joe watched him. The bruiser went to work, wrenching the young woman’s handbag from her. He opened it and plunged his hand in.

‘Oh, yer swine,’ breathed the young woman as he flung the handbag to the ground. He stooped. Her skirts tossed and swirled. She uttered gasps and protests. And she winced again.

‘Bleedin’ ’ell,’ growled the searching bruiser, ‘where’s she put it?’

‘Break her arm. She will tell us where it is then, or her other arm will be broken.’

‘’Ere, ’old on, guv,’ said the bruiser, ‘I dunno I go along with that. It ain’t too clever, yer know, breakin’ ’er arms on account of a wallet. A bleedin’ good ‘iding, that’ll make her divvy up.’

‘Strip her.’

‘I’ll scream the ’ouses down!’ shouted the young woman.

‘And I’ll lose my temper,’ said Joe.

‘Shut up!’ hissed the bearded man, and pushed the barrel of the revolver hard into Joe’s stomach. The fog was an impenetrable yellow wall around them, and it favoured the opposition.

‘’Ere, guv, what’s that?’ asked the bruiser. He had spotted the carpet-bag. It was still on the pavement, close to Sergeant Joe’s left foot, and faintly visible. ‘’Ere, that’s where yer wallet is, I’ll lay to it. That’s where she put it.’

‘Search it.’

‘Now yer talkin’. We don’t want no bleedin’ bullets flyin’ about, guv, if yer don’t mind, it’ll bring the rozzers down on us like a ton of bricks, even in this fog. I brought yer the letter, and I offered to catch this thievin’ ’aybag for yer, but I ain’t partial to firearms—’

‘Quiet, you fool. Earn your twenty pounds. Search that bag.’

Twenty pounds? Sergeant Joe silently whistled. He was watching the man with the revolver, watching and waiting. His thoughts took a new turn. Twenty pounds was a small fortune to most cockneys. The missing wallet must be stuffed with banknotes.

The bruiser took up the carpet-bag, at which point every ear caught the sounds of slow, measured footsteps and a man’s voice. The bruiser, opening the bag, jerked his head up. He swung round.

‘Guv, it’s the bleedin’ rozzers on their beat!’ he whispered.

‘What? What?’

‘Police, guv, on their beat – I’m off.’

‘Give me that bag!’ hissed Blackbeard, but Sergeant Joe was quicker by far. He wrenched the bag from the bruiser. An obscene oath in a foreign language escaped Blackbeard’s furious lips. Then he was gone, with the bruiser, back the way he had come.

Did it on himself, thought Joe. Could have stayed and reported the theft of his wallet to the police if he hadn’t produced that revolver. The police might have nicked the young woman. They’d have certainly nicked him.

They loomed up, two uniformed constables. Since the murderous excursions of Jack the Ripper in London’s East End some years ago, the patrolling of streets on both sides of the river had been strictly enforced, particularly on foggy nights.

The constables halted. The young woman had picked up her handbag, but hadn’t moved apart from that. Her right ankle wouldn’t let her.

‘Evening,’ said Joe, the carpet-bag out of sight behind him.

‘’Ello, ain’t it an ’orrible night?’ said the young woman.

‘Not the kind to hang about in,’ said one constable.

‘What’re you up to, anyway?’ asked the second.

‘Up to? ’Ere, you bein’ cheeky to a respectable girl?’

‘Highly respectable,’ said Joe.

‘Looks like it,’ said the first constable.

‘Prime case of solicitin’, if you ask me,’ said the second.

‘Not by a long shot,’ said Joe.

‘Oh, I never been more insulted,’ said the young woman. ‘’E’s me best friend.’

‘Well, get your best friend to take you home,’ said the first constable, ‘or we might have to take you down to the station for the good of your health.’

‘’Ere, that ain’t funny, yer know,’ said the young woman.

‘Serious, I’d say,’ said the second constable, but they both had grins on their faces as they resumed their beat.

‘You’re well out of that,’ said Joe to the young woman.

‘Don’t I know it? You’ve been a real sport, mister, standin’ up for me like you did, and fetchin’ that brute a lovely wallop. Only what am I goin’ to do now? Me ankle hurts every time I put me foot to the ground. I’m near crippled. You can chuck me in the river, if you like, for all the good I am to meself. It ain’t far.’

‘I’m not keen on that idea,’ said Joe.

‘All right, I’ll chuck meself in,’ she said.

‘Don’t like that, either,’ said Joe. ‘Where’d you live?’

‘Oh, it’s all right, I—’ She stopped and did her best to get a really good look at him through the fog. She did a bit of thinking. ‘Well, I don’t like sayin’ so, mister, but I don’t even ’ave the price of a night’s lodging. I got thrown out of me previous room this morning, on account of owings.’

‘Hard luck,’ said Joe. ‘Well, we can’t leave you to the wolves. Hold my bag.’ He placed it in her arms and she clutched it to her bosom, with her handbag, the toe of her right foot gingerly touching ground. He stooped and lifted her. She gasped.

‘Here, excuse me, what d’you think you’re doin’?’ she demanded, as he began to walk.

‘I’m carrying you,’ he said.

‘I didn’t say you could – crikey, what a liberty. You’re takin’ advantage just because I’m near crippled. Where you takin’ me to?’

‘My lodgings. Then I’ll have a look at your ankle.’ He peered into the fog, proceeding slowly with his warm-bodied burden. ‘Then I’ll find a bed for you.’

‘Whose bed?’

‘Mine, probably.’

‘Here, what d’you think I am? You’re not draggin’ me into your bed, I’ll scream the place down.’

‘Don’t get funny ideas,’ said Joe.

‘Me? I like that. I’m respectable, I am. Did you see that rotten perisher, searchin’ me clothes? I nearly died of blushin’ all over.’

‘Report on what happened to the wallet,’ said Joe, thinking he needed to watch out in case Blackbeard and the bruiser were still around.

‘What wallet?’ she asked.

‘The wallet. What did you do with it?’

‘That’s it, go on, insult me.’

‘Was there any money in it, or haven’t you looked yet?’

‘Mister, you’re givin’ me a hard time, you are, and just when I’m thinking I’ve met a real gent for a change. Mind, I hardly know how to get a proper look at you in all this fog.’ But snug in his arms and very close to him, she could at least see his looks weren’t villainous. She sighed. ‘I’m honest but unlucky, mister.’

‘Are you?’ said Joe. The dark bulk of buildings on his right gave way to emptiness, and he knew he’d reached Princess Street. He came to a stop to feel for the kerb. Finding it, he crossed the entrance to the street and then he was on the pavement again, with buildings again his guide. The fog was dense, a killer to old people with bronchitis.

‘Mister, are you a gent?’

‘Can’t answer a question like that,’ said Joe, ‘can’t make sense of it.’

‘No, but you’ve got a gent’s moustache, I can see that,’ she said. ‘Here, d’you ’ave a funny ankle too? Only you’re limpin’, ain’t you?’

‘Stiff knee,’ he said, watching for obstacles he might only know about by walking into them. He reached the Elephant and Castle, a busy junction by night as well as by day, but it was a silent yellow emptiness tonight. The time was past ten, kids were wrapped up in their beds, and parents were probably about to retire themselves. Most mums and dads in Walworth had to get up early.

He turned right into Newington Butts, the young woman no great weight in his arms, although he was sure she wasn’t skinny.

‘You sure I’m not too much for you, mister?’ she asked. ‘I mean, your limp and all.’

‘Exercise is good for it,’ he said, the familiarity of the Butts lost in the fog and making it necessary for him to still proceed carefully. He kept listening for sounds that would tell him Blackbeard and his henchman were in the vicinity. ‘I’ll beat my stiff knee one day. One day it’ll start bending again. If not, I’ll take a hammer to it.’

‘Don’t do that, mister, I begs you,’ she said. ‘It’ll give you an ’orrible pain and do your knee in for good.’

‘We’ll see,’ said Joe. There was not far to go now. But he thought then that there was someone behind him, he thought for a moment that he heard footsteps. He stopped and listened. The young woman peered at him from under the brim of her ancient straw hat. Hearing nothing, he went on. Someone, perhaps, had turned into a house.

‘What did you stop for?’ she asked.

‘I thought someone was coming up behind us.’

‘Fog plays funny tricks, mister, don’t you think so? It makes you feel old Nick is about. Where’d you hurt your knee?’

‘Playing soldiers,’ said Joe.

‘Help, ’ave you been in a war?’ she asked.

‘Not the same kind you have,’ said Joe.

‘Here, when we get to your lodgings, you ain’t really going to take advantage of me, are you?’ she asked.

‘Don’t fancy that,’ said Joe. ‘Wait till you’ve been tidied up. Then we’ll see what you look like.’

‘What a sauce,’ she said. ‘I ain’t going to be tidied up and looked at so’s you can make up your mind about fancying me. Oh, help, me blood keeps running cold about that bloke havin’ a gun. Him and his wallet, what a carry-on.’

The wallet must have been fat, thought Joe. The bruiser wouldn’t have been promised a reward of twenty quid otherwise. And Blackbeard wouldn’t have threatened to start shooting.

‘Here we are,’ he said, stopping outside the right house. ‘Pull the latchcord for me, would you?’

‘What?’ she said.

‘The latchcord.’

‘Oh, lor’,’ she said, ‘it’s like come into me parlour, said the spider to the fly.’ She leaned in his arms, groped for the latchcord dangling from the letter-box, and pulled it. The door opened and he carried her in. He closed the door with the heel of his right foot. ‘Oh, help,’ she said in the lamplit passage.

After all, she didn’t know him, and a fate worse than death might just be awaiting her.


CHAPTER THREE

As soon as he closed the door, Joe knew the Beavises were all in bed. There were no sounds or vibrations. Mr and Mrs Beavis, their three daughters and two sons were all larger than life, except for young Linda. They could make the house shake when they were in full flow, the vibrations spreading from the kitchen. They attacked life, they didn’t sit quietly around waiting for it to flatten them. It would have a job flattening that boisterous family, thought Joe as he carried the young woman through the passage and up the flight of stairs to the first floor. He had no option now but to speak to his landlady in the morning about letting this homeless female have his bed for the night.

He set her down on the landing and she stood on one foot, using the wall for support while he opened his living-room door. He went in, struck a match and applied the flame to the gas mantle. It sprang into bright white light and he covered it with its glass globe. He returned to the young woman and carried her in, sitting her down in the fireside armchair. If her ankle was painful, she wasn’t making a fuss about it. That was in her favour, and if she did happen to be a female tea leaf, well, he was the last person entitled to throw stones. He relieved her of the carpet-bag, and she looked around, her eyes quick and observant. The fire in the compact range was burning slowly, and the room was warm and cosy. On the hob plate stood an iron kettle. A square-topped mahogany table was covered with green baize, and there were two upright chairs, a small dresser, a larder and a tallboy. On the tallboy was an inkstand with four wells, a squat bottle of ink in each. Nibbed pens lay in the groove. Old velvet curtains of dark red draped the window.

Joe took a good look at the young woman. What a mess. Her black straw hat, secured by a beaded hatpin, had seen its best days long ago. So had her dark blue jacket, white blouse and black skirt. Over the jacket she wore the inveterate shawl of cockney women. But at least she didn’t look starving or thin. Nor could he say she had no colour and no bosom to speak of. On the other hand, her grey eyes were big, and that was usually a sign of hunger. But she had quite good looks, and beneath her hat a loop of luxuriant dark auburn hair was showing.

‘All right,’ she said, making a face at him, ‘I know I ain’t much to look at, but I’ve had some blokes fancy me.’

‘Have I said something, then?’ he asked, taking off his cap and overcoat and hanging them on the door peg.

‘No, you’ve just been lookin’,’ she said. ‘Lookin’ and saying nothing, well, a girl knows what that means. It’s not fair.’

‘What isn’t?’ he asked, lifting the kettle, removing the hob plate and putting the kettle in its place. He raked the fire with a poker, pulled out the damper, and the fire began to glow. ‘What isn’t fair?’

‘Being looked at by a bloke that’s saying nothing.’

‘What’s not fair about that?’

‘It’s the way you’re lookin’,’ she said. ‘Can I help it if I ain’t an oil painting? It’s bein’ poor and ’omeless that does it. Mister, I suppose you wouldn’t have a bite of food to spare, would you?’

‘I’ll find you something, but let’s look at your ankle first,’ said Joe. She regarded him suspiciously, but couldn’t find anything shifty about him. His eyes were frank, his features regular and his expression quite friendly. His thick moustache, neatly trimmed, gave him a handsome look. ‘Sit on the table,’ he said, ‘and oblige me by not being sorry for yourself.’

‘Mister, I ain’t complaining about me lot, honest, I’m just saying, that’s all. All right, I’ll sit on the table, you’ve been good to me, savin’ me from those blokes that came after me for nothing.’ She got up. ‘Could you believe your eyes when you saw that gun? Mad, that’s what he was – oh—’ Her ankle gave way as she moved, shooting pain, and he caught her as she fainted. He carried her to the bedroom then, and in the darkness placed her gently down on the bed. He lit the gas mantle and light beamed. He looked down at her. An empty stomach and the pain of her ankle had been too much for her. Further, the thug had been rough with her. It couldn’t be helped if she was a pickpocket. Something had to be done for her.

He leaned over her, removed her cheap hatpin and her old straw hat. A little grin parted his mouth. There was the wallet. Clever girl. She had hidden it under her hat, in her wealth of hair. But it was out now. It was made of expensive brown leather, but it wasn’t fat, it was thin. He opened it. All it contained were four white English banknotes and an envelope. The banknotes were fivers. Four amounted to twenty quid, the sum offered to the bruiser. Odd, that. If Blackbeard was carrying only that amount, what was the point of offering it all? Why so much fury? Why the threat to use his revolver? Didn’t make sense. Unless it wasn’t the money, but the envelope, which obviously contained a letter.

There was no name on it. He mused over it, thinking about Blackbeard’s sweat and his icy rage. It had to be the letter that was important. He’d forfeited the money in advance.

Joe smiled and slipped the letter into his pocket. He placed the wallet on the bedside table. The young woman opened her eyes and stared vaguely up at him, her hair a spilling mass of deep auburn.

‘There you are,’ he said, ‘hold on a tick.’ He disappeared. She lay frowning until her mind cleared. Then she sat up. Galahad reappeared, with a glass containing a small amount of brandy. ‘Drink this,’ he said, ‘it’ll give you a lift.’

‘I fainted,’ she said, looking disgusted with herself. ‘I’ve never fainted before. Here, what’s in the glass?’

‘Brandy,’ said Joe.

‘Mister, don’t you try gettin’ me one over the eight. Not a drop of gin or brandy ever touched me lips in all me born days. I ain’t goin’ to let it now, either; I ain’t goin’ to be taken advantage of.’

‘Stop fussing,’ said Joe, ‘I don’t go in for that sort of thing. Come on, drink it, all at one go.’

She took the glass. She rolled her eyes at him, put the glass to her lips and drank the brandy, a small nip. She didn’t cough. It all went down and it immediately flooded her with warmth.

‘Help,’ she breathed, ‘it’s burning me alive.’

‘Good,’ said Joe.

‘What’s good about burning alive?’ she said. ‘Why couldn’t you give me a nice drop of port?’

‘Don’t have any,’ said Joe. ‘Right, don’t let’s take all night seeing to your ankle. I’ll get you some food in a few minutes, but first let’s have your shoe and stocking off.’

‘Oh, all right.’ She put the glass back into his hand, fumbled under her skirts and pushed a black lisle stocking down over her right leg. He placed the glass on the bedside table, leaned over her and unbuttoned her weary-looking ankle-boot. He removed it quite gently and drew her stocking off. Her foot was clean. He inspected her ankle. It was swollen and tinted with blue. He hoped that didn’t mean a fracture. Gently again, he turned her foot. She winced.

‘Painful?’ he asked.

‘Well, hurtful, like.’

‘Yell if this is really painful,’ he said, and slowly turned her foot the other way. She didn’t yell, she just winced again. ‘No sharp pain?’ he asked.

‘No, it just aches a lot,’ she said. ‘Hurtfully, like.’

‘Well, we’ve got a sprain,’ said Joe.

‘Oh, we ’ave, ’ave we?’ she said with typical cockney pertness. ‘I thought it was just me.’

He gave her a smile then, a kind of comradely one, as if her sprain and his stiff knee meant they had something in common.

‘Hold on,’ he said, and disappeared again. He returned with a basin of cold water, a flannel and a towel. He placed the towel on the bed under her bare foot. He dipped the flannel in the water and bathed the swollen joint not once but many times, leaving the flannel wrapped around it for long seconds each time. Water dripped on to the towel, and the cold wet flannel soothed the ache. Eventually, he left it fully wrapped and fastened with a safety-pin.

‘Mister, that’s done wonders,’ she said.

‘Hot tea and something to eat next,’ he said, and was gone yet again, taking the basin and towel with him. She lay musing, eyes on the ceiling. She was cross with herself, and she was also very hungry, she’d had nothing much all day. That bruiser. She’d followed him into the Rockingham public house by the Elephant and Castle. The pub had drawn her out of the cold and fog into warmth. The publican had looked at her several times as she offered little posies of limp flowers to customers for a penny a time. There were no takers. The bruiser had just given her a growling look. She found a penny and two ha’pennies in her purse, and the publican had served her a little port in exchange, which she sipped close to the blazing fire. The bruiser sat by himself, drinking a hot toddy, and he hardly moved except to bring the glass to his lips. Then a bearded man in a bowler hat and overcoat came in, looked around and found himself a seat in a corner. The burly bruiser got up, carried his toddy over and sat down opposite the bearded man, who listened to him muttering, then gave him a silver coin. The bruiser got up again and bought a large measure of whisky, which he gave to the bearded man, who made short work of it. Two swallows and it was gone. Then the bruiser produced a letter, the bearded man gave him a bit of a stony look, but took it and put it in his wallet. Then he said something in a very low voice, while gesturing at the bruiser with the wallet. She moved then, swaying a bit as if she was drunk. She lurched, reached out a hand and plucked the wallet clean from the bearded man’s grasp. The bruiser bawled at her, but she was out of the door in a flash. She ran into the fog and through the fog, its thickness a blessing now, although she was risking a fall and broken bones. But the bruiser was after her, and the click-clack of her heels over the pavement kept him from losing her. While running, she took off her hat, placed the wallet inside it and put it on again, thrusting in the pin and nearly falling while doing so, handbag swinging from her arm. She kept going, blindly, and with both men chasing her. Then some way along London Road she’d run straight into a man. It knocked her off her feet and wrenched her ankle. That was when everything could have got really ugly if the man hadn’t sided with her.

Now here she was, in his lodgings and on his bed, and out of action because of her ankle.

Oh, her hat!

She sat up again, looking around.

She saw the wallet on the bedside table.

That’s done it, she thought.

Joe brought tea and sandwiches on a tin tray that was decorated with a colourful imprint of Queen Victoria. The tray was a little battered, and so was the likeness of the late Queen. It was nothing personal, just the result of usage.

‘Here we are,’ he said. The patient was sitting up.

‘Oh, ain’t you kind to a poor girl?’ she said. ‘I don’t know I’ve ever met anyone more kind.’ He placed the tray on her lap. The tea was hot, and the sandwiches, filled with sliced ham, were made of crusty bread, fresh that day. She sipped the tea, cradling the cup in both hands. ‘Mister, ’ave you been a soldier?’

‘I have,’ said Joe.

‘’Ave you got medals?’

‘One or two.’

‘Well, you ought to ’ave another one, for savin’ a homeless girl from them ’orrible geezers and all the cold and fog.’ She gulped the hot tea, put the cup down, took hold of a sandwich and sank hungry white teeth into it. Joe sat down on the edge of the bed, taking note of the wallet. It was still there, but not as he had left it. It had been moved. Her eyes, following his, alighted on the item of contention. ‘Oh, help, look at that,’ she said.

‘The wallet?’ said Joe. ‘Had you forgotten about it?’

‘What wallet? Oh, that one. Is it yours, mister?’

‘Not mine, no.’

‘How did it get there, then?’ she asked.

‘You’d better smarten up, my girl, or it’ll be seven days general fatigues for you when you’re back on your feet. All right, so you lifted the bearded geezer’s wallet, but never mind that for the moment. What’s your name?’

‘Dolly,’ she said, casting him a cautious look.

‘Dolly? Dolly what?’

‘Dolly Nobody, I suppose,’ she said, drinking more tea. ‘Well, I was brought up in that orphanage in Dalston, and that’s what they called me there. Just Dolly. I don’t know who me mum and dad were. Ain’t Dolly a soppy name? No wonder you’re laughin’.’

‘I’m not,’ said Joe.

‘Oh, ain’t you kind? I run away when I was fifteen and got a job as a skivvy with a fam’ly up on Brixton ’Ill.’ She finished the sandwich and started on the second, eating hungrily. ‘They didn’t pay me no wages, not real wages, they just gave me a bob now and again, and me board and lodgin’, and some clothes. I run away again when I was eighteen. Well, the woman’s ’usband started to fancy me, but I wasn’t ’aving that, I’m not that kind of a girl, I never ’ave been. I’ve been doin’ all sorts of jobs since then, and livin’ in all sorts of lodgings, and now I’ve been chucked out of me last place because I didn’t ’ave any job or any money. I’ve never had any luck, I was born under an unlucky star, mister.’

‘No such thing,’ said Joe, ‘it’s all in the mind. Look, what you’ve got at the present moment, Private Nobody, is a badly sprained ankle. Right, you can stay here till it’s better. I’ll speak to my landlady in the morning. And while you’re here, let’s see if we can get you straightened out. You can start by chucking all that hard luck stuff out of the window.’

‘Honest, mister, I’m the ’ardest luck case I ever ’eard of,’ she said, halfway through the second sandwich.

‘Can’t have you talking like that,’ said Joe, ‘don’t like that kind of attitude. Won’t stand for it. Get yourself a good night’s sleep, and first thing tomorrow morning I’ll put you into a hot bath. Then—’

‘Here, ’old on,’ said Dolly, ‘I ain’t five years old, y’know, I’m twenty-one, and I ain’t lettin’ you put me into a bath with no clothes on, it ain’t first thing decent. What about me honour and virtue? I’ve still got them, y’know, and I ain’t losin’ them in any bath.’

‘You’ll take a bath, Private Nobody, first thing in the morning, and all by yourself. I’ll boil a saucepan of water for you. Then we’ll get you to square your shoulders and liven yourself up. Once you’re back on your feet, I want a straight back, polished footwear and buttons done up. Also, a clean face and no swinging the lead or nicking wallets. Then I’ll see if I can find you a job and some decent lodgings. In return, I don’t want any more hard luck stories or any answering back. Have you got that, Private Nobody?’

Dolly blinked.

‘Here, what’s your game?’ she asked. ‘I ain’t simple, mister, I bet you’ll want something more than no answering back. It ain’t fair, bein’ kind to me and gettin’ me obligated. It makes it ’ard for a girl to say no when she’s obligated.’

‘Stop thinking about things I’m not thinking about,’ said Joe. ‘All I’m after is getting you to stand up straight so that you can look people in the eye without feeling you need to pinch their wallets.’

‘Me? Pinch wallets?’ Dolly looked indignant. ‘I don’t know what you mean. Crikey, what an insult. Still, as long as you’re not thinking about makin’ me your fancy piece, I’ll do me best to stand up brave to the world.’

‘You’d better,’ said Joe, who thought it wiser to help her get up and fight her hard luck than to harp on it.

‘Mister, you ’aven’t told me your own name.’

‘I’m Joe Foster. You can call me Sergeant. That—’ He stopped as a sudden little laugh escaped her. It had something of a giggle to it. He looked at her. She put her face straight. ‘That’ll get us on the right footing,’ he said, ‘and no arguments. You can get yourself into bed now. Reveille’s at seven for you, and that’s when I’ll have the bathtub ready.’

‘Mister, you lettin’ me sleep in here, in your bed?’ Dolly eyed him disbelievingly.

‘You need to be comfortable with that ankle of yours,’ said Joe, picking up the tray. He glanced again at the wallet. ‘I’ll take charge of this,’ he said, and placed it on the tray.

‘Don’t look at me,’ said Dolly, ‘I don’t know where it came from. What’s in it?’

‘Banknotes and a letter.’

‘But—’ Dolly checked.

‘But what?’

‘Well, I don’t know, do I?’ she said. ‘It’s nothing to do with me. Look, can I wash me hands before I get into bed?’

‘Of course,’ said Joe. He put the tray down, lifted her and carried her to the WC on the landing. It had the extra amenity of a handbasin. He set her down on her good foot. ‘Hopping job now,’ he said, opening the door for her.

‘Ain’t you kind?’ she said. To her, the house was quiet. To Joe, it was a quiet with underlying vibrations, the vibrations of the Beavis family rumbling in their sleep. Mr and Mrs Beavis slept downstairs, their sons and daughters on the second floor of the three-storeyed house. ‘I think I’ll be able to ‘op back to the bedroom by meself,’ said Dolly. ‘Where are you goin’ to sleep?’

‘In the other room.’

‘Oh, it don’t seem right, me takin’ your bed.’

‘Get a good night’s sleep,’ said Joe, and left her to it. In his living-room, he examined the envelope again after collecting the tray from the bedroom, and after noting that the fivers were still in the wallet. It reawakened his curiosity, the fact that Blackbeard had been willing to hand them all over for getting back a wallet that otherwise contained only a letter. Dolly, of course, had played the innocent for the moment and had left the money untouched.

Had he been a man of no imagination and of totally strict principles, Joe would never have considered steaming the letter open. During his time in the Army he had been exemplary as far as conduct in battle and general discipline were concerned, but he would not have been as traditional a British soldier as he was if he hadn’t stretched a principle or two during life in barracks. And his return to civilian life soon made him realize that almost every principle needed to be a little elastic.

It didn’t hurt his conscience too much, therefore, to spend time steaming the envelope open and letting curiosity prevail. He took the letter out and unfolded it. There was no address, and the writing was in a foreign language. It was all Greek to him. He put the letter back in the envelope, but did not reseal it.

He tidied up, damped the fire down, undressed down to his underwear, took a cushion from the armchair to use as a pillow, used his overcoat to cover himself and went to sleep on the rug beside the hearth. He had no difficulty in dropping off. Ex-Sergeant Joe Foster could sleep anywhere.

Dolly also slept soundly, with nothing on her conscience and her ankle at blissful rest.


CHAPTER FOUR

‘Private Nobody?’

Dolly woke up. There he was, standing beside the bed in grey trousers and a black jersey, and looking disgustingly wide-awake.

‘What’s the time?’ she asked.

‘It’s gone seven. Did you get a good sleep?’

‘’Eavenly,’ said Dolly, digging herself deep under the bedclothes because she was naked.

‘Report on the state of your ankle.’

‘Report? Look, I’m not in your Army, y’know.’

‘Do you good,’ said Joe. ‘Report state of ankle.’

‘It’s a bit better,’ she said. ‘Well, it feels a bit better.’

‘Right, we’ll have you on sick parade after your bath and give it an inspection. For now, let’s have you out of your cot.’

‘I ain’t gettin’ out while you’re here, what d’you think I am?’

‘I’ll bring the bath.’ He went to the lavatory, lifted a large tin bath off its wall hook, took it into the bedroom and placed it on the floor. ‘Hot water next.’ Out he went again and back he came, carrying a huge saucepan of boiling water. He emptied it into the bath, and a cloud of steam rose. Dolly watched him, bedclothes up to her chin. He fetched cold water in the saucepan, adding it to the hot water. Testing the mixture of hot and cold, he said, ‘Right, that’ll do. Soap, towel and scrubbing brush next.’ Out he went once more, and back he came again with soap, towel and scrubbing brush.

‘Here, give over,’ said Dolly, ‘I don’t need no scrubbin’ brush, I went in the public baths two weeks ago. I keep meself clean, I do.’

‘Give you half a minute to get in or be chucked in,’ said Joe. He spotted her clothes hanging over the bottom rail of the iron bedstead. A white petticoat, black stockings and white drawers lay over outer clothes. The underwear was not only surprisingly clean, it was also pretty with ribbons and bows. ‘Damn my eyes,’ he said.

Dolly blushed.

‘That ain’t nice, lookin’,’ she said. ‘Anyway, I nicked ’em from a shop. Me own stuff was all ragged and I thought I might as well nick something decent, it ’elps a girl, knowing she’s dressed decent.’

‘Can’t say I like all this nicking, Private Nobody. It’s got to stop. Right, proceed with your ablutions, but mind your ankle.’

He left, closing the door.

Dolly took her bath. She used the soap, but not the scrubbing brush. That man, what a funny character, did he treat everyone as if they were in the Army? What had he done with that wallet? What a nerve, taking it away. It was hers more than his. He’d nicked a letter that was in it. You just couldn’t trust some people.

She winced then as she stubbed her right foot on the side of the tin bathtub.

Joe went downstairs to have a word with the Beavis family, to let them know he had a young woman upstairs and why. It was seven-fifteen and they were all in the kitchen having breakfast. It was a large Victorian family kitchen, and looked so when it was empty or when only Mrs Beavis was there. But when they were all present, its size seemed reduced. Big of heart, they were also big of body, except for young Linda. Mrs Beavis looked plumply overflowing at the table. Mr Beavis looked mountainous. Well, he was five feet ten tall and five feet wide, or thereabouts. His sons Albert and Alfred, sixteen and nineteen respectively, were as full-girthed as the famous Fat Boy of Peckham, or almost. His elder daughters, seventeen-year-old Nancy and fourteen-year-old Ella, were round all over. Twelve-year-old Linda looked like a happy accident. Mr Beavis was a navvy, and his sons worked at the Bermondsey shunting yards of the railway. Nancy had a job in a leather factory. Accordingly, father, sons and one daughter all brought wages home, and on top of that they had seven and sixpence a week from their lodger. So the whole family ate handsomely and with a great amount of hearty relish. They were a cheerful and noisy lot at meal times. Food was a joy to them, and they had no sooner finished one meal than they were enthusiastically discussing the next.

At this moment they were enjoying a sustaining breakfast of sausages, bacon, eggs and fried bread. Knowing that not many Southwark families sat down to a breakfast like that, the Beavises blessed their luck and addressed the world with beaming gratitude. They all beamed at Sergeant Joe as he knocked and put his head round the door.

‘Well, ’ello, ’ello,’ said Mr Beavis in his fruity voice.

‘Come in, come in,’ cried Mrs Beavis happily.

‘’Ave a fried egg,’ invited Albert.

‘’Ave a banger,’ said Alfred.

‘’Ave a kiss,’ offered Nancy.

‘Sergeant Joe,’ said Linda, ‘you can ’ave me last bit of fried bread, if yer like.’

‘’E can’t ’ave mine, I just ate it,’ said Ella, ‘but I got ’alf a sausage left.’

‘Appreciate all offers,’ said Joe, ‘but I’ll be having my own breakfast in a little while.’

‘We’re ’aving Irish stew an’ suet dumplings for supper tonight,’ informed Ella.

‘An’ spotted dog for afters,’ said Nancy.

‘With custard,’ said Albert.

‘An’ sugar,’ said Linda.

‘What can we do for yer, Sergeant Joe?’ asked Mr Beavis.

‘Give ’im a kiss,’ said Nancy, plump mouth pursing.

‘That gel’s gettin’ forward,’ said Mrs Beavis fondly.

‘Sergeant Joe ain’t gettin’ no kiss from me,’ grinned Albert.

‘Much obliged for that, Albert,’ said Joe, and explained that he’d got a guest and how it came about, although he said nothing about the wallet or the men.

‘Crumbs, she bumped yer in the fog?’ said Ella.

‘An’ done ’er ankle in?’ said Alfred.

‘An’ she ain’t got no ’ome?’ said Linda.

‘Poor thing,’ said Mrs Beavis.

‘I wouldn’t mind bumpin’ yer
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