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About the Book

It’s 1959, and Boots Adams and his wife Polly are at their favourite Camberwell pub when they witness with horror a sudden and vicious attack on the barman, Joe, by a knife-wielding thug. Is this a sign of the times? Is contempt for old traditions and enthusiasm for everything new and fashionable going to threaten the Adams family and their easy-going existence? While Gemma is courted by one of the young men who works for her father, her twin brother James finds himself affected by his girlfriend’s intriguing family secrets. And just who is the mysterious new student from Finland who arrives at Gemma’s college?
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Prologue

Russia, 1906.

The Yakanov estate in the Crimea was huge. It was impossible to take in the extent of its boundaries, unless one was able to perch on the topmost dome of the magnificent family church. The present owner, Prince Mikhail, had inherited the estate from his father, who had inherited it from his father. Inheritance on these lines went back to the time of Catherine the Great, when Vasily Yakanov, an officer and a member of her bodyguard, caught her roving eye.

He became one of her many lovers, and must have especially pleased her, for she conferred a princedom on him as well as a great tract of land in the Crimea and a palace in St Petersburg. Since then successive Yakanovs had become an imperious breed, proud and haughty, in the grand manner of Russia’s autocratic nobility.

On an autumn day in 1906, Prince Mikhail was riding in search of his steward, a faithful and invaluable servant, but lately inclined to be elusive. Prince Mikhail knew why. The steward’s fifteen-year-old son, a kitchen hand, had been shown to be something of a pilferer and even insolent. That insolence had reached out to touch Prince Mikhail’s eight-year-old daughter, whom he had addressed without permission. Such audacity was unheard of in a being whose status was akin to that of a serf. And all serfs were required to doff their hats, bow their heads and look at their feet whenever a nobleman or any of his family passed by.

The punishment for such pilfering and insolence, a flogging, was laid down, and Prince Mikhail was intent on making sure it was carried out.

He found his elusive steward summarizing the contents of the main grain-storage barn, and spoke sternly to him. The steward dared to protest.

‘Excellency, I am to order and witness the flogging of my own son, a boy impetuous and unthinking in his ways but by no means a serious law-breaker?’

‘Other servants tell me otherwise. So does my daughter’s chaperone.’

‘Excellency, hear me. Other servants exaggerate what they tell you, and as to what was said by your daughter’s chaperone, the truth is that in an unthinking moment, the boy made an impulsive comment on your daughter’s enchantment. “Ah, how fair you are, my lady,” was what he said in his impetuosity. I beg you, therefore, to allow me to lecture him on his foolishness and to spare him this excessive punishment.’ The flogging would amount to forty lashes, each one inflicted by the appointed wielder of the knout. ‘Excellency, I beg.’

‘There are laws appertaining to wrongdoing by servants,’ said Prince Mikhail. ‘These laws must be and will be obeyed. See to your son’s deserved punishment.’

‘Excellency—’

‘See to it, and report to me when it is done,’ said Prince Mikhail, and rode away, back to his palace, where he found his wife, and his son and daughter, waiting for him. They were all to enjoy lunch on the grand balcony overlooking the cliffs and the warm, shimmering sea.

It occurred to the prince, when lunch was long over, that his steward had not yet reported to him. However, at that moment the steward’s assistant arrived at the palace and begged, in tones of extreme agitation, to be allowed to see His Highness in private.

‘In private?’ Prince Mikhail’s fastidiously trimmed eyebrows rose as much as a millimetre as he regarded the house servant who had delivered the request. ‘In private?’

‘Excellency, I understand the matter is – ah – a little unpleasant.’

‘Very well. I’ll see him in my study, where unpleasantness can be dealt with quietly.’

Subsequently, in the humblest genuflection of respect, the steward’s assistant bent almost double as he entered his master’s presence with his hat doffed.

‘Your Highness—’

‘Get on with it.’

The man did so, unhappily and with many a wringing twist of his hat. It was like this. Pyotyr Czernin, the steward, had seen to the punishment of his son, but had refused to obey the order to watch the wielding of the knout, which was applied forty times by Burzak, the foreman. Unfortunately, very unfortunately, the steward’s son collapsed on the thirtieth stroke, and received the balance while unconscious. Even more unfortunately, he did not come to, although more than one bucket of water was thrown over him.

‘Alas, Your Highness, he is dead.’

Prince Mikhail looked more irritated than distressed. Serfs, in any case, were two a penny.

‘Such a consequence might be unfortunate, yes,’ he said, ‘but is more to do with the victim’s indifferent physique than with me. However, give Pyotyr Czernin my condolences and tell him and his wife to arrange the funeral.’

‘Alas, Excellency . . .’ Here the steward’s assistant wrung his hat as if it were the most unwanted thing ever to have come to hand. ‘I – I have to tell you that when Pyotyr Czernin discovered his son was lifeless, he drew his knife and stabbed Burzak in such a frenzied way that he too lies dead.’

‘Good God,’ said Prince Mikhail, ‘do you peasants have no control over your primitive feelings? My steward has done the field workers’ foreman to death, you say?’

‘Your Highness – Excellency – it was because he saw his son lying dead in a pool of blood.’

‘Go. Fetch him here, at once.’

‘Forgive me, Excellency, but I cannot. He has gone, he has disappeared. With his wife and daughter.’ The steward’s assistant did not say the disappearance had happened an hour ago, or that the fugitives had ridden off on fleet, stolen horses. He was doing his best to protect the steward’s back. ‘Excellency, here is a letter I found in his office. It’s addressed to you.’

‘Is it written in blood, his son’s blood?’ Prince Mikhail was cruelly satirical as he took the envelope and ripped it open. The letter was not written in blood, but in essence it was red with fire.

‘I curse you. I curse you now and for ever. By your evil orders, you have taken the life of my son. Watch over your own son, and others you hold dear. They too are cursed.’

Prince Mikhail, furious, despatched servants to the four corners of the Crimea, but no traces of Pyotyr Czernin or his wife and daughter were found. So he widened the search to cover the four corners of mighty Russia, but perforce gave up the chase in 1909 when, after three years, his defecting steward seemed to have vanished from the face of the earth. The prince, forced to assume the man was dead, felt infuriatingly robbed of the pleasure of hanging him.

By this time his son, Prince Nikolai, was fifteen and his daughter, Princess Tanya, eleven.

A year later his son disappeared while the family was staying in their palace in St Petersburg. He was found after three days. By then he was merely a drowned and frozen body floating in the icy waters of the Neva. There were no marks on the corpse, nothing to indicate foul play, and it was assumed the unfortunate young man had accidentally fallen into the river during one more night of inebriated carousing with fellow students. It was a fact that no-one could have survived for more than a few minutes in the freezing flow. Assumption and fact did not afford the grief-stricken Prince Mikhail any consolation. He railed at fate for having dared to so wound the House of Yakanov. It had robbed him of his heir.

Three months later, during a ball given by the prince and his wife at their palace in St Petersburg, Princess Mikhail suffered the misfortune of falling from the ballroom balcony to the ground below. The fall broke her neck, and the injury was fatal. No-one knew how she had come to fall, no-one had seen it happen. The great ballroom had been crowded with guests, every one of whom belonged to the flower of St Petersburg’s aristocracy, and the attendant servants were all beyond reproach. True, a firm of caterers of the highest class had helped to provide the magnificent buffet of food and wine, but at no time were any of its employees seen near the balcony. They were all confined to the steam and heat of the kitchens.

So, by the late summer of 1910, Prince Mikhail had lost his son and his wife. He might have thought of the curse laid on him and his family by the man who had once been the steward of his vast Crimean estate, but he was not given to believing in such gypsy-like absurdities. All the same, he sent his daughter Tanya, then twelve, to England. He said, explaining this, that in Russia the future, and even the lives, of young aristocrats were threatened by ever-active revolutionaries and their homemade bombs.

The young lady, accompanied, of course, by a chaperone, ended up in a very circumspect and highly regarded finishing academy in the royal county of Berkshire.

That kept her agreeably secluded; she liked the school, the countryside and her sister students. And when war broke out between Tsarist Russia and the Kaiser’s Germany in 1914, Prince Mikhail decided she should remain in England until the war was over. Not that he was influenced in any way by the equivalent of a gypsy’s warning. No, not at all, despite the inexplicable deaths of his wife and son. Their demise was due to fate, not the curse of a deranged peasant.

Alas, he met his own death on the battlefield only a few weeks after the conflict had broken out. The mighty Russian steamroller, advancing into East Prussia, was crushingly defeated by the Germans at Tannenberg. Prince Mikhail fell dead while at the head of his regiment during the fateful advance into the German trap. Strangely, his warrior’s demise was caused by a bullet in the back, not the chest, a very odd thing considering he was facing the enemy, or so it was assumed. However, his relatives all insisted he had met a hero’s death, as befitted a Yakanov, although later in the war rumours that dissenting soldiers killed some of their officers by shooting them in the back turned out to be true. But such dastardly acts were unknown during the early months of the war. Therefore, Prince Mikhail could only have been killed by the enemy, by a German soldier who had somehow managed to get behind him. So yes, the prince’s battlefield death was deemed as heroic as the death of any fighting nobleman.

Thus, in late August 1914, Princess Tanya Yakanov became the sole surviving member of the late Prince Mikhail’s immediate family, which was not what he had ever envisaged. She did not receive details of this fact until September, when her father’s battlefield demise was made known to her. She was a mere sixteen then. Her faithful chaperone became father and mother to her. Back in Russia, an uncle took charge of the dead man’s affairs, looking after the financial wants of his niece.

In 1915, not long after her seventeenth birthday, Princess Tanya met a British Army subaltern, newly commissioned. He was David, the brother of her best friend Sybil Tunnicliffe, daughter of General Sir Geoffrey Tunnicliffe. Due to be sent to France, David received permission to visit Sybil before he left. It was during this visit that he and Princess Tanya met. She was young and bewitching. He himself was only twenty-one, and a dashing type, a cavalryman. Classically, it could have been called love at first sight. Tanya and he were married when he was on leave from Flanders in August 1916. She had written to her uncle requesting him to release to her £20,000 to be used as her dowry. She did not hear from him until many months later, for communication with war-torn Russia was not of a speedy kind. In his reply, her uncle refused to release the money. Instead, he rebuked her for marrying a middle-class Englishman, when she should have known that only the son of a Russian nobleman could be her destiny. Arrange a divorce, he wrote.

Princess Tanya, now Mrs David Tunnicliffe, refused. She declared that under no circumstances would she ever contemplate parting from her English husband, and it was much to her joy and relief that he survived the ghastly war. Her uncle also survived, but he not only lost charge of her late father’s estate, he lost the estate itself. It was confiscated by the Bolsheviks during the Russian Revolution, along with the palace in St Petersburg. Tanya subsequently discovered she was heiress to nothing, to neither money nor property. David assured her she was not to worry, since his family owned a very prosperous business in the City of London.

They settled down in Surrey, far from the grimness of Bolshevik Russia, and from the hand of fate that had robbed Tanya of mother, father and brother.


Chapter One

January 1959.

In a semi-detached, three-up, three-down house in Brixton, south-east London, Lulu Adams, wife of Paul Adams, looked cross. Well, she was cross, very much so. Even her spectacles held a glint of vexation.

‘Consider yourself in receipt of ten black marks,’ she said to her visitor. ‘What made you lose your self-control to that extent, for God’s sake?’

‘Natural impulse,’ said Miss Marjorie Alsop, activist on behalf of Brixton’s Labour Party voters, more particularly those in favour of saving fur-clad animals from being skinned, indirectly, by the rich.

‘Natural impulses are acceptable in the young and innocent,’ said Lulu. ‘But not in adults, particularly adults involved in the discipline of politics. You’ve got to attack problems with a clear and clinical mind. Smashing the office windows of a private company might light up the day for some of our working-class comrades, but won’t win us the extra votes we need to form the next Government. In fact, it could lose us some.’

Miss Alsop, a robust young woman mentally and physically, fought her corner, pointing out that she’d discovered the private company in question, Adams Fashions, owned retail dress shops that sold fur-trimmed coats. That same firm had led her to believe they were in favour of animal humanity, which meant helping to put a stop to the fur trade and its exploitation of creatures of the wild. Finding she’d been deceived, yes, she did give in to a natural impulse, leading a demonstration that resulted in some broken windows. Her indignation had been particularly aroused by discovering that the main deceivers were men she’d come to like and trust, to wit, Mr Robert Adams and his brother, Mr Sammy Adams. These two men had control of the firm, and therefore of its retailing of fur-trimmed garments.

‘I considered my angry reactions to deception very natural,’ she declared.

‘Now look here,’ said Lulu, ‘I didn’t help you to find a flat in Brixton and to get our local activists to back up your campaign so that you could rampage about like Boadicea. And what did it do for you? Got you fourteen days in Holloway without the option of a fine. Incidentally, what was the food like?’

‘Bloody disgusting,’ said Miss Alsop.

‘Serve you right,’ said Lulu, scowling a bit. She didn’t believe in showing a fair face when vexation was biting. ‘As I told you, Mr Robert Adams and Mr Sammy Adams happen to be my uncles by marriage.’ They were also among her favourite men, and she had promised husband Paul that she’d sell Miss Alsop off any idea of making things unpleasant for them. Miss Alsop, originator of a movement in favour of collapsing the fur trade, had been a threat to Adams Fashions, and Uncle Sammy had needed help to get her off his back. Unfortunately, Miss Alsop had lost her marbles and Uncle Sammy had lost the plate-glass front windows of the firm’s offices in Camberwell Green. Which was why Lulu was so cross. ‘The last thing I wanted was for you to go to war on them. All right, so they’re capitalists, but not the kind that ought to be shoved off Tower Bridge. If they exploited their workers, I’d go to war on them myself, uncles or not, but they don’t.’

‘Now look,’ said Miss Alsop, by no means the kind of woman to let another woman tread all over her, ‘what I did—’

‘What you did didn’t help anybody,’ said Lulu, ‘so shut up.’

‘I beg your pardon?’

‘Listen, Marjorie,’ said Lulu, hoping one day to be a Labour MP and therefore knowing how to put more than two words together in commanding fashion, ‘you’ve got to accept the need for discipline, for conducting demonstrations in an orderly fashion. Even if the UK is only a half-baked democracy under this Conservative government, it’s still the only democracy we’ve got. Chucking bricks at office windows and fur-wearing countesses is out, out. That sort of violence might catch on and lead to the equivalent of a French Revolution and to half the population losing their heads. How d’you think I’m going to feel if I spot my uncles being taken to the guillotine in a tumbril? I won’t even have the courage to wave them goodbye.’

‘That’s coming it a bit thick,’ said the robust Miss Alsop, ‘and I’d like to point out I’ve been told stories of how you’ve led aggressive demonstrations yourself.’

‘That was in my wilful youth,’ said Lulu. ‘I’ve grown up since then. It’s perseverance, sound argument and disciplined organization that’ll carry the voters our way. Mind, I’ll always back up any march on Downing Street by the workers, providing not too much injury is done to the bobbies. Now look, let’s discuss a more orderly form of campaign for you and your cause. We’ll have the discussion in the kitchen, where you can help me prepare a light lunch. My little daughter’s with my mother-in-law, so time is all ours for the moment, and there’s no point in parting on a bitter note. I daresay my uncles have recovered by now, and I know their office windows have been repaired. So come on then, let’s see to lunch.’

‘Lunch?’ said Miss Alsop, who enjoyed food. ‘How kind. I’ll be delighted to help.’

‘Well, between the two of us and what’s in my larder,’ said Lulu, ‘I think we can provide ourselves with something better than anything the plod serve up in Holloway.’

While preparing the meal, they listened to a radio news bulletin which included the intriguing information that a member of the Soviet Union’s visiting team of gymnasts had defected. It was something of a sensation, for the Soviet Union kept very tight control of all their athletes and orchestras during official tours in the West. For once they had lost out, and it seemed, said the broadcaster, that the Home Secretary, in accordance with international law, was duty bound to grant asylum.

‘I should damn well think so,’ said Miss Alsop.

‘Don’t get worked up,’ said Lulu. Having once been a bit of a Commie herself, she was never keen on being reminded of those misguided days. ‘Just scramble these eggs.’

‘She’s out now, y’know,’ said Sammy Adams, mastermind of Adams Enterprises and its associated companies. He was in the office of his brother Robert, family peacemaker always known as Boots.

‘Enlighten me,’ said Boots. ‘Who’s out?’

‘Mad Marj,’ said Sammy.

‘The Alsop headache?’ said Boots.

‘You said it, Boots. Out of Holloway.’

‘Well, cheer up, Sammy, I’ve been given some good news by Gemma.’ Gemma was his seventeen-year-old daughter, presently attending a college for young ladies in Dulwich. ‘Well, she actually said thrilling.’

‘Meaning Mad Marj is going to emigrate?’ said Sammy.

‘Not exactly,’ said Boots. ‘More to the effect that some young pop star by the name of Cliff Richard is giving a concert at a London venue next month. She says it’ll be the event of our lifetimes.’

‘Count me out,’ said Sammy, ‘I’m still collecting Marie Lloyd records, especially including “My Old Man Said Follow the Van”. Listen, what’s to be done if Mad Marj decides to smash the windows of our shops now that they’re displaying fur-trimmed garments to keep customers cosy in winter?’

‘Leave her to Lulu,’ said Boots.

‘Might I remind you you said that before?’ Sammy made the point sorrowfully. ‘And look what happened. Mad Marj used some of Lulu’s own Labour supporters to help her make mincemeat of our office windows on behalf of skinned crocodiles, or some such. I tell you, Boots, it’s going to get Adams Fashions some seriously injurious publicity, which won’t do our balance sheet much good.’

‘Hasn’t Paul told you Lulu’s having a word or two with Miss Alsop today?’ said Boots. Paul was his and Sammy’s nephew.

‘He’s told me right enough,’ said Sammy, ‘and I put it to you the same as I put it to him, what’s the betting that Mad Marj won’t end up making mincemeat of Lulu’s own front windows?’

‘I’ll take the bet,’ said Boots.

‘You said that too quick, so I ain’t playing,’ responded Sammy. ‘Anyway, apart from that I’m now about to lunch on a quick bowl of soup in the canteen.’ The firm’s canteen was open to all staff members, including managers and directors.

‘I’m off to the pub,’ said Boots. ‘Joe the barman is retiring and I’d like to pay my respects. I’m meeting Polly there.’

‘OK,’ said Sammy, ‘I’ll make do with my bowl of soup in the canteen. I don’t have time to eat or to wallow in a pint of old ale, I’m up to me eyebrows in work.’

‘That’s the price you pay, Sammy, for being the engine of the business,’ said Boots, and off he went to the pub across the road, as he had on countless other occasions. Neither he nor Sammy knew that at this particular moment Miss Alsop was sitting down with Lulu to a very nice lunch they had prepared together. Lulu had the menace well in hand, at least for the time being. They were, in fact, talking about the benefits of socialism, not animal humanity.

Sammy would have been relieved. As a businessman, he was against socialism, naturally, but it didn’t worry him as much as Mad Marj did, mainly because she was capable of aggravated assault and of causing the kind of bad publicity that would keep customers away from the firm’s retail outlets. Well, who wanted to get in the way of a brick? Prior to bricks it had been squishy tomatoes, and they’d been bad enough.

Women. You just couldn’t read them. Not unless they’d been born into or become part of the Adams family. Then, of course, his old ma saw to it that they behaved themselves. Wife Susie wouldn’t dream of chucking bricks, or even a tomato. True, she’d waved her egg saucepan at him a few times, but that was a wife’s privilege during an argument and purely a domestic matter.

‘It beats me,’ muttered Sammy to himself as he descended the stairs to the canteen. ‘I tell you, God, I sometimes don’t understand women at all.’

‘Join the club,’ said God.

At least, that was what Sammy imagined He said.


Chapter Two

Boots found himself a favourite corner table in the saloon bar of the pub. The Edwardian decor of the place still gave it a plush look, and its unhurried lunchtime atmosphere was always welcome to harassed Camberwell businessmen who needed an hour of calm to reorganize their lives.

Polly arrived only a minute or so after Boots had sat down. He came to his feet again as she looked around, spotted him and made her advance. Heads turned, eyes glanced. Polly had never lost her tall, willowy look, or the gliding ease of her walk, although she was now past sixty. She wore a fur-trimmed coat and a fur hat which, thought Boots, might have caused Miss Alsop to reach for her six-shooter.

‘Well, here I am, old thing,’ she smiled.

‘So I see,’ said Boots, settling her into a padded wall seat. ‘Sometimes I can’t believe what’s in front of my eyes.’

‘Heavens,’ said Polly, ‘am I beginning to look like a freak, then?’

‘Perish the thought,’ said Boots, reseating himself. ‘Do you realize you could make a fortune from selling the recipe of how to look thirty at—’

‘Don’t mention the dread number,’ said Polly, her light but careful make-up perfect. ‘I’ll just accept the compliment gracefully and without showing off. How’s yourself, old scout? Haven’t seen you since breakfast. And what’s for lunch? Something light, I hope – oh, hello, Joe.’

Joe, the veteran barman, had arrived at their table. Table service was always offered to regular customers. Polly knew Joe well enough, and he showed a very appreciative smile at her welcome.

‘Morning, Mrs Adams, good to see you,’ he said. ‘Morning, Mr Adams. Last time too, I reckon, more’s the pity. Still, it happens to all of us, as my old dad said when he retired from the railways and they gave him a tin clock. What can I get you and Mrs Adams?’

‘Your shout, Polly,’ said Boots.

‘Salmon salad by itself,’ said Polly, unbuttoning her coat and letting it drop from her shoulders to reveal a jersey wool dress of light brown. The bodice was a marvel of tidy convex delineation. The secret may have lain within a delicate, fine-boned corset, the cultured descendant of heavy Victorian stays. ‘That is, without a roll and butter, thanks, Joe.’

‘Certainly, Mrs Adams.’

‘I’ll have the salmon salad too,’ said Boots, ‘but with a roll and butter, and a half of old ale. Polly?’

‘Glass of your white house wine, Joe,’ said Polly. The owners of this free house had added wine to its range of drinks a few years ago, an innovation of an unexpected kind but one that proved welcome to a good proportion of its regulars.

‘I’ll bring the drinks first,’ said Joe.

‘Fine,’ said Boots, who had five new fivers in his wallet, earmarked as a retirement gift for Joe. The affable, grey-haired barman returned to his white marble counter to see to the ordered drinks. At which point in came a young man who looked as if he hadn’t been brought up to make the most of himself. That is, he was wearing blue jeans, a tired anorak, and crêpe-soled suede shoes of a filthy grey, one with a brown stain. Further, his uncut hair was as bushy as a bird’s nest.

‘Pint of lager, mate,’ he said to Joe.

‘Lager?’ said Joe, carefully filling a glass with white wine.

‘Pint, chummy. And a plate of chips.’

‘No chips,’ said Joe, turning to the barrel of old ale, ‘and no lager. Beer only.’

‘Lager’s beer, you silly old goat, or ain’t you heard of it yet?’

‘I’ve heard of it,’ said Joe, tapping old ale from the barrel into a half-pint glass, while customers covertly inspected the hairy interloper and wondered about his origins. ‘But it’s not beer as this here establishment understands it. Try somewhere else.’

‘Hold it, mate, hold it, you chucking me out?’

‘No, just pointing you somewhere else,’ said Joe, placing the orders on a tray.

‘Well, you saucy old sod,’ said the specimen of modern times, his eyes glittering. And as Joe came out from behind the bar with the tray in his hands, he was violently assaulted. The tray and its drinks crashed, a knife flashed, and Joe, stabbed in the chest, fell to the floor. A stunned silence ensued among paralysed patrons. ‘That’ll learn yer!’ hissed the vicious young assailant, and made for the door. Boots, more incensed than paralysed, shot to his feet and rushed after him.

‘Take care, old soldier, but get him!’ urged Polly, also on her feet. ‘I’ll see to Joe.’ It had been over forty years since, as an ambulance driver during the 1914–18 war, she had last attended to a wounded man, but all that she had learnt surfaced as she swooped to kneel beside the stricken barman. His white apron was already badly bloodstained. ‘Someone find a phone and call an ambulance,’ she shouted. A dozen and more customers were up and moving now, while Boots was well outside the pub.

He sighted the knife-wielder. He was haring after a bus climbing Denmark Hill. Catching up with it, he swung himself aboard, the conductor standing aside for him, and the vehicle carried him away from Boots, whose shouts went unheard except by nearby pedestrians.

‘What’s up, mate?’ asked a bloke.

‘Can’t stop,’ said Boots, and raced across the road to his car, parked as always outside the offices. He unlocked the door, threw himself in and started the engine. He was consumed by a need to drive away in instant pursuit of the bus, but was held up by traffic coming down the hill. He fumed at being forced to wait, but was away as soon as the road was clear, knowing Polly would do her best for Joe. His chief hope was that the knife thrust wouldn’t prove fatal, not for a man as likeable as Joe, and as close to a well-earned retirement as anyone could be.

As he passed the road named Champion Park on his left and approached the bend of the hill, the bus was out of sight, but when he had cleared the bend, driving fast, he saw it far ahead, climbing steadily towards the near reaches of Herne Hill. He raced after it, passing a van, and within a short while came up with the bus. It was at a stop and passengers were alighting. Boots pulled up ahead of the vehicle, then reversed to block it in. The driver thumped his horn. Boots quickly got out of the car. It did not occur to him that at the ripe old age of sixty-two he was well past this kind of caper. Normally very much in control of himself, his mood at the moment was one of fiery anger, his reactions all set on making every effort to catch the assailant. In any event, he was still sound of wind and limb, still in fine physical condition.

He ran round the bus to the boarding platform, where the conductor was ringing the bell to signal the all-clear to his driver. The driver, outraged, had turned in his seat to catch the conductor’s attention and let him know some lunatic was blocking the way. Boots, casting a glance at the passengers who had alighted, noted they were all women with shopping baskets. Urgently, he addressed the conductor. ‘Listen, what happened to that character who jumped aboard your bus at the bottom of the hill?’

‘Eh?’

‘He stabbed a pub barman. Is—’

‘He did what?’

‘A stabbing job. Believe me. Is he still aboard?’

‘No, he ain’t. Christ, he’s that kind, is he? Well, call the police, mate, he got off way down the hill.’

‘At an official stop?’ said Boots. The bus driver was down from his vehicle now, and making his way round.

‘I tell you, mister,’ said the conductor, ‘when he jumped on I ticked him off, letting him know it wasn’t legal or safe to board a moving bus. He told me he was willing to buy a ticket, but when we slowed at the bend, the bugger did another jump. Off the bus this time.’

The angry driver, appearing, growled, ‘Here, what’s going on, eh?’

‘I’ve been chasing a lousy maniac,’ said Boots, swearing under his breath. He realized his quarry must have jumped off the bus while he himself was waiting for traffic to clear, traffic which had blocked his view.

‘Maniac, what maniac?’ demanded the driver.

‘A demented young thug who knifed a barman,’ said Boots, glancing restlessly about.

‘Tell you what,’ said the conductor, ignoring the frustrations of his driver, ‘after he jumped off I did notice he turned into Champion Park.’

From the pub, the Champion Park road was second on the left off Denmark Hill.

‘Right,’ said Boots. ‘Thanks – much obliged.’

‘Collar the bugger,’ called the conductor as Boots ran back to his car. Getting in, he made sure the road was clear, then did a U-turn that took him racing back down the hill. At the bottom, he turned right into Champion Park, once a causeway for trams heading for Nunhead. For fifteen minutes he drove slowly, searching, looking, but without any real hope of spotting his quarry. Eventually he turned back, drove to his offices, parked the car and ran across the road to the pub, noting the presence of a police car and a bunch of gawping people. At the pub door, a uniformed constable barred the way.

‘It’s out of bounds, sir, for the moment.’

‘Yes, I know why,’ said Boots, ‘and I’m just back from a useless chase of the reason why.’

‘Sir, you’re—’

‘Yes, my husband,’ said Polly, appearing, and the constable stood aside to allow Boots entry. ‘No luck, old lad?’

‘The piece of garbage slipped me,’ said Boots. The saloon bar’s customers were still present, and a plain-clothes detective sergeant was talking to them and taking notes. ‘Tell me the worst, Polly.’

‘About Joe?’ said Polly. ‘He’ll live, thank God. He was ambulanced to hospital a few minutes ago. Afraid I’m in a bit of a mess.’ Her hands and the front of her dress were bloodstained. ‘I did what I could to staunch the flow while waiting for the ambulance. Boots, you didn’t actually run after the young swine, did you?’ That, of course, was a reference to Boots’s age and the wisdom of not punishing his body.

‘Used the car,’ said Boots, and while he gave all the details the police sergeant came across to listen and to make more notes. He already had a very accurate description of the assailant from everyone present, and now he had the information that the man might live in the vicinity of Champion Park.

‘Very good, sir,’ he said to Boots, ‘very useful piece of information, that. Might I have your name and address in case we need to contact you?’ Boots obliged, adding his phone number. ‘And might I also have the pleasure of saying that your lady wife’s first-aid work on the victim probably helped to save his life?’

‘My wife,’ said Boots, ‘was once a wartime ambulance driver.’

The sergeant gave Polly a look of admiration.

‘Did your bit on the Normandy beaches, did you, madam?’ he said.

Boots, about to mention that it was actually on the battlefields of Flanders, tactfully changed his mind.

‘You could say so, Sergeant, you could say so,’ he said.

Polly, delighted by the flattery despite the circumstances, said, ‘Yes, how charming of you to remark on that, Sergeant.’

Boots, now impatient at what he considered a lack of action, reminded the sergeant that time was of the essence, wasn’t it? The sergeant closed his notebook, tucked it away and let Boots and Polly know he was now returning to the station to activate his inspector. Telling everyone they were free to go, he then left, accompanied by the constable.

Polly examined her stained dress and hands.

‘I need cleaning up,’ she said.

‘I’ll run you home,’ said Boots soberly.

‘No need, ducky,’ said Polly, ‘my own car’s parked not far from yours.’ Boots helped her on with her coat. ‘I’m over the initial shock and can drive myself. But you can walk me to my car. My God,’ she breathed, ‘that’s the first time I’ve seen attempted murder take place in front of my eyes.’

‘I know how you feel,’ said Boots, still carrying an unbelievable mental picture of the sudden and violent attack on Joe.

The pub owners, two white-haired brothers, were talking to the crowd of disturbed customers. Polly and Boots called goodbye and left. A voice reached Polly as she exited.

‘Consider yourself a credit to the old country, Mrs Adams.’

‘I’ll second that,’ said Boots. Outside, they passed the crowd of people drawn there by events, crossed the road and walked to Polly’s car. Boots, certain she was still in some kind of shock, said, ‘Are you sure you can make it on your own?’

‘I think so,’ said Polly.

‘I’m not so sure myself,’ said Boots, so he did the obvious. He took the wheel of Polly’s car and drove her home himself. Polly thought that the act of a man who cared about her, and she was touched.

‘Thanks, sweetie,’ she said.

‘Well, you’re not an old tin clock, Polly, you’re you,’ said Boots. He glanced left as they reached and passed the entrance to Champion Park. He sighted nothing that looked like a walking jumble sale whose get-up hid a vicious temper. ‘Proud of you, dear girl.’

Polly put her dress in the laundry basket when she and Boots arrived home, and then soaked herself in a hot bath. Their daily maid, Flossie Cuthbert, horrified when told of what had happened, turned her attention to Boots as soon as Polly was in the bath.

‘Mr Adams, you’d best sit down yourself,’ she said, ‘you must be all wore out by everything. Yes, go on, sit yourself down and I’ll make you some strong coffee, then come up with a bite to eat for you and Mrs Adams once she’s out of the bath. I mean, you’ve both had no food, and you ought to have something a bit nourishing to keep body and soul together. And let’s hope the police catch that murderous devil before the day’s out. Well, he’s not the kind that ought to be free to walk about among decent people.’

‘Very true, Flossie,’ said Boots. He phoned Sammy to say he was being delayed, but would be back in his office later. Sammy said he supposed Boots had had too many of barman Joe’s retirement pints. Boots let that go for the moment, then enjoyed the promised coffee. A little later he and a refreshed Polly each ate a light snack of a poached egg mounted on a slice of tender ham on toast. Then he phoned King’s College Hospital to be told that Mr Joseph Turner’s condition was stable. Satisfied with that, and feeling Polly was herself again, he took a bus back to the offices.

‘Don’t tell me, mate,’ said Sammy the moment Boots showed up, ‘you don’t need to. It’s all over Camberwell, and old Walworth too, I shouldn’t wonder, that some lunatic tried to do Joe in and rob him of his retirement. It beats me that lunatics like that get born. I tell you, old cock, there ought to be some way of testing them at birth and drowning them.’

‘Who’s going to argue with that?’ said Rosie. She and Rachel were both present, both very much concerned. ‘But where does some way come from?’

‘From an inventor of birth-testing equipment, if we can find one,’ said Boots, and Sammy asked him how he and Polly had coped with the situation. Boots gave all the details, and Rosie and Rachel listened spellbound. Sammy whistled, then pointed out that while Polly’s first-aid act couldn’t be faulted, it wasn’t the best thing Boots had ever done, chasing after a lunatic at his age. He could have ended up being knifed himself, didn’t he think of that?

‘My life, yes, didn’t you, Boots?’ said Rachel.

‘Rush of blood,’ said Boots.

‘Well, talk about the family’s wise old owl losing his feathers for once,’ said Rosie, a touch of lightness covering her deeper feelings.

‘Still,’ said Sammy, ‘good going, Boots old mate, only I hope it doesn’t get headlined. If it does, our old and respected ma will call round and let you know what she thinks about any of the family being mentioned in newspapers, that it ain’t respectable.’

‘I’ll have to take my chances on that,’ said Boots.

‘Good luck,’ said Rosie.

‘By the way, Boots,’ said Sammy, ‘there’s – um – there’s some midday post that’s wanting your attention, but if you’re still out of breath I’ll pass it to Rachel.’

‘Let’s have it, Sammy old lad, I’m not here looking for a couch and a nurse,’ said Boots, which made Rosie think of all he meant to the family, and to herself especially.

‘Well, I’ll say this much,’ said Sammy, ‘you’ve survived one more war, Boots, and kept business in mind. Where would we all be if we only had to think about Monday washing?’

‘We’d be in the position, Sammy, of thinking about who’s up for doing the Tuesday ironing,’ said Boots.

That evening, Boots’s mother, known for many years as Chinese Lady, was listening to the six o’clock news in company with her husband, Sir Edwin Finch. There was mention of an assault on a pub barman by a knife-wielding young man in Camberwell. The victim’s wound had been treated by a woman, an ex-ambulance driver of the war, and her action had helped to save the barman’s life. Regrettably, the assailant had escaped, and the police were searching for him.

Chinese Lady sat up.

‘Edwin, are you listening to this? In Camberwell, of all places. I can’t think what’s happening when there are wicked young men going about with knives.’

‘Sad, Maisie, very sad,’ said Sir Edwin. The name of the public house in question hadn’t been given. Had the announcer mentioned it, Sir Edwin might have sat up even more stiffly than his offended wife, for he knew the pub in question. As it was, it might have been any one of many, for Camberwell, of course, overflowed with pubs.

‘You’ll have to tell the family not to act careless when they go shopping,’ said Chinese Lady. ‘Well, it seems you never know what might happen. It wasn’t like this in my day. I don’t know, I just don’t. I’m only relieved that the poor man’s being looked after in hospital. When the police catch who did it, I hope he’ll be hanged.’ She brooded a little, then said firmly, ‘That Hitler, he was someone ought to have been hanged well before he was born.’

‘Before he was born?’ said Sir Edwin. ‘Hardly possible, Maisie my dear.’

‘Well, it ought to have been,’ said Chinese Lady even more firmly. She was still given to speaking her mind about Hitler, the man responsible for the death of millions, and in particular of Emily, Boots’s first wife, who had once, way way back, been the helpful girl next door and the family’s godsend. ‘Young men using knives in public houses, I just don’t know,’ she murmured. ‘But I do know I don’t like the way things are changing, Edwin.’

‘There are always changes, Maisie, some for the better, some for the worse.’

‘Well, I’ve seen a lot in my time, Edwin, and I don’t know I want to see a lot more if they’re mostly going to be for the worse,’ said Chinese Lady. ‘And I’m never sure that this wireless of ours was ever for the better. What’s come out of it over the years has sometimes nearly been my death.’

‘Let us all be grateful to Providence, Maisie, that you’ve survived,’ said Sir Edwin.

That comment was delivered sincerely.

Polly’s twins, Gemma and James, just seventeen, had been informed by Flossie of the part their brave parents had played in one of the day’s unpleasant events. On arrival home from their respective colleges they had, as usual, entered the house by way of the kitchen, and there Flossie at once delivered the news.

‘Flossie, you’re kidding,’ said James.

‘Yes, having us on,’ said Gemma.

So Flossie put them fully in the picture, which sent them galloping into the living room to congratulate their heroic mum.

And when Boots arrived home, a regular verbal free-for-all took place, which meant that Gemma, James and Flossie all talked at once about who had done this, who had done that and who deserved the biggest chestful of medals. Boots, attempting to retire early from the Tower of Babel in favour of attending to something or other in his study, was checked by Polly, who seized him by his tails and dragged him back.

‘Oh, no, you don’t,’ she said, ‘we’re in this together.’

‘That’s it, Mama,’ said Gemma, ‘don’t let him slip away to hide his light under a bushel.’

‘True, we don’t want him to turn out like Bossy Bullivant’s dad,’ said James.

‘Who, dear boy, is Bossy Bullivant?’ asked Polly.

‘Head prefect,’ said James. ‘And whenever his parents appear at the school, his dad, who’s terrifically shy and modest, hides behind his wife. Now, our dad – and our mum for that matter – shouldn’t let modesty stand in the way of being decorated and so forth.’

‘Spare us,’ said Boots.

‘Listen, Twinny,’ said Gemma to her brother, ‘we don’t want anything like that to happen. I’d get looked at. Let’s see if it’s reported in the six o’clock
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