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About the Book

The big event of the Walworth year was to be the wedding of Sammy Adams, King of Camberwell, to Miss Susie Brown. Everyone was looking forward to it, and Susie was particularly overjoyed when her soldier brother suddenly turned up on leave from service in India in time for the approaching ’knees-up’. The reason for Will’s extended leave wasn’t so good, for bad health had struck him and he didn’t know how long the army would keep him, or how he could find a civvy job in the slump of the 20s. When he – literally – picked Annie Ford up off the pavement in King and Queen Street, his worries were compounded, for Annie was a bright, brave, personable young woman and Will knew that if he wasn’t careful he’d find himself falling in love.

And over Walworth hung a greater anxiety – the mystery of three young girls missing from their homes – a mystery that was to draw closer and closer to the Adams and Brown families, and finally culminate – along with Will’s personal problems – on the night of the wedding.


Contents

Cover

About the Book

Title Page

Dedication

The Incident

Chapter One

Chapter Two

Chapter Three

Chapter Four

Chapter Five

Chapter Six

Chapter Seven

Chapter Eight

Chapter Nine

Chapter Ten

Chapter Eleven

Chapter Twelve

Chapter Thirteen

Chapter Fourteen

Chapter Fifteen

Chapter Sixteen

Chapter Seventeen

Chapter Eighteen

Chapter Nineteen

Chapter Twenty

Chapter Twenty-One

Chapter Twenty-Two

Chapter Twenty-Three

Chapter Twenty-Four

About the Author

Also by Mary Jane Staples

Copyright


ON
MOTHER BROWN’S
DOORSTEP

Mary Jane Staples



To Wendy and Jeffery


THE INCIDENT

It was in December, 1924, when a ward sister in a London hospital noticed that the door of a drugs cupboard had been neatly forced open. A large bottle of chloroform, new and unused, with its glass stopper still sealed, was missing. She reported the matter immediately to the matron. The police were called in to investigate the theft. They talked to all members of the staff and to walking patients. They made enquiries among out-patients, and checked up on visitors known to have entered the hospital on the day in question. They wondered, of course, why the thief should want chloroform. It brought them eventually to the reasonable assumption that the person was an outsider, a clever crook who had done his homework and had lifted the chloroform with the intention of using it to put prospective victims to sleep.

That theory looked remarkably like fact when, a month later in January, 1925, a Lewisham jeweller entered a police station in what appeared to be a state of inebriation. He reported having been chloroformed by a heavily masked man who came into his shop just as he was about to close up. When he recovered consciousness some time later, his takings for the day were missing. The thief left no fingerprints and had not yet been traced.

Among other things occupying the attention of the police in 1925 was the usual list of missing persons. The list included three young girls. Ivy Connor of Bermondsey had disappeared in February, Mary Wallace of Rotherhithe in October, and Amy Charles of the Old Kent Road in December. Their disappearances had been investigated without success and their case files were still open.


CHAPTER ONE

THE MARCH DAY was brilliant, the air crisp, the sun sharpening the sooty chimneys and rooftops of Walworth. Fog might arrive overnight and blanket London tomorrow, but today the weather made people feel cheerful and lively. It was 1926, the year of the Bright Young Things, with flappers showing their legs in short skirts, smoking cigarettes in long holders, and being jawed at by the law for the wildness of their ways. Some responded by flinging their arms around upbraiding bobbies and kissing them. The law and the Church and Mother Grundy were collectively shocked, of course.

In Walworth’s East Street market, some women shoppers were wearing their best hats to celebrate the arrival of the sun. William Edward Brown, in the khaki uniform of the East Surreys, took in the old familiar scene with a sense of nostalgia. He could not count the number of times he had ducked and dived under stalls as a boy, looking for discarded fruit such as specked apples or slightly pulpy oranges. His family had been bitterly hard-up during the post-war years, but his mum had never lost her smile and his dad had never let go of hope.

William was known as Will. He had kicked against being called Willy and fought street kids who had tried to label him so. Entering the Army as a drummer boy at the age of fifteen in 1921, he sailed with his East Surrey battalion for service in India in 1922, and during the next four years he had come to know that India, with its teeming cities, its many religions, its cultural variations and its extraordinary mixture of peoples, was something he’d need a lifetime to understand. But he hadn’t done so badly; he’d got along with the Indian regiments of the British Army. Indian soldiers served with pride and distinction alongside the British, particularly in the flare-ups on the North-West Frontier.

Will reached the rank of full corporal when he was only nineteen, having distinguished himself in a bloody battle against the Pathans. Subsequently, however, something went wrong with his chest. He had moments when he found it difficult to breathe. His commanding officer ordered him to go sick, and he finished up in hospital in Poona. Conditions were better there, the air was finer and not laden with sultry heat. But as soon as he was discharged and rejoined the battalion in Delhi, his chest began to complain again. He was invalided home and given three months leave, during the course of which he was to attend a London chest hospital once a week. He’d been home just over two weeks, had visited the hospital twice and heard the worrying word asthma mentioned, although oddly enough smoky old Walworth seemed to be doing him good. He hadn’t had one attack since arriving home.

He was enjoying his reunion with old Walworth and with his family, getting to know brother Freddy and sisters Sally and Susie all over again. Well, everyone was five years older. The whole family had gone barmy when he walked in on them with three months leave in the bag. His sisters fell on him, and Susie went all moist-eyed because he would be able to attend her wedding three weeks from now. The man in question was Sammy Adams, reputed to be Southwark’s most well-known businessman. Will had felt immediate pride in Susie. At twenty-one she’d grown into a picture postcard beauty. Besides which, she was a typical flapper in her 1926 outfits. She took him as soon as she could to meet Sammy and all the Adams family, showing him off as her soldier brother, which went down well with Boots, Sammy’s eldest brother. Boots had fought with the West Kents in France and Flanders during the Great War. He asked Will what the pay was like now. Lousy, said Will, but the grub’s free. Same old tight-fisted Army Paymaster, said Boots, and what are the socks like? I think I’ve been wearing your leftovers, said Will. Boots asked if they’d got darned toes. Darned heels as well, said Will. Yes, they’re mine, said Boots.

Susie was as happy as a lark about everything, and head over heels as well.

‘Ain’t I a lucky girl, Will?’ she said in the old way.

‘Not as lucky as Sammy,’ said Will.

‘But I wasn’t anybody when I first met Sammy.’

‘Well, you’re somebody now,’ said Will, ‘and Sammy knows it. You hold on to that, Susie, you need to be on top with a bloke like him.’

‘I am on top,’ laughed Susie.

‘Are you?’

‘All the time,’ said Susie. ‘Mind, Sammy doesn’t know it.’

Will didn’t think his parents had changed much. His mum was still plump and placid, his dad still wiry and cheerful, and making light of the gammy leg he’d brought out of the trenches. He thought the Army had done a lot for Will, and said so. Done me brown, said Will. At which his mum said she’d never seen anyone more brown, then asked exactly what it was he’d got to go to the hospital for each week. Just to check up on the nurses, said Will. Well, I never heard the likes of that before, said his mum, coming all the way home from India to see if the hospital nurses are behaving themselves. That can’t be right, she said. I expect Will’s got a bit of India in his system, said Mr Brown, and the hospital’s got to get it out of him. There’s funny things that can get into a soldier in India. Still, there must be nice things as well, said fourteen-year-old Sally, because they’ve made our Will all brown and handsome. I bet the girls will all go potty about him. I’d like some of that, said Will.

After his second visit to the hospital, Will let his family know that all he’d got was a little touch of asthma. Freddy asked what asthma was. Will said something like a cold on the chest.

‘That’s a blessin’,’ said Mrs Brown, ‘I thought it might be one of them Chinese diseases like gangrene.’

‘Mum, ’ow can you catch a Chinese disease in India?’ asked Sally.

‘What’s gangrene?’ asked Freddy.

‘Nasty,’ said Mr Brown.

‘I think I’ll buy you some thick woolly vests while you’re ’ome, Will,’ said Mrs Brown. ‘They’ll keep your chest warm.’

‘Make it itch as well,’ said Will.

‘What’s gangrene?’ asked Freddy.

‘It’s what you get if your leg falls off and the doctors don’t put the right kind of ointment on it,’ said Susie.

‘I ain’t fallin’ for that,’ said Freddy. ‘I mean what’s the use of puttin’ ointment on a leg that’s fell off? I ain’t daft, yer know, Susie.’

‘Not much,’ said Sally.

‘And only now and again,’ said Susie.

‘There y’ar, Will,’ said Freddy, ‘you can see what I ’ave to put up with from me skin-and-blisters. They’ll give me a complaint one day, and I’ll ’ave to come to the hospital with you.’

‘Good idea, Freddy,’ said Will, ‘you can help me check up on the nurses.’

‘Cor, I fancy that,’ said Freddy.

Will, his thoughts on his family, came out of the market and entered King and Queen Street. Kids just out of school were racing towards East Street. It was a thing with some Walworth kids to go to the market on their way home from school, and to do some scrumping for apples under the fruit stalls.

Walking to Browning Street, he saw a woman approaching, shopping bag in her hand and her best Sunday hat on.

‘’Ello, soldier, ain’t another war on, is there?’

‘Not here,’ said Will.

‘Thank gawd for that, I ain’t got over the last one yet.’

‘Never mind,’ said Will, ‘your titfer’s in the pink.’

‘Me ’at?’ said the woman. ‘What’s wrong with it?’

‘Looks like spring,’ said Will. ‘I like it.’

‘Fancy me, do yer, soldier?’ twinkled the woman.

‘Yes, I’ll pop round on Sunday,’ said Will.

‘Me old man’ll chop yer legs orf.’

‘So he should,’ said Will, ‘that’s what husbands are for.’

The woman laughed and went on. Will continued towards Browning Street. A boy wheeling a home-made pushcart at a run caught him up and passed him. Round the corner came a girl. The pushcart collided with her, and down she went with an involuntary yell.

‘Oh, crikey,’ gasped the boy, a lad about nine.

‘Hard luck,’ said Will to the girl, and stooped to help her up. Winded, she turned on her back and gazed up at him. She saw the tanned face of a soldier under a peaked cap, and concerned eyes. Will saw a young lady with bobbed jet-black hair clasped by a knitted blue hat with a bobble. Her frock was rucked, her black lisle stockings showing to her knees. Her grey eyes looked cross. ‘Are you hurt?’ he asked.

‘Did you knock me over?’

‘Not me,’ said Will.

‘Me pushcart done it,’ said the boy.

‘You were lookin’ at me,’ said the girl to Will in an accusing way. She sat up. She winced and rubbed her right knee. She winced again. ‘Now look what’s ’appened, I’ve hurt me knee.’

‘Sorry about that,’ said Will. ‘Let’s try getting you up.’

‘What, on one leg?’ she said spiritedly. ‘I’ll look daft.’

‘Oh, ’elp,’ said the boy, ‘you ain’t broke yer leg, ’ave yer?’

‘I’d better not have,’ said the girl, touching her knee gingerly, ‘or me dad’ll push both your faces in.’

A woman came across from the other side of the street. She looked like one of Walworth’s numerous motherly bodies.

‘’Ere, young man,’ she said to Will, ‘what’s that gel doin’ on the pavement?’

‘She’s bumped her knee,’ said Will.

‘Excuse me, if you don’t mind,’ said the girl, ‘it was the other way about.’

‘Is it ’urting?’ asked the motherly body.

‘Oh, no,’ said the girl, ‘it’s just swellin’ up, missus, that’s all.’ She was cross. She ought to be home by now, getting tea for her brother and sisters.

Looking at Will, the motherly body said, ‘She can’t just sit there on the pavement.’

‘I know,’ said Will, ‘but she’s against standing on one leg.’

The girl looked as if she didn’t think that very funny. Another woman hurried up.

‘What’s ’appened?’ she asked. Happenings were meat and drink to Walworth’s motherly bodies.

‘Me pushcart accidental ’it the girl’s knee,’ said the boy, who wanted to get home himself for a bit of tea.

‘Oh, ain’t that a shame? Oh, yer poor dear,’ said the second motherly body to the girl, ‘that’s just what ’appened to me niece Ivy, she done ’er knee in two days before ’er weddin’ and ’ad to walk up the aisle on crutches. Is it painful, ducky?’

‘Oh, no,’ said the fed-up girl, ‘it’s only cripplin’ me.’

‘That’s what it done to me niece,’ said the second motherly body. ‘What’s ’er soldier friend doin’ about it?’ she asked the first woman.

‘Well, ’e’ll ’ave to do something,’ said the first woman.

‘He’s not my soldier friend,’ said the girl.

‘Couldn’t you carry ’er to ’er home?’ suggested the second woman to Will.

That was out as far as Will was concerned. He’d been advised to avoid that kind of exertion, and he certainly didn’t fancy having an attack before he got the girl home. He’d be no help at all to her then. All the same, he couldn’t walk away.

‘Where’d you live?’ he asked her.

‘Blackwood Street,’ she said. Blackwood Street was off the market.

‘All right,’ he said, making up his mind that he’d got to give it a go, ‘up you come and I’ll carry you.’

The girl, taking in his lean manly look, didn’t fancy him carrying her at all, not at her age.

‘I ain’t bein’ carried,’ she said. ‘I’ll lose all me dignity, I’ll get catcalled by the street kids. I’m seventeen, I am.’

‘Better to be carried than to stay here gettin’ trodden on,’ said Will, who felt it would all have had its funny side if the girl’s knee hadn’t been so obviously painful.

‘Excuse me,’ said the girl, whose dignity was already suffering, ‘but I’m not bein’ carried. I’ll ’ave to hop on one leg.’

‘Yes, you got to get ’ome somehow, ducky,’ said the second woman. ‘Me sister fell over down Petticoat Lane one Sunday, an’ got trod on till she was nearly ill, and it didn’t do ’er back no good, either.’

‘’Ere,’ said the boy, ‘can’t yer put ’er in me cart, mister, an’ push ’er home? I’ll come with yer so’s I can take me pushcart off yer. I’ll be late for me tea an’ get a clip, but it won’t ’urt. Me mum don’t believe in knockin’ me ’ead orf. There y’ar, mister, wheel ’er home in me cart.’

Bright idea that, thought Will, it solves everything.

‘Right, up you come, Daisy Bell,’ he said. He stooped again, and the girl gasped and grabbed at the hem of her frock as he lifted her.

‘Oh, I won’t – you’re not to – me in a pushcart at my age? I won’t – oh, me legs, I don’t believe it!’

Resistance was all too late then. Will lowered her into the pushcart bottom first. It was a solid wooden crate on bicycle wheels. Her knees were up, her legs showing.

‘There we are,’ said Will.

‘Yes, she fits in quite comfy,’ said the first motherly body.

‘You’ll be all right now, love,’ said the second, ‘the soldier’ll get you ’ome. ’E seems a decent chap.’

‘Decent?’ gasped the girl. ‘Look what he’s done to me, put me in this cart with me legs showin’ – I’ll die in a minute.’

‘Off we go,’ said Will. He turned with the cart and proceeded to retrace his steps, the can running easily over the pavement, the boy following. ‘What’s your name?’ he asked the flushed and outraged young lady.

‘Oh, you ’ooligan,’ she breathed, ‘I don’t give me name to ’ooligans that’ve put me in a kid’s cart. Well, it’s Annie Ford, if you must know, and I hate yer.’

‘I’m Will Brown. Nice to meet you, Annie. Sorry about your knee, but with luck, it’ll only be bruised.’

‘Never mind me knee, what about me dignity?’ said Annie, dreading street kids. Sure enough some appeared. They goggled at her. A fat one sang out.

‘Where did yer get that gel, oh, yer lucky feller, If I get tuppence from me mum, would yer like to sell ’er?’

‘Oh, I’ll kill him,’ gasped Annie. ‘Oh, look at people lookin’, they’ll think I’m only ten years old.’

‘You look like a young lady from here,’ said Will, pushing the cart on towards the Lane. The East Street market was known as the Lane.

‘Oh, don’t mind me,’ said Annie bitterly, ‘just keep lookin’. I like bein’ in a pushcart with me knees up and me legs showin’, don’t I?’

‘I’m not lookin’, said Will.

Annie, who was facing him, gritted her teeth. People were looking and gawping, of course. Oh, the shame of it, at her age. It was worse when they reached the market, where Will turned left. She was sure everyone in Walworth was there.

‘Oi, Tommy Atkins,’ said some grinning middle-aged man, ‘did yer buy them goods off a stall?’

‘Yes, five bob the lot,’ said Will, and Annie fumed.

‘Five bob?’ said the interested party. ‘You should’ve ’ad ’er wrapped up in fancy paper for that, an’ tied with ribbon as well.’

Will grinned and pushed on, crossing the street.

‘Did you hear that, did you hear what ’e said?’ demanded Annie.

‘I expect you’d look nice in ribbon,’ said Will, trying to cheer her up.

‘Oh, you saucy devil, you didn’t ought to be a soldier, you ought to be locked up till you can treat a girl proper.’

‘How’s your knee?’ asked Will, the boy still behind him.

‘Oh, thanks for askin’,’ said Annie.

A passing woman said, ‘Givin’ yer sister a ride, are yer, soldier?’

‘Not so’s you’d notice,’ said Will, ‘she’s just a new friend of mine, and we’re getting to know each other.’

‘I wouldn’t be his sister or his friend, not if he gave me a sackful of diamonds,’ fumed Annie. ‘He’s a demon, he is.’

‘Cheer up,’ said Will and pushed on.

‘Look, I don’t want you to think I’m not grateful,’ said Annie, ‘but how would you like to be wheeled ’ome in a pushcart?’

‘Won’t be long now,’ said Will.

‘Oh, blessed agony,’ breathed Annie. He had turned into Blackwood Street. ‘I know what’s goin’ to ’appen now, all the kids are goin’ to look.’

Kids were there all right. They stopped their street games to stare. Recognizing Annie, they came running up.

‘Crikey, look at you, Annie!’

‘What’s the soldier wheelin’ yer in that can for?’

‘Is that yer knees showin’?’

A girl darted from an open door and came to a halt in front of the pushcart. She addressed Will indignantly.

‘’Ere, that’s our sister you’ve got in there, mister.’

‘She hurt her knee,’ said Will, ‘so I’ve given her a ride home.’

‘Crikey, me an’ Charlie wondered why she was late,’ said fourteen-year-old Nellie Ford. ‘’Ave yer really ’urt yer knee, Annie?’

‘Yes, and me pride as well,’ said Annie.

‘You kids, push off,’ said Nellie, like Annie in her looks.

‘Can’t we see ’er knee?’ asked a small girl. ‘I never seen an ’urt knee except me own. I seen a bunion, me mum’s got one—’

‘Push off,’ said Nellie. The kids backed off for about a yard.

‘Right,’ said Will, ‘I’ll carry Annie indoors. You lead the way,’ he said to Nellie. ‘Up you come again, Daisy Bell.’

‘She ain’t Daisy Bell, she’s Annie,’ said Nellie.

‘Well, she’d look just like Daisy Bell if she had a boater and a bicycle,’ said Will. He lifted Annie. She clutched the hem of her frock. ‘Thanks for the loan of your pushcart, young tosh,’ he said to the boy, who at once made off with it before foreign street kids could get their hands on it.

‘This way, mister,’ said Nellie, and Will followed, Annie up in his arms, legs dangling, frock rucked.

‘Crikey, Annie,’ called a precocious boy, ‘I think yer knickers is showin’.’

Annie gave a tight little scream as Will carried her indoors.


CHAPTER TWO

THE FORD FAMILY, renting their house in Blackwood Street for twelve bob a week, consisted of Mr Harold Ford, a forty-two-year-old ganger on the LSER, his three daughters Annie, Nellie and Cassie, and his son Charlie. His wife, unfortunately, had developed pneumonia during the last year of the war. It proved fatal, as pneumonia nearly always did. She lay in the South London cemetery now, under green turf and a headstone. The vicar of St John’s Church had approved the wording.

‘RUTH ANNIE FORD. Born 1888, died 1918. Wife of Harold Stanley Ford and mother of Annie, Nellie, Charlie and Cassie. OUR MUM.’

Annie was her dad’s right hand now. She had any amount of spirit and as much bossiness as was necessary to get the better of twelve-year-old Charlie. She wasn’t averse to chasing him with the brush and pan. The back of the brush was good for whacking his bottom, and the pan good for giving his head a thump. Charlie complained she’d knock it off one day. She told him he wouldn’t miss it.

‘Course I would,’ said Charlie, ‘I couldn’t even walk about without me loaf of bread, nor see where I was goin’, neither.’

‘Dear oh lor’,’ said Annie, ‘what a shame.’

Not that affection wasn’t there. Annie had a characteristically warm cockney heart under her scolding exterior, and was very fond of her family, especially her dad. But someone had to keep them in order, her dad as well. Sometimes on Sundays she’d make them all go to church with her.

‘You too, Dad,’ she’d say.

‘Well, Annie, I was thinkin’ about mendin’ the chair that’s—’

‘No, you weren’t. Go and put your Sunday suit on. And you, Charlie – here, where you off to, Cassie? Come back here. Sit on ’er, Nellie, till we’re ready. Charlie, you goin’ to put your suit on, or do I ’ave to belt you one?’

Charlie, strong-willed, was a holy terror who needed belting occasionally. Annie made do with thumping him and applying her own will, which was just as strong as Charlie’s. So whenever she said they’d all got to go to church with her, Charlie went too. Annie could fashion hurtful beds of nails for defaulters.

Her dad gave her a hand with meals at weekends, but he was always home too late to be a help on weekdays. Still, he never failed to do full justice to what she set before him. Everyone had to wash their hands before they sat down to a meal. Annie was nearly ten when her mum died and could remember how particular she’d been about clean hands at meal times. She remembered lots of things about her lively pretty mum, nice things, and Annie meant never to let her down. She could never quite understand why the Lord had taken her when she was only thirty. Nellie asked a question on those lines once, and their dad said he supposed the Lord often took the ones He liked best while they were still young. Nellie said she didn’t want the Lord not to like her, but she didn’t want to be liked so much that she’d have to go to an early grave. Wouldn’t it be better if the Lord took people like Mrs Potter? She’s not young, said Charlie, she’s ninety and she’s got whiskers. Still, age before beauty, said Nellie. Not when it’s got whiskers on, said Charlie. You Charlie, said Annie, don’t you talk like that about kind old ladies.

Annie could sort Charlie out fairly well most times. Ten-year-old Cassie was a different problem. She was a dreamy girl with a vivid imagination that took her into the realms of never-never land far too often. A neighbour would stop Annie and say something like what’s all this I hear about your family being invited to tea at Windsor Castle next Sunday afternoon? Or, Annie love, I can’t hardly believe your dad swam the Channel last week, there wasn’t nothing about it in the papers. Or even, fancy your Charlie saving a girl from drowning in the Serpentine last week and being given a gold medal by the King.

It could all be traced back to Cassie, and Cassie would get a talking-to.

‘Now, you Cassie, you’ve been tellin’ stories again.’

‘Me, Annie?’

‘Yes, you. I saw Alice Miller down the Lane. What d’you mean by tellin’ ’er Dad’s goin’ to get a job at Buckingham Palace?’

The Royal Family and much of what was associated with it featured prominently in Cassie’s inventive mind.

‘Annie, I only said Dad might. Well, ’e might one day. The King and Queen ’ave to ’ave men doin’ jobs there, they couldn’t do them themselves, they ’ave to sit on their throne mostly. I bet Dad could do a good job at Buckingham Palace.’

‘Cassie, you little ’orror, the best job Dad could do would be to stop you tellin’ all these fancy stories about us. You even told Mrs Woodley last week that Dad used to be a sea captain. If you keep on like this, you’ll never go to ’eaven.’

‘Well, I don’t want to go yet, Annie, honest, not before Mrs Potter.’

If Charlie could be thumped for being a bit of a tearaway, there wasn’t much that could be done about Cassie and her imagination, except hope that she’d grow out of it. All their dad did about it was to cough a bit. Annie told him he could cough as much as he liked, but none of it would cure Cassie. No, but it’s a help to me, said her dad. What sort of help? It stops me falling about, said her dad.

Cassie, Nellie and Charlie were all attending school. Annie had a job from ten until four with a grocer near the Elephant and Castle. The grocer, Mr Urcott, was a really kind bloke, he let her work those hours so that she could see to the family in the mornings and get home in time to make a pot of tea and do some bread and marge for herself and her brother and sisters. Supper came later.

Banging her knee against that pushcart meant she had failed them today. It also meant she’d arrived home in a mortifying way for a girl her age, even if she knew she couldn’t have got there by herself on one leg. She’d never live that pushcart down. Neighbours would ask if she really had been wheeled home in it by a soldier.

Will sat her down on the edge of the kitchen table. With its solid legs and square deal top, it was the kind of table seen in most Walworth kitchens, and the kitchen itself, with its oven range and its window facing the back yard, was like a thousand others. The range fire was alight, burning very slowly, the coals covered by a pinky-white ash. China filled the dresser shelves and cups hung from hooks. Will thought the kitchen had a homely look similar to his mother’s. He didn’t think Annie and her family were too hard-up. Her sister’s gymslip and white blouse had quite a new look, and the blue frock she herself was wearing was quite pretty.

‘What yer doin’ that for, sittin’ Annie on the table?’ asked Nellie, intrigued at having a soldier in the house.

‘I’m taking care of her knee,’ said Will, and stood back to regard Annie, who at once brushed at the skirt of her short frock and covered her knees. Crumbs, thought Nellie, what’s our Annie gone all shy for?

Annie stared accusingly at Will.

‘I don’t know why you keep lookin’ at me,’ she said. ‘I never met anyone who does more lookin’ than you. I might not ’ave bumped into that pushcart if you hadn’t been lookin’ then.’

‘We’ve had all that,’ said Will, smiling. Crikey, thought Nellie, ain’t he handsome? ‘Where’s your mum?’ asked Will.

‘She died when we was young,’ said Nellie.

‘Oh, sorry,’ said Will, who couldn’t imagine what it must be like for a family to have no mum. His own mum had always been there, placid, affectionate and uncritical.

‘But we got a nice dad,’ said Nellie.

‘That’s a consolation,’ said Will. ‘About the knee, Annie—’

‘Never mind me knee,’ said Annie, ‘you’re not gettin’ a look at that too.’

‘Pity,’ said Will, ‘I like knees. Well, girls’ knees. Anyway, Annie, from what I’ve seen of yours, I’d say you’ve just bruised the right one. If it’s a bit stiff, put some liniment on it.’

‘Yes, all right,’ said Annie, ‘and thanks ever so much, I’ll try and forget how you dumped me in that pushcart. Nellie, where’s Cassie and Charlie?’

‘Charlie’s next door,’ said Nellie. ‘Pam Nicholls sauced him over the wall, so ’e jumped over it so’s ’e could chase ’er into ’er kitchen and smack ’er up-an’-downer.’

‘I’ll kill the little ’ooligan,’ fumed Annie.

‘What’s her up-and-downer?’ asked Will.

‘’Er bottom,’ said Nellie, giggling.

‘Jamaica Rum?’ said Will, grinning.

‘Charlie calls it up-an’-downer, I don’t know where ’e got it from,’ said Nellie.

‘Wait till I get my hands on him,’ said Annie.

‘Oh, it’s all right, Annie,’ said Nellie, ‘Pam likes it. That’s why she sauced him. Oh, an’ Cassie’s gone to look for Tabby. Tabby’s our cat,’ she said to Will. ‘’E’s always goin’ off an’ gettin’ lost. Annie says she’ll drown ’im one day.’

‘Nellie, have you all had a bit of tea?’ asked Annie, her knee feeling stiff.

‘Yes, I did some bread an’ marge,’ said Nellie. ‘an’ Charlie made a pot of tea. ’E only took ’alf an hour. Annie, could yer do with a cup yerself?’

‘Yes, I could,’ said Annie, ‘but you’re not to make it, you’ll ’ave another accident with the kettle.’

‘I upset the kettle once, when it was boilin’,’ said Nellie to Will. ‘Not over meself, thank goodness, over the gas stove. Annie won’t let me go near one now. Would you like a cup of tea yerself now, mister? I’ll try an’ get Charlie in.’

‘I’ll make it,’ said Will, ‘I’ve got plenty of time.’ He was making a leisurely thing of his leave, as he’d been advised to. ‘Annie ought to rest her knee on her bed, of course. Come on, Annie, I’ll carry you up.’ He could manage that, he thought.

‘Oh, no you don’t,’ said Annie. ‘I don’t let soldiers I ’ardly know carry me up to me bed. Nellie can help me up the stairs when I’ve had that cup of tea. You really goin’ to make it?’

‘Where’s the kettle?’ asked Will. ‘There it is.’ It was on the hob, and he transferred it to the top of the gas oven in the scullery. He searched for a match.

In the kitchen, Nellie whispered, ‘Oh, ain’t he ‘andsome, Annie? Fancy you findin’ a nice soldier like ’im.’

Since Annie knew that her dignity had taken a hiding, she said loudly, ‘Well, I won’t say he wasn’t helpful, nor that he ’asn’t got a kind heart somewhere, but dumpin’ me in that pushcart with ’undreds of people about, I wonder I didn’t die of bein’ Looked at. I expect some soldiers – what’s that I can hear?’

‘It’s ’im,’ whispered Nellie, ‘’e’s laughin’.’

‘Well, he would, wouldn’t he?’ said Annie, even more loudly. ‘He was laughin’ all the time he was wheelin’ me home. Some soldiers would have covered my legs up, but not ’im, oh, no. He let all the street kids have a look.’

‘Yes, and Eddie Marsh said ’e saw yer knickers,’ said Nellie.

‘Oh, you Nellie, wasn’t it bad enough havin’ that little ’ooligan speak the word without you speakin’ it as well?’ fumed Annie.

‘It’s all right,’ said Will from the kitchen, ‘I didn’t see them myself.’

‘Oh,’ breathed Annie, ‘I’ll spit in a minute.’

‘Annie, you shouldn’t spit,’ said Nellie, ‘Dad wouldn’t like you to.’

‘Got a teapot in there?’ called Will. ‘And some tea?’

Nellie took the teapot and caddy out to him.

‘You goin’ to stay and keep an eye on our Annie till our dad gets ’ome?’ she asked, putting the question in the belief it was a sister’s natural duty to help an older one enjoy a romance. Annie mostly turned her nose up at young men. She said she was too busy to go walking out with any of them, and that she liked her family best, anyway. Nellie knew she was wild with this soldier for putting her in a pushcart, but she wasn’t actually turning her nose up at him. If she had been, she’d have spoken very politely to him, thanked him for bringing her home, and asked her, Nellie, to show him out. Instead, she was giving him what for and not making any move to get off the table and hop to a chair. It was like she was waiting for him to carry her up to her room, even though she’d said he wasn’t to. And Nellie thought her knee hadn’t suffered a mortal injury, she was hardly taking any notice of it. ‘I don’t mind if you stay,’ said Nellie, as Will stirred the pot, ‘only me an’ Charlie can’t do much with her at times, specially if she’s a bit upset, poor woman, an’ needs someone to see she rests ’er knee.’

There was a muffled little yell from Annie.

‘You Nellie, I’m listening to you!’

‘Poor what, Nellie?’ asked Will, grinning.

‘Yes, poor woman,’ said Nellie. ‘Mind, she’s ever so nice really, and our dad says she’s pretty too. So does ’Arold Seymour down the street, ’e’s potty about ’er, but ’e’s got ginger ’air and Annie ’ates ginger ’air. D’you think she’s pretty?’

‘You Nellie!’ yelled Annie. ‘I’ll smother you!’

‘There, you can see she’s upset,’ said Nellie.

‘Poor woman,’ said Will, waiting for the tea to draw.

‘I heard that!’ cried Annie, who had never felt more put upon since she’d become a young lady. ‘I’m not a poor woman!’

‘We’ll be with you in a moment,’ called Will.

‘What’s yer name?’ asked Nellie.

‘Will Brown, from Caulfield Place.’

‘That’s a nice name. What’s them stripes on yer sleeve for?’

‘To show I’m a corporal and can order people about,’ said Will.

‘Crikey, can yer really? You goin’ to order Annie about?’

‘What’ll happen if I do?’

‘Oh, she’ll think you’re ever so manly,’ said Nellie.

Annie could hardly believe what she was listening to. That Nellie, talking as if butter wouldn’t melt in her mouth.

‘Here we are,’ said Will, bringing the teapot in. ‘How about some cups and saucers, Nellie, and some milk and sugar?’

Nellie supplied the requirements.

‘I’m still sittin’ here like a lemon, you know,’ said Annie.

‘All right, let’s try a chair,’ said Will, and lifted her and sat her on one. Annie was a slender girl of five feet seven. She was proud of her legs and happy about her bosom, which was happy about itself. Well, it was firm and didn’t joggle about like some other girls’ bosoms did, especially if they didn’t wear decent stays. Any bosom that didn’t joggle felt happy about itself.

‘I’m not goin’ upstairs,’ she said, ‘there’s the vegetables to do.’

‘I’ll help Nellie do them,’ said Will, pouring the tea, ‘I’ve got to do something to make up for puttin’ you in the pushcart.’

‘Well, it’s kind of you,’ said Annie, ‘but I’m sure you’ve got to be on your way soon.’

‘Time’s my own until six,’ said Will.

‘We’d best let ’im help, Annie,’ said Nellie. ‘’E’s a corporal and can order people about, can’t you, Will?’

‘On top of that I’m bossy as well,’ said Will.

‘Don’t I know it,’ said Annie darkly.

Well, bless me, thought Nellie, two bossy people together, what a lark. And where’s our Cassie got to, that’s what I’d like to know. Wandering about in a dream, I shouldn’t wonder, and looking for the cat.


CHAPTER THREE

‘A SAILOR SUIT?’ said eleven-year-old Freddy Brown in horror.

‘A nice sailor suit would look lovely for Susie’s weddin’,’ said Mrs Brown, his affable mother.

‘Not on me it wouldn’t,’ said Freddy. ‘I ain’t goin’ to wear no sailor suit, not for Susie’s weddin’ nor anyone else’s. I’ll fall down dead. You wouldn’t like that, I bet, me fallin’ down dead in the church.’

‘But, Freddy love—’

‘I’m eleven, I’ll ’ave you know,’ said Freddy, ‘I ain’t six.’

‘Still, you’d look ever so sweet in a sailor suit,’ said Sally, his fourteen-year-old sister. They were just home from school. They lived in Caulfield Place, off Browning Street, Walworth. Easter was approaching, so were the school holidays and so was their sister Susie’s wedding. It was a time of excitement for the Brown family, and for the whole street. A cockney wedding wasn’t the sort of event that concerned only the bride and her family. Everyone wanted to know everything about it, and Mr Brown kept saying to Mrs Brown that the way things were going the bridegroom would finish up finding himself married to every female in Caulfield Place. And Mrs Brown kept saying of course he wouldn’t, he’d get charged with multiplied bigamy if he did.

‘No sailor suit, if yer don’t mind,’ said Freddy resolutely.

‘Perhaps Freddy wants to be a bridesmaid, Mum, and wear a pink frock,’ said Sally.

‘Here, leave off,’ said Freddy, eating a slice of cake to keep the wolf from the door until supper.

‘Well, all right, love,’ said Mrs Brown, a natural peacemaker, ‘perhaps a nice dark grey suit, then, that you could wear afterwards for Sundays.’

‘With long trousers,’ said Freddy.

‘Long trousers at your age?’ said Sally.

‘I’ve made up me mind I ain’t wearing shorts at Susie’s weddin’,’ said Freddy, ‘they ain’t important enough.’

‘Oh, I don’t know about long trousers,’ said Mrs Brown, cutting away surplus greenery from a firm cauliflower. ‘You are only eleven, Freddy.’

‘All right,’ said Freddy, ‘I won’t wear no trousers at all, just me shirt, waistcoat an’ jacket.’

‘Oh, yer rotten ’orror,’ said Sally, ‘I’m not goin’ in that church if you’re not wearin’ any trousers.’

‘Can’t ’elp it,’ said Freddy, ‘me mind’s made up, I’m not wearin’ no trousers unless they’re long ones.’

‘Well, listen to ’im,’ said Sally, ‘just wait till Dad comes in, I bet ’e’ll make you sing a different tune.’

‘I bet ’e won’t,’ said Freddy, ‘I bet Dad wouldn’t wear no trousers, either, if Mum tried to put ’im in shorts for Susie’s weddin’.’

‘Dad’s a man, you soppy date,’ said Sally, ‘you’re only a boy.’

‘Can’t ’elp that,’ said Freddy, ‘me mind’s made up.’

‘Now, Freddy love, stop actin’ up,’ said Mrs Brown.

‘Crikey, what a life,’ said Freddy. ‘Me mate Daisy’s moved and me mum won’t let me wear long trousers. I ’ope this kind of bad luck ain’t goin’ to last me all year.’

‘I’ll speak sympathetic to your dad,’ said Mrs Brown placatingly, ‘but as for Daisy, she and her fam’ly couldn’t help ’aving to move, love.’

Young Daisy Cook had been Freddy’s best street pal. She and her family had moved because their house had a rather unhappy history. A grisly murder had taken place there twelve years ago, in 1914.

Freddy, eyeing his sister, took on a puzzled expression.

‘What’s ’appening to Sally?’ he asked. His young sister, who had fair curly hair and hazel eyes, was getting pretty. And something else. Crikey, she’d stopped growing short, she was shooting up. He’d been taller than her, even though three years younger. Now she was suddenly above him. All in a few months. ‘Here, what’re you wearin’, sis?’

‘Me?’ said Sally, her blue school gymslip short. 1926 was the year of exceptionally short hemlines. Legs were in. Or legs had come out, according to how one thought about the fashion. ‘What d’you mean, what’m I wearin’?’

‘Whose legs you wearin’?’ asked Freddy.

‘Not yours,’ said Sally, ‘or Susie’s.’

‘Look at ’er, Mum,’ said Freddy, ‘she’s standin’ on some kind of stilts.’

‘Oh, I see what you mean,’ said Mrs Brown, and smiled proudly at Sally. ‘Yes, she’s goin’ to be as tall as our Susie.’

‘Something’s goin’ on,’ said Freddy. ‘Come on, you Sally, let’s ’ave a proper look at them legs of yours, I don’t want me friends sayin’ you’re walkin’ on someone else’s.’

‘Keep off,’ said Sally. Freddy, as larky as any Walworth boy, sped around the kitchen table to get at her. Sally yelled and rushed.

‘Mum, stop ’im!’

‘Now, Freddy, leave Sally be, there’s a good boy,’ said Mrs Brown placidly. In all her forty-three years, nothing had ever seriously ruffled her, except the possibility, during the war, that her husband Jim might not survive his terrible life in the trenches.

‘Mum!’ shrieked Sally, as Freddy kept after her.

‘Freddy, stop teasin’ her,’ said Mrs Brown.

‘Someone’s got to see whose legs she’s wearin’,’ said Freddy, but gave up when Sally put herself behind their plump mother.

‘Oh, yer daft ha’porth,’ said Sally, ‘how can anyone be wearin’ someone else’s legs?’

‘Yes, it beats me,’ said Freddy, ‘unless you bought a pair of long wooden ones down the market. I dunno what I’m goin’ to do if me mates find out one of me sisters is walkin’ about on wooden legs.’

‘Now you’re talkin’ silly, love,’ said Mrs Brown, going into the scullery to peel potatoes at the sink, ‘our Sally’s got nice natural legs.’

‘Yes, but ’ave yer seen what’s been ’appening to them lately?’ asked Freddy.

‘Sally’s growin’ up,’ said Mrs Brown.

‘I remember Susie growin’ up once,’ said Freddy.

‘Now how could anyone remember Susie only growin’ up once?’ asked Sally.

‘Well, I was only little at the time,’ said Freddy.

‘You’re potty,’ said Sally. ‘Mum, don’t you think it’s lovely our Will bein’ ’ome for the weddin’? Susie nearly cried when she saw ’im.’

‘It beats me, girls nearly cryin’ when they’re ’appy,’ said Freddy. ‘Mind you, Mum, I dunno that me brother’s all that well.’

‘He’s just got a bit of a chest,’ said Sally.

‘He’ll be all right now he’s home and not ’aving to suffer all that terrible heat,’ said Mrs Brown.

‘’Ope so,’ said Freddy. ‘Well, I think I’ll go an’ see if Ernie Flint’ll lend me ’is bike on Sunday, so’s I can cycle to Brockwell Park.’

‘I’ll come with you as far as Cotham Street,’ said Sally, ‘then I’ll go an’ see Mavis.’ Mavis Richards was a close friend. They shared the giggly little secrets of schoolgirls.

‘I don’t know I want you ridin’ bikes, Freddy,’ said Mrs Brown, ‘not with Susie’s weddin’ next month, you might fall off and hit your head on the road.’

‘With an ’ead like’s he’s got, I bet Dad would get a bill for road repairs,’ said Sally.

‘Our Sally’s nearly a comic sometimes,’ said Freddy.

‘Bless ’er,’ said Mrs Brown.

‘And ’er wooden legs,’ said Freddy.

Out he went with his sister. Sally was bare-headed, Freddy wearing a blue cap. From the open door of a house shot the figure of a neighbour, Mr Higgins. He was a tram conductor whose duties sometimes brought him home early, sometimes late. After him came a rolling-pin. It struck him between his shoulder blades. Down he went. Following the rolling-pin came Mrs Higgins. Mr Higgins was thin and bony, Mrs Higgins was buxom. Freddy and Sally could tell she was riled. She had a wealth of dark brown hair, the pins were loose and it was all over her head and face.

‘Get up,’ she said to her fallen husband, and she retrieved the rolling-pin.

‘What for?’ asked Mr Higgins, feeling safer on the pavement.

‘So’s I can give yer another one,’ said Mrs Higgins. ‘I don’t like ’itting you when yer on the ground.’

‘I can’t get up,’ said Mr Higgins, ‘I’m wounded, and me leg’s broke as well.’

‘I’ll give you wounded,’ said Mrs Higgins. ‘Look at ’im,’ she said to Sally and Freddy, ‘would yer believe ’im capable of it?’

‘Capable of what, Mrs Higgins?’ asked Sally.

‘Kissin’ and cuddlin’ ’is lady passengers, that’s what.’

‘Is he supposed to?’ asked Freddy.

‘Is’e what?’

‘Well, I only asked,’ said Freddy.

‘’E’s forbidden,’ said Mrs Higgins, ‘but ’e done it. Stay where you are,’ she said to her husband, giving him a rap on his head with the rolling-pin. ‘Mrs Blake saw it all this mornin’, at the market tram stop. Me own ’usband, would yer believe, and in front of everyone in Walworth.’

‘Now would I do that?’ said Mr Higgins, his conductor’s uniform dusty from the pavement. ‘I’d lose me job.’

‘That’s what I’ve been tellin’ yer,’ said Mrs Higgins, ‘and don’t answer me back in front of Sally an’ Freddy, they’ll think I don’t get no respect from you. Mrs Blake told me that when she saw it ’appen, she near dropped dead with shock.’

‘Pity she bleedin’ didn’t,’ muttered Mr Higgins.

‘What’s that? What’s that you said?’

‘I said I think me leg’s bleedin’.’

‘Shall I get ’im a bandage an’ some ointment, Mrs Higgins?’ asked Sally.

‘’E don’t want a bandage, not yet ’e don’t,’ said Mrs Higgins. ‘I’ll give ’im what for when I get ’im back indoors. ’E’ll need a doctor then, not a bandage. To think after all these years I’m burdened with the shame of what ’e’s done today, and in public too.’

‘Look, me pet,’ said Mr Higgins, ‘I just ’elped a lady off me tram with ’er foldin’ pram and baby. Yus, and a shoppin’ bag as well. She ’appened to be overcome with gratitude, I suppose—’

‘She what?’ said Mrs Higgins threateningly.

‘She was overcome with gratitude, Mrs Higgins,’ said Freddy. ‘I mean, that’s what Mr Higgins just said.’

‘Well, what else would’ve made ’er give me a kiss?’ said Mr Higgins. ‘I asks yer, me love, what else? I didn’t kiss ’er meself, nor cuddle ’er, it’s against the regulations.’

‘You’re answerin’ me back again,’ said Mrs Higgins.

Along came Mr Ponsonby, a lodger in a house farther down the Place. An eccentric, he was fifty years old, his lean body clad in a black frock coat, black drainpipe trousers, and a grey waistcoat. He also wore a bowler hat, a red bow tie and elastic-sided boots. And he carried a rolled umbrella. At first glance he seemed a dapper man, but a closer inspection revealed crumbs on his waistcoat, wrinkles in his bow tie and a dent in his bowler. And his boots were dusty. On the other hand, his smooth unlined face had a very neat look, as if nature had taken pains to put each feature tidily in place. Sometimes his expression was querulous, and sometimes that of a kind and gentle man. He could often be heard talking to himself. ‘Dear me, dear me, what a day, what a day.’ That sort of thing.

Up he came in dainty pigeon-toed fashion and looked down at Mr Higgins.

‘Mr Higgins? Dear me, what’s this all about?’ His voice had a piping lilt.

‘I ain’t sittin’ ’ere of me own accord, yer know,’ grumbled Mr Higgins.

‘No, of course not, of course not,’ said Mr Ponsonby.

‘’E fell over,’ said Sally.

‘Ah, who is this I see?’ enquired Mr Ponsonby, and peered at Sally. He smiled. ‘Ah, yes, a young lady.’

‘She ain’t a young lady, she’s me sister,’ said Freddy.

‘Now now, Freddy,’ said Mrs Higgins, ‘course she’s a young lady, anyone can see that. My, ain’t yer growin’ up nice, Sally? Yer goin’ to rival Susie in a year or two. What’re you doin’?’ she demanded of her husband.

‘I was thinkin’ of gettin’ up,’ said Mr Higgins.

‘I’ll knock yer block off,’ said Mrs Higgins, ‘I ain’t finished with you yet.’

‘Come now, Mrs Higgins, have a peppermint drop,’ said Mr Ponsonby, and produced a paper bag from his pocket. He always had peppermint drops somewhere on his person, and offered them generously to all and sundry. The street kids knew this, and sometimes ran after him, asking for one, and he always obliged. He sucked them regularly himself, and breathed peppermint fumes.

‘Don’t mind if I do, I need something,’ said Mrs Higgins. As she helped herself from the bag, Mr Higgins came to his feet and disappeared indoors. It didn’t fool Mrs Higgins.

‘Gotcher!’ she cried. ‘I’ll learn yer!’ And she went bouncing in after him.

‘Tck, tck,’ said Mr Ponsonby and peered at Sally again. ‘Ah, yes, Sally, our pretty young lady. Have a peppermint drop.’

‘Oh, thanks,’ said Sally, and took one. In return, she gave Mr Ponsonby a happy little smile. Life was doing her proud at the moment. Not only was she going to be a bridesmaid in three weeks time, she had also started to grow again after a gloomy year of thinking she was going to end up as a real tich of a girl. She was positive she could actually feel her legs getting longer every week. Not every day, of course. Every week. With fashions so short, and flappers showing their knees, no girl who had just had her fourteenth birthday wanted to have legs that hardly went anywhere. It was bliss that she’d shot up inches in just a few months. Mind, she still had to wear dreary old black lisle stockings for school, but Susie had recently bought her imitation silk ones for Sundays. They made her lengthening legs feel ever so posh. Susie, her sister, though, wore real silk nearly all the time. Well, she had ever such a good job, of course, as personal assistant to her fiancé, Sammy Adams, who was boss of Adams Fashions and other enterprises. Sally could hardly believe he was going to be her brother-in-law. When she left school at the end of the present term, perhaps she could get a job in one of his shops.

Mr Ponsonby blinked in the sunshine of her smile.

‘Charming, charming,’ he said. ‘Well, good afternoon, good afternoon, I must get to my lodgings.’ He put the bag of peppermints away, then turned and began to retrace his steps. Freddy and Sally went after him.

‘Excuse me, Mr Ponsonby,’ said Sally, ‘you’re goin’ the wrong way.’

‘No, no,’ he said, stopping, ‘I’m going to my lodgings, I have things to do.’

‘Yes, but you’re still pointin’ the wrong way,’ said Freddy.

Mr Ponsonby blinked again.

‘Dear me, so I am, so I am,’ he said.

‘It’s back there,’ said Sally, ‘in Mrs Mason’s ’ouse.’

‘Thank you, thank you, how kind. My, you are a pretty girl. Have you had a peppermint drop?’

‘Yes, thanks,’ said Sally.

‘One can’t be too careful.’ Mr Ponsonby regarded brother and sister cautiously. ‘One is never sure who has had one and who hasn’t. Dear me, what a day, good afternoon.’ And off he went to his lodgings, the point of his umbrella clicking on the pavement. He stopped to inspect a chalked hopscotch design. ‘Bless my soul, what’s that doing there? Never mind, never mind.’ He hastened on.

‘Ain’t ’e funny?’ said Freddy.

‘You didn’t get a peppermint drop,’ said Sally, as they turned into Browning Street.

‘Nor I didn’t,’ said Freddy. ‘I’ll take two next time ’e offers, ’e won’t mind.’

‘Bet he won’t even notice,’ said Sally. ‘Don’t he talk posh, though? Mum says ’e’s prob’bly come down in the world.’

‘Yes, ’e prob’bly ’ad a wife that took to drink an’ drove ’im to ruin,’ said Freddy. ‘Still, ’e don’t go around cryin’ about it.’

‘No, but he blows ’is nose sometimes,’ said Sally.

‘What’s that got to do with it?’

‘Well, lots of people blow their noses to ’ide they’re cryin’,’ said Sally.

‘Susie blew her nose a little bit when our William came ’ome,’ said Freddy.

‘There you are, then,’ said Sally. She parted from him at Cotham Street, where her school friend lived. Freddy stopped for a moment to watch her. He grinned. She was walking as perky as anything in her short school gymslip. Showing off, just because her legs were getting longer. But he couldn’t help grinning, he was fond of Sally, the cheeky one of the family.

He called after her in the fashion of a street urchin.

‘Oi, darling, ’ow’s yer farver’s tadpoles?’

Sally turned, saw him grinning, put a thumb to her nose and then went on. A man coming the other way took notice of her. Tall and muscular, his eyes were dark and hollow beneath the peak of his flat cap, as if he didn’t sleep very well, and his black serge overcoat was unbuttoned, his watch chain showing. Sally bridled because he was staring at her all the time during his approach. She didn’t like his eyes one little bit, nor their fixed stare. And he was coming straight at her, as if he was going to knock her down and walk over her. Sally had to dodge aside, and as he passed her his body
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