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About the Book

A BLISTERING TALE OF LUST AND BURGLARY 

 Grace Hammer lives a sweet enough life with her four children in London’s dank and dirty East End, dipping into the pockets of wealthy strangers foolish enough to venture there. She keeps a clean house and a tight hold on her magpie nature, restricting her interests to wallets and pocket watches – at night she dreams of shiny things. But unbeknown to Grace, her most audacious crime will soon return to haunt her and old enemies come knocking. 

Out in the dark countryside Mr Blunt rocks in his chair, grinding his teeth, vowing furious retribution. He has never forgotten his scarlet treasure, or the harlot that stole it from him. At night he dreams of slitting her lily-white throat...


About the Author

Sara Stockbridge rose to fame in the 1980s as the muse of fashion designer Vivienne Westwood. Now she lives with her daughter in south London, writing, and acting now and then. She is currently working on her second novel, a ghost story set in Brixton. 


For Max and Lelu
   

SARA STOCKBRIDGE

The Fortunes of Grace Hammer

A Tale of the Victorian Underworld
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PROLOGUE
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Grace arrives as night falls, huge and black over her head. She had seen the smoke a mile off and supposed they had been burning the stubble that day; an acrid wisp hangs in the air over Pagham, of smouldering chaff, she fancies. There are no lights in the village as she makes her way up the lane, no one cooking, no shouting, no children. The Green Man is empty; abandoned jars stand huffily upon the bar, the clock ticks to itself above the mantel. A lonely dog barks her up the lane, whining at the end of its tether. No faces, no greetings – surprise! Coming home at last, as she had pictured it. She stands by the sleeping church, all alone, turning her head this way and that, and wonders, for a curious moment, if everyone is hiding. Past the juniper hedge she realises the tang is not fading, but coming thicker, on a soft breeze, every step. She stops short. And the clock, and the dog, and the turning earth. Her chest seems to hollow, horribly, and she picks up her feet and hurls herself up the hill, waves swelling and breaking in her ears, heart banging on her tongue. Something sharp in the lane bites through the sole of her shoe; sparks burst across the horizon as the still in the outhouse explodes.

Hellfire swallows the Hammer farmhouse, lighting the sky: a raging orb lashing jagged tongues around the black bricks, cracking screaming timber like dry ribs. It rips livid into the dark as if it would tear itself loose from the ground and cast furious Judgement down across the earth. She crosses the meadow on rubber legs. Dread smoke churns into the starry sky, gathering like doom; bats, blazing horsemen, devil hounds spiral frenzied into the night. In the distance crazy figures blow, tiny, to and fro like tumbling ashes. Demons flicker at the dead windows, spewing cinders, taking human shape, watching her drown, running through treacle. She throws herself howling on the crowd, gaping into hot faces, looking for her pa, brothers, her sweet rosy sister. May was sleeping the last time she saw her – beatific – flying, evidently, on a white horse through her favourite dream (which sounded tedious, though Grace had never said so). The good people of Pagham hold fast to her arms to stop her running into the blazing house. And they watch, rigid, as the roof caves in with a mighty groan, like an elephant dying, collapsing into a million sparks.

Grace wakes, eyes wide, upright in her bed. Sleeping breath fills the room. Someone cries, ‘Thief!’ in the distance. All is well. She goes back to peaceful sleep. And though she will feel something amiss in the morning she will put it down to a dream she cannot quite remember, and leave it at that.

Out in the dark countryside, in his gloomy farmhouse, Mr Blunt sits upright in his oily bed, jabbering and growling in the dark. It haunts him tonight in his sleep, as it does maybe once a year now – calling, as bright as it ever was! – leading him on, like the Pole Star twinkling through a veil of cloud, only to dissolve again, and he clenches his brutal fists, and blasts the sleeping birds from the trees.

‘Damn you, Hammer! Damn you wretched bitch!’

Sometimes he dreams, with pleasure, of slicing her throat.


CHAPTER ONE
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Jack Tallis sleeps in a warehouse at London Docks whence he ventures daily to drink himself unconscious in the Queen. He is a favourite with the local ladies, who find him captivating though he is often rude. When rejected with a contemptuous glance they giggle nervously, as if in shock, and wither back into the wall, perhaps to try their luck another evening – when he might smile charmingly, flashing his full brilliance, so that the chosen girl will feel special, though she knows he does not mean it.

Handsome! How devilish can a man be? With his dark eyes, and his insolent mouth, and the cheek of him! Flashing his winning grin! He is handsome through to the very back of his head. He shines at the lucky girl, lips curling as if they know she imagines how it would be to kiss them, tender and firm, flashing strong white teeth behind.

‘Good evening, Louise.’ (Or any other female name you may care for.)

She lights up like Piccadilly, a little breathless. ‘Hello, Jack!’

‘You are dazzling tonight, if I may be so bold,’ he says, grasping her round the waist with a rough hand and pulling her closer, pressing a knee between hers.

‘Why, thank you, Jack.’ She blushes sweetly and giggles.

‘I must say I should like to tempt you into a darkened room with me, Louise.’

Speechless, she basks for a moment in the glow; it will be enough to keep her going until he acknowledges her existence again. This might take weeks, but such is the force of his appeal that she will be content to wait. Already his attention is elsewhere, upon Mrs Maybury, the landlady, who barred him only last week but has forgotten it already.

‘What’s it to be, you devil?’

‘Hello, there he is! Oi, Jack!’ Oh, God, that voice again, bobbing up behind him, every night of the week. It belongs to Miss Lucy Fear, whose company he has been hoping to avoid this evening. Her name may tell you all you need to know.

‘Look, Sally, I found him!’ She is lurching across the bar at him, shouting as she goes. ‘She’s been all over looking for you!’ It is clearly Lucy who has been looking all over. Sally, who lives in oblivion, turns her head at the sound of her name and steadies herself to focus, which she manages with a nice blush when she sees it is Jack, even though she is pickled.

‘Best please, Mrs M.’

‘She wants to get hold of you, Jack!’

Lucy is prodding him now, brushing up against him. He can feel her breath on his cheek. He fights the urge to punch her loud fat face. Sally has fallen off her stool.

‘Go on then, you silly girl!’

‘I don’t dare!’

Women flirt with Jack like clumsy children – they giggle stupidly, in a manner they imagine to be fetching, with their eyes wide like village idiots’, they ask him to repeat particular words, such as ‘thoroughfare’ or ‘thirty-three’, his age, just to see the shape his lips make when he says it, and the big wide laugh that bursts like a ripe fruit, with his head thrown back as if in the throes of some passion. His dark brown eyes might cloud in the space of a blink – hard and flat – as if the charming gent to whom you were talking just a moment before had vanished, and you had never met this cold stranger.

He breaks away to sit by the wall where he cannot be cornered, next to Archie Simmons, who will talk about his bedsores, or the damp at his lodgings if he is lucky.

Grace Hammer has no reason to be in the Queen over any other public palace that dots the corner of any other street, like a rash across the Temperance map, lighting up London town: only that she was thirsty and right outside the door. This evening she is looking rather lovely, and not because she has scrubbed up nicely but because she woke up so that morning, shining like the cherry on the cake. Her assets are not racked up underneath her chin, east and west, as if in a window-box, like every other pair there. And not big either, just a nice handful. Her legs are long and strong and shapely, hidden under her skirts. Her lips curl at the corners. Grace can change like spring weather, be stern as Queen Victoria. She looks to Jack Tallis like a missing heartbeat.

He has seen her here before, in fact, across the bar; now, as then, she pays him not a flicker of attention. This evening he takes her in properly: strong hands, clean hair, her mouth, the curve from her chin to her throat. She says something to her tatty friend and laughs, showing good teeth, the whitest in Whitechapel, except maybe his own. He stares until she turns round.

They gaze at each other for several moments, delighted, and caught, share a fleeting thought – that rare thrill: There you are! After scorching him thus she looks away. He sits still for a while, stealing a glance now and then, but she doesn’t look over again, so, cocksure (or putting on a good show of it), he rises from his seat to saunter arrogantly to her table.

The men of the parish envy Jack. Though he is poor he never seems to want for much. He eats well, he never wears a desperate face. His clothes are shabby but he always finds a kind lady to wash them. He will always land on his feet. He has ease, and luck, and he has long ring fingers to prove it. Only a few who have made his intimate acquaintance will know that sometimes he feels small and foolish.

She fixes him halfway across, and he falters, tripping on an invisible nail in the floor but covering it well, making her grin, and he catches the blatant thought in her eye and bats it back so that by the time he has crossed the room and sat next to her they are almost laughing, and feel that they have jumped a few steps and don’t care where they start.

So he says, ‘Who might you be then?’ and she says, ‘What’s it to you?’

‘I’m Jack,’ he offers, tipping his hat.

‘It’s nice to meet you, I’m sure.’

‘You look fine.’

‘Is that right?’

‘I’ve seen you here before.’

‘And so?’

How startling the attraction and how strangely familiar they seem – a common element of many ill-fated connections, as Grace is well aware. They sparkle mischief, letting their mucky thoughts talk and looking at each other’s lips.

‘Where d’you spring from, then?’

‘Round the corner.’

‘And me.’

‘Fancy!’

‘So where do you hide?’

‘Indoors!’

‘That’s a shame.’

‘I can’t see that I’m missing much.’ She looks right at him as she says it, with her face quite straight, which tickles Jack Tallis. He likes a girl with prickles.

‘How many have you got indoors, then?’

‘Plenty to be going on with, thank you.’

‘No husband?’

‘Ask a lot of questions don’tcha?’ Grace can’t help but crack her face. She likes a man with just the right bad manners.

‘Chased him away, did ya? How d’you find it on your own?’

‘I grit my teeth.’

‘I’ll bet you do!’

They laugh wide together, stop, and look. She runs her fingers up his throat and grips him softly by his handsome jaw, surprising them both, and their matching lips meet. Both note that the other’s breath is sweet, though laced with smoke and gin. When their mouths part they stay with their faces close together, rapt, with a little crooked smile as if they know each other well.

‘I quite like you, Jack.’

‘Won’t you tell me your name, then?’

‘No.’

Hurrying out they draw bitter glances from the usual girls. People see them go and think: What a handsome pair! Bursting with it. And all their teeth.

‘Can I follow you home?’

‘Not likely!’

‘Will you come with me then?’

Now let us set this straight before we carry on: Miss Grace Hammer is no unfortunate creature of night. She has no need of anything this charmer may have upon his person and, indeed, has resolved already not to fleece him. She does not make a habit of stepping out down dark and lonely streets with men who have not told her where they are going, however handsome they may be, and she has a razor in her pocket, just in case.

And so she lets him lead her up Cable Street, then left, past the Dock Street Sailors’ Home, past the church. The pub at the corner is bursting with noise, fights are breaking out, Irishmen are singing merry songs about their hard luck and their heartless women. Indians play dominoes on the benches outside, dark faces in shadow, bright flashing eyes. They cross Smithfield Street and go down towards Pennington along the forbidding wall of the London Docks. Grace has passed this wall only once before, though it is a mere spit due north from her front door; it seems to stretch a mile, made of countless bricks, laid by hordes of tiny men, slaving like ants on the scaffolding. She rarely sees the river, imprisoned as it is from Blackwall to the Tower. She never ventures further than this, to the end of the lane, to catch a glimpse of the dark water beyond.

The wide river Thames is England’s jugular, busy like the heart. It brings in everything you could eat, drink, smoke, or wear, buy or sell from the far corners of the globe. As the city grows, so does its appetite: the ships grow larger and the hungry docks unfold, spreading towards the sea. The largest and newest is the Royal Albert Dock, past the Isle of Dogs: two miles long, built to harbour the biggest ships in the wide world – an ungodly hole in the ground, like the grave of some colossus, fallen to earth with a mighty crash. It was dug by such a dusty legion as built the great pyramids of Egypt, and killed very many of them in the process. Three unlucky men, who had nothing to do with its construction, rest in such peace as may be afforded in the concrete beneath the gigantic lock gates.

The first two – deep in the ditch! – had tried to rob the notorious Wilson betting shop, a bone-headed venture indeed, though to be fair they were new to the area, having docked just five days before. They had found the front office free of cash, which did not accord with their tip-off, and lurched upstairs, hoping to find something there, by which time the Wilson girl, who was minding the shop, had whistled across the street for the Wilson men, who came directly, with hatchets. The terrible two had found a small safe in the back room and, with a Herculean effort, had managed to heave it out of the window. It fell on to a very nice birdbath in the yard below, obliterating it, but no matter. These hapless idiots (their being referred to thus in the fairest and most amiable manner) were staring drunkenly after it, preparing to climb down somehow, when the hatchet men caught them. They ended up in the bottom of the trench the night before the concrete, in approximately five pieces each.

The third unfortunate fellow below the Royal Albert Dock gates joined them the very next day. It struck him as unfair as he went under – a harsh price to pay for a simple mistake. He had leaned just an inch too far over the edge to retrieve his watch. It had jumped from his hand as he took it from his pocket, arcing in slow motion into the wet cement; he had been meaning to get the chain fixed all week and cursed himself for putting it off. He was late and taking a short-cut to Canning Town. It was submerging slowly, looking at him with half a face, and he was sure he could reach it. He supposed the concrete was not too deep.

Below Whitechapel lurk the London Docks, tight behind fortress walls, high as the Tower, where our two tiny vagabonds scurry around the perimeter, sinking into shadows. By day they swarm with hungry men, sweating blood in the warehouses, toiling under haystack bales of wool, fat barrels you could drown in, sacks of coffee, green bananas, crates of lemons; they break their backs upon the landing decks and feel lucky still to have been picked out from the crowd at the gates, like winning the tombola, even if the finger that is sacrificed most days to the jealous god of commerce should be one of theirs. (Someone ought to log these sorry digits but nobody bothers; they are clean gone, ripped smartly off in cranking chains or bitten through by turning iron teeth; they turn up now and then in the foreman’s lunch.) They stack tobacco, row on row of tusks, leopard– or bearskins, tiger fur; pythons from some fetid jungle hang from the rafters to the floor.

After night falls it becomes a silent and deserted place. The barrel yard is huge and empty; the warehouses loom into the black sky beyond. The sound of lapping water comes gently across the breeze, and the groaning of stacked ships, jostling each other in the great west basin. Gulls cruise the night sky, rats come out of hiding to sniff around the storerooms.

The only human beings who inhabit this strange netherworld are Jack – who resides there on the quiet, courtesy of his good friend Bill Brierley, foreman of the west dock – and the night-watchmen, of whom there are four: two for the west and two for the east and the Shadwell Basin. They are not the most vigilant guardians, preferring to take frequent tea breaks in their hut at the side of Tobacco Dock, where their beats overlap. They are supposed to patrol in pairs but split up to halve the time. They boil a little tin kettle and feel themselves very clever indeed, making rounds every hour that take them no more than seventeen minutes.

Handsome Jack Tallis stops suddenly by a small arch, hidden in the precipice of the dock wall, and looks up and down the wide ghost way, a million cobbles stretching into darkness, before sinking inside, feeling his way to the end. He presses his ear to the stout wooden door. Grace strikes a match. It flares with a tiny sizzling sound casting yellow light across their faces. Footsteps pass inside and they wait, holding their breath. He opens the lock and the heavy chain with a key that seems to have sprung from the palm of his hand, and they are through the portal into the secret world, locking it tight behind them.

The yard stretches away to the grand entrance of the wine vaults, with the clock above, the warehouses dark behind, and beyond, glimpsed between them, the sparkle of light on water. Jack grabs her hand and they scurry like rats across the vast empty yard. The watchman is almost back at his hut, his lantern fading into the distance, shaking on its chain. Grace follows Jack out by the water: deep Indian ink, rippling slowly in the moonlight. Banks of ships like sleeping dinosaurs hang in the great basin, their chains clanking softly, masts and prows stuck out like prehistoric limbs against the dark milky sky. He catches her hand and, turning her to face him, kisses her again. Arching together, moonlit, charmed rag and bone shadows.

She spots the boat first, among the great creaking hulls, just waiting with its oars tucked in, ready as if they had called for it – and in they go, water heaving beneath them, lapping like thick black jelly. Jack takes the oars and thrusts them outward into the pool.

The moon lights patterns around them, dancing out from the stern, breaking with each stroke into shards of silver. The chatter and rabble are far behind, the Queen is a dream, and the peace lies around them like a blanket. It is uncommon and blissful, and Grace does not want to break it. She trails her hand in the water, wonders how deep it goes down. Far over on the dock wall the night-watchman’s lantern casts a shaky halo but he is a speck in the distance. Jack stops rowing, oars poised in mid-air as if holding their breath, shining drops falling like chimes. They are mice in a newspaper hat, afloat on their own private sea.

‘Let me try,’ she says, taking the oars.


CHAPTER TWO
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Jack Tallis did not have the pleasure of her company again that week or the next. He looked for her in the Queen and then the Britannia, the Alma, the Princess Alice, the Ten Bells, the Horn of Plenty and even the Saracen’s Head. Had he known he had missed her by a few moments on Thursday outside Spitalfields Market and then again on Saturday at the top of Brick Lane he might have persevered, but he was not famous for sticking at it and gave up at last. He was sulking into his beer at the Frying Pan – she seemed to have disappeared from the face of the Earth, as if he had dreamed her – when the door swung open and in she came, followed by a small girl, maybe five years old, with a crisp blue bow in her hair. He almost rubbed his eyes to make sure he was seeing straight.

Grace Hammer marched straight past him up to the counter and banged her fist upon it, making the jars jump. It was midday and the regular rabble were not all in yet, so the landlord swung round ready to start, but laughed heartily when he saw it was Grace and lifted the hatch to let her through to the back room. The little girl caught Jack’s eye as she followed them in, trailing by the hand from her mother’s grip, fixing him to the wall with that cast-iron look he has seen already, only blue this time, right through him. Then the door closed behind them.

Jack waited, straining his ears, but heard nothing – he sat for a while feeling unaccountably awkward, as if he was watching himself. He was getting up to leave when they reappeared, and sat down quickly; there was handshaking and more joviality. The little girl ate an iced bun, looking past them at him, studying his hat and his hands, which unnerved him somehow. It seemed an awkward moment to present himself so he sank back in his seat, trying to merge with the shadow. Grace and the little girl walked out into the street. Jack drained his jug and slid after them.

Grace Hammer has four living children: Charlie, who is almost a grown man, Billy, eleven, Jake, nine, and lovely Miss Daisy, just five. The boys are a crew of fine young men with a righteous sense of justice and respect for their fellows, though they earn their daily bread and butter rifling the pockets of wealthy strangers – they are often to be found helping old Mrs Cutler to eat her meagre dinner or reading to Miss Grieve, who is dying in a cold bed. They are fiercely and utterly devoted to their little sister, though they love to tease her for their own selfish amusement.

‘Who’s your sweetheart Daisy? Is it Harry Harding? I saw you getting friendly on the corner.’

‘Go away!’ she shouts: a fair retort, she uses it often – for a greeting sometimes, as they enter the room, even before they have opened their mouths.

‘Was you sharing secrets? Or just sugar lumps?’

Daisy does not respond in English but growls as well as any jungle creature might at such a bunch of monkeys. One day when she grows big she will be something to reckon with; for now she is small, and soft, the prettiest girl in London Town, so they laugh, and prod some more, as boys do – ‘So it is Harry now, see! What happened to poor Joe? He was the only boy in the world last week. Ain’t you gonna marry him no more?’ – making her roar. Daisy beats them back and they laugh at her as they run away.

When the girls are left in peace they draw pictures, or do chains of cut-out people, holding hands. The Hammer boys keep all the things their sister makes them – careful, knotted, twisted things of string and paper, sticks and bones, and feathers she finds in the street. There are dozens, she being an extraordinarily busy little person: sheaves of drawings and maps of the world, adorned with writing of her own design, which she will read you if you ask her nicely.

Charlie lost his father at the age of three – the only decent man Grace had found. He fell into a blast furnace at the foundry where he worked and is much missed still. Billy and Jake’s father fared no better, catching tuberculosis in the outbreak of 1879 and wheezing on for a few miserable months in the Union Workhouse before kicking the bucket – a fate richly deserved as he was a useless cheat, cruel and unfaithful, though he had seemed charming at first. Grace had thought herself thoroughly cured of scoundrels until Daisy’s father happened along, giving her two girls. The first was Rose, who died while still new, buried in a tiny white coffin carried by her brothers while her father mourned in the pub. The second was darling Miss Daisy, after whose conception Grace kicked him out. She had embarked already on a private life of crime and had no need of him. The family thrived thereafter; they ate well, they wanted for nothing. Grace felt herself lucky every day. Poor Mrs Ratch next door had a brute who beat her twice a week and gave her a baby every year; he spent his wages on drink and Grace could see she was starving slowly to death, trying to feed her children.

Daisy was lucky enough never to meet her father. He died under the wheels of a brewery cart not a month after he’d gone; a kindly copper brought the solemn news, which made Grace laugh and clap her hands, and ask if death had been swift and merciful, or horribly brutal; and if he had suffered, how terribly and for how long. Sergeant Manley Goodwell was shocked at Grace Hammer’s cruel sentiments and wondered if she had arranged the accident – which, indeed, she would have been happy to do – but he was not to know that the dead man’s favourite game was to eat his fill when there was not enough for dinner before the family were allowed to start. They had to wait around the table and watch him smack his lips and lick his fingers until there was nothing left but rind and bones and potato skins. Grace wanted to stick a fork in his eye, and we must forgive her hard heart. Reluctantly she paid for a decent funeral, which might have seemed worth every penny if she had been driving the brewery cart.

And so it is their mother who has taught the Hammer children all they know. From her the boys have learned their trade, and to read and write – which sets them in some way apart from the other ragged children in the street. She is loving, and strict as the Law, which they respect as a convention though they break it every day. They have the smartest manners in London. And though Grace has a violent temper – which last exploded on Christmas Eve of 1878, driving Billy and Jake’s father bare-chested from the house, beating at his charred beard, never to be seen again – she keeps it in a box and never turns it on her children, not even Charlie with his bare cheek. She had wondered if he might be better for a slap or two until her neighbour Mrs Jacob nosed across the street one day to tell her he was getting far too clever, and to recommend correction, along those very lines: iron discipline, as she had dealt her own wilful sons. Grace wouldn’t have the heart anyway. She loves him, wilful as he is.

Jake doesn’t say much; she keeps a special eye on him.

Billy reads the most, easily the best behaved. She loves them all as much.

Jack didn’t spot Grace and Miss Blue Eyes for a minute or two, coming out into the light of day. Blinking up Brick Lane this way and that, he clocked them outside the chapel, exchanging a word with the shoe-black. He bent to pick up an imaginary penny as she turned her head his way, and when he looked up again they were on their way down the street. He hurried after them, feeling urgent suddenly, as if it were his last chance to see her. They turned right down Church Street before he reached the corner, and for the few moments that they were out of sight a strange panic held tight to his chest, until he saw them again, walking hand in hand past the tall Christ Church. He dropped back until they crossed Commercial Street, where he dived into the crowded road after them, weaving through the traffic, and caught them up, hanging close behind. At White’s Row they turned right, then left into Bell Lane. He watched from the corner as they went inside and ventured up the street a little, unusually timid, to see the door. Number twenty-eight. There it was.

Now he wasn’t sure what to do next, or why he had stalked her there in such a furtive manner when he might have presented himself, with his charm and his flashing teeth, as he would any other day. Upright, he liked to see himself, not skulking in the street. He drew himself tall but felt awkward still. It seemed he must turn tail and walk away – how could he knock? He stood there stupid, feeling as if he were frozen to the spot. His next move was decided by Grace, who stepped out abruptly into the street, hands upon her hips. She stood and watched him writhe, like an earthworm in salt. Her eyes did not twinkle.

‘Hello, Jack,’ she said. ‘Fancy meeting you here.’

Inside it was dim but for a small lamp by the bed. He was surprised by the exotic scent of tuberose, though he didn’t know what it was called. Glancing around, feeling uncommonly shy, he took in the clean stove, the patchwork bedspread – and sheets! He was sure they were the only decent sheets in that street, the next and the next as well. Then a small table with books upon it, not a lonely almanac or a Holy Bible, but books, in a teetering pile, stacked by some distracted intellectual. He wondered who that might be.

A red curtain half drawn across a small doorway revealed a second room; he could see the edge of a bed and a tin bath leaning against the wall beyond. Rows of paper dolls and some lively drawings of what he supposed were zoo creatures decorated the walls, signed in varying degrees of legibility by the artist, one Daisy Hammer. A lofty ballerina hung in pride of place, poised above the mantel on one toe with the other leg high in the air and her arms stretched out as if she was flying. All evidently the work of Miss Blue Eyes. He wondered how many others there were. Three at least, judging from all the washing. There were plates and clean cutlery, and by the stove a bucket of coal. The effect of entering the room from the world outside (apart from the frosty reception) was of stepping into an enchanted cave, in which to fall headlong and rest, receive comfort and refuge. She was certainly doing very nicely for herself, very nicely indeed. The woman in the back next door slept under a flour sack and ate apple cores and peelings from the gutter; a fact he did not know but would surely not have been surprised to discover.

‘Charlie, this is Jack. Jack, this is my son, Charlie.’

Charlie was reading in the corner, sat regally upon a shabby armchair. He looked Jack up and down, in the way that young men have for male strangers who follow their mother home. ‘How d’you do, Jack?’ He stood up to kiss his ma.

‘What you reading, darlin’?’

‘Charles Dickens.’

‘Oh, lovely.’

‘Two Cities.’

‘Where d’you find that?’

‘Holywell Street.’

‘Did you borrow it?’

‘No, Ma!’

‘Very nice indeed. Where are the boys?’

‘Gone to look at Tommy’s aunt again.’

‘Haven’t they buried her yet?’

‘Tomorrow.’

‘God bless her.’

Daisy pushed forward to be introduced to the stranger. He could see she remembered him, but was keeping it to herself for the moment.

‘Hello,’ she said from behind the stuffed dog she was clutching. ‘Who are you?’

‘Jack.’

‘Can you draw animals?’

Now Jack, unknown but yet suspected by Grace Hammer, may be a chancer and a scoundrel but he is sweet with little children and they love him. He endeared himself thoroughly to Daisy and, to a lesser extent, with the young men of the family, when they had tired of Tommy’s aunt and returned to find this stranger. They like him much better than they allow for. By the time Grace sent him home he had been invited to the next roast dinner and asked very many questions on the subjects of football, and cards, about which he seems to know a great deal.

Grace tucked Daisy into the big bed with her scruffy stuffed dog and kissed her delicious cheek.

‘When is Jack coming again?’

‘I couldn’t tell you, darlin’, I don’t know. He wasn’t meant to come today.’

‘Why
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