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About the Book
   
It was June 1916 when Sergeant Boots Adams of the Royal West Kents, together with his men, was billeted on the Descartes farm in Northern France. It was a short break from the turmoil and horror of the trenches, and Boots and his men, in return for their free billeting, were to help the farmer in his fields. It came as something of a surprise to discover that the land was being managed by a young French war widow, Cecile Lacoste and, to the distant sound of guns, a brief wartime friendship flared between Boots and Cecile. The friendship was cut brutally short when, once more, the West Kents were called back to the trenches and Boots suffered an injury that was to take him home to London, to Sammy and Chinese Lady, and all the valiant cockney friends of Walworth who were to help him through the darkest period of his life.

It was to be many years before Boots’ friend, Miss Polly Simms, visiting the old battle haunts of France, stumbled once more upon the Descartes farm, and the memories of the past were rekindled.
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To Jewelene Epps Jones of Covington, Georgia, a Southern Lady of grace and charm.


PART ONE

THE SOUND OF THE GUNS


Chapter One

On the morning of the first Sunday in June 1916, a battalion of the Royal West Kents, out of the line, arrived by train at the town of Albert in Northern France. Albert had come under heavy shellfire during the shifting battles of 1914, and was notable for the fact that the damage suffered by its magnificent Notre Dame church had left the statue of the Virgin and Child hanging perilously high. But it had not fallen, and was still miraculously in place. Not that the West Kents had come to look at it. As far as miracles were concerned, the only one they were interested in was that which would bring the war to an end at noon and put them on their way home to Blighty ten minutes later.

The train came to a stop. The doors of its freight waggons slid back and the men of the trenches showed themselves, khaki-clad, tin-hatted and battle-hardened. They were, for the most part, as lean as winter’s grey wolves, a mixture of old sweats and tried and tested volunteers. The old sweats, the regulars, had fought at Mons and belonged, therefore, to that legendary army of artillery gunners and infantry sharpshooters known as the Old Contemptibles. The volunteers were young men who had enlisted soon after the outbreak of war in August 1914, and in surviving until now had become very much like old regulars themselves.

NCOs jumped down from the waggons to regulate the detraining of their platoons. Sergeant Robert Adams, known to his family and friends as Boots, a nickname that had been attached to him in his infancy, landed on his feet, straightened up and took the rifle that was handed down to him. His laden pack on his back, he slung the rifle, an army man’s best friend, and gave the order for C Platoon of A Company to leave the waggon. Down the men came, two or three at a time.

‘What’s holding you up, Corporal Parks?’ asked Boots of a slowcoach. Just twenty, Boots looked as if he had come of age years ago. But then they all looked older than they were.

‘I’ve got trouble, Sarge,’ said Corporal Freddy Parks, who had joined up at the same time as Boots. Both sometimes wondered how it was they were still alive. ‘I’ve mislaid me gaspers.’

‘Had ’em nicked, you mean,’ said Boots. ‘Well, hard luck, Percival. Get down.’

‘Some mate you are,’ said Freddy, engaged to a girl he’d met while at training camp in Maidstone, and accordingly given to asking heaven to keep him all in one piece. Down he came, still minus his packet of Woodbines. ‘And would you mind remembering I ain’t Percival?’

‘Button undone, Corporal,’ said Boots, and Freddy examined his jacket. ‘No, not there,’ said Boots, face straight, and poor old Freddy was mug enough to examine his flies. Even a corporal in the West Kents could be stuck on a fizzer for being improperly dressed. Freddy, however, found himself in proper regulation order.

‘Oh, you bleeder, Boots,’ he said.

Boots’s lurking smile surfaced. The West Kents were in a cheerful mood, knowing they were out of the line for a while and heading for billets.

‘Don’t want you looking undone in the middle of Albert,’ he said, and began to go to work on his platoon. There were old sweats among them, men who had been in the regular Army for years, but had such long crime sheets that promotion always passed them by. They made up for that by acquiring an astonishing amount of illegal perks, including such things as chickens, young porkers and French housewives. The latter, of course, were more borrowed than acquired, the borrowing on a short term basis and agreeable to all concerned. Such men regarded Boots in much the same light as baby’s water when he was given three stripes, and did their artful best to figuratively stand him on his head and make him feel he wasn’t yet out of his nappies. Boots, however, had his own kind of wiliness, and, moreover, he was never lost for words. The old sweats didn’t take long to recognize he could teach their grandmothers to suck lemons, and that he had the makings of being one of their own kind, apart from his gorblimey stripes.

The station became alive with assembling companies, and the battalion’s officers appeared. Major Harris, a regular who had advanced since Mons from sergeant to officer commanding A Company, stopped to observe Boots lining up his platoon in his own kind of way, which always embraced exchanging repartee with his men. Other sergeants achieved order by bawling. Major Harris’s eyes, as bleak as Cornish granite, held the faint and unusual light of a smile.

‘Sergeant Adams.’

‘Sir?’ Boots advanced and saluted. Major Harris noted the foward tilt of his tin hat. It shaded his eyes, and there was always something to look out for there. Major Harris had known Boots since their days at the training camp in Maidstone, when he himself had had a few months in Blighty after being wounded at Mons. They were old adversaries, but that didn’t diminish Boots’s respect for his commanding officer, or change Major Harris’s opinion of Boots as a man and a soldier. He had it in mind to recommend Boots for a commission before the arrival of autumn, if they both survived the next battle. One was coming, Major Harris knew that.

‘Sergeant Adams, what d’you know about farming?’

‘About milking cows and so on, sir?’ said Boots.

‘Something like that.’

‘Well, sir,’ said Boots, ‘since cows have never done me any harm, I can’t see myself insulting them with my ignorance. Live and let live, that’s how I feel about cows.’

‘That includes French cows, I suppose,’ said Major Harris, expression impassive. The station was swarming with noisy infantrymen and barking NCOs, and only the Major and Boots seemed to be conducting themselves quietly. ‘Well, if I know you, Sergeant Adams, it’s a cert that if there’s any milking to be done you’ll conscript volunteers. The point is, A Company’s billets will be at Descartes Farm, and it’s another cert the farmer will be asking favours of what he’ll see as available labour. You and your platoon will go along with what the Army expects, co-operation.’

‘Not a bad way to pass the time if the weather stays like this, sir,’ said Boots. The June day was warm and sunny. ‘I think there’ll be a few blokes willing to help, as long as the farmer doesn’t ask them to shake hands with his cows.’

‘Anything else, Sergeant Adams?’

‘Nothing, sir, except would you know if there’ll be any French dairymaids in the offing?’

‘In the what?’

‘Offing, sir. Some of the men might fancy carrying their buckets for them.’

Major Harris hardly batted an eyelid.

‘Sergeant Adams, get your platoon ready for a two-mile march,’ he said.

‘Two miles, sir?’

‘Two too many for C Platoon?’

‘They haven’t got a lot of faith in French miles, sir.’

‘Hard bloody luck,’ said Major Harris, and strode off.

‘What’s cookin’, Sarge?’ asked an old sweat as Boots rejoined the platoon.

‘Cows,’ said Boots.

‘How the bleedin’ Murphy d’you get a cow in the pot?’

‘Chop it up,’ said Boots. ‘Form ’em in fours, Corporal Parks, we’ve got some marching to do.’

It wasn’t long before the battalion began the march, which first took it through the war-damaged town, Major Harris at the head of A Company, and Boots alongside C Platoon. The long column of Tommies, hobnails ringing on the cobbles, aroused only a passing interest in people used to the comings and goings of British troops. In the south-east, German guns rumbled as their batteries laid down a barrage along the sectors held by the extreme right flank of the British Fourth Army and the corresponding left flank of the adjacent French Sixth Army. It sounded as if the Germans suspected the enemy had a Sunday surprise cooking up, and were warning them off.

All sectors of the Somme salient had been relatively quiet of late, but Boots, in common with the rest of the battalion, had a sure feeling another major Allied offensive was being planned. And they all shared the belief of the disillusioned, that the Jerries already knew everything about it. The Jerries always did, while the French and British High Commands always thought otherwise. However, the Allied generals bore the resulting losses bravely, consoling themselves with the knowledge that the misfortunes of war wouldn’t affect their retirement pensions. At least, that was how Boots saw it, and so did Major Harris, a born soldier presently existing in utter disgust at the way regulars and volunteers were being used as cannon fodder.

The rumbling sounds of the far-off guns travelled with the marching West Kents, who took little notice. There was rarely complete silence all along the front stretching from the Belgian coast to the border of Switzerland. It was a monstrously long front, ravaged by destruction, and ugly with desolation and trench systems. All the same, being out of the line and heading for rest billets around the farms outside the town, was something for the West Kents to savour.

With his platoon marching at ease, rifles slung, Boots thought of home.


Chapter Two

In the East Street market in Walworth, South London, the Sunday morning shoppers were in search of bargains. Old ladies in granny bonnets, who could still use a vigorous elbow to get to a stall, were in lively evidence. They knew that Sunday mornings were the best times for bargains, war or no war, for what was on offer in the way of fruit and vegetables was often the last of the week’s produce. By noon, anything that was left would be going for a song. Then there were the stalls that only appeared on Sunday mornings, stalls that sold knick-knacks, gold watches – some hopes – old books and comics, magical household cleaners, domestic pets, herbs, and miraculous remedies for all kinds of ailments. The latter were readily bought by the kind of people who believed anything a market quack would tell them or anything that was printed on a label. Such medicines were about as effective as sugared water, and as harmless. It was belief that convinced a purchaser a cure was taking place.

Housewives with families to feed came looking for consumables that were in short supply. The Germans and their U-boats had a lot to do with short supplies, and the general opinion of Walworth people was that Kaiser Bill ought to have something chronically painful done to him for the way his U-boats kept sinking British merchant ships. Some of these ships were laden with frozen meat and tinned food, like corned beef. Corned beef was a boon to families who found they could only get enough meat for one really decent meal a week. It wasn’t that the Government had issued ration books yet. They simply saw to it that butchers and grocers were rationed, and so the butchers and grocers, of course, had to ration their customers. And the rampaging U-boats made matters worse. The prevailing opinion was that it was bleedin’ criminal for so much good food to finish up at the bottom of the sea, where even a shark couldn’t open up a tin of corned beef.

Mrs Maisie Adams of Caulfield Place off Browning Street, Walworth, met a neighbour on her way to the market.

‘Morning to you, Mr Blake, nice weather we’re havin’,’ she said.

‘Weather’s all right, Mrs Adams, I ain’t saying it ain’t. It’s this ’ere war that’s gettin’ my bleedin’ goat,’ said Mr Blake, driver of a coal cart.

‘Beg your pardon, Mr Blake?’ Mrs Adams, known to her family as Chinese Lady because she had amber eyes and had once taken in washing to augment her meagre income, showed slight reproof. Chinese Lady was of all things respectable, especially on the Sabbath. ‘I think you’re forgettin’ what day it is.’

‘Yer’ll ’ave to excuse me French, Mrs Adams,’ said Mr Blake, ‘but that there German Kaiser is fair upsettin’ me, and Sundays don’t make no difference to me feelings. Like I said to me missus, he’s a gorblimey perisher.’

‘You can be sure ’is sins will find him out, Mr Blake,’ said Chinese Lady, a slim woman in her fortieth year. She had a firm bosom, a straight back and an upright walk. All these features characterized her proud air of respectability. Walworth women set great store by respectability, and it showed in their clean doorsteps and the way they carried themselves, never mind that their best Sunday hats might be in pawn along with a husband’s Sunday walkers. ‘That man’s sure to go to purgat’ry,’ she said, ‘what with his submarines and his zeppelins.’

‘I’d ’ang ’im meself, Mrs Adams, if I ’ad the chance,’ said Mr Blake.

‘Well, I’m a God-fearin’ woman,’ said Chinese Lady, ‘but if his hanging should come to pass, I wouldn’t want to miss it, so knock me up on the day it does.’

‘Eh?’ Mr Blake, plain-speaking though he was, blinked and coughed. He didn’t go in for knocking ladies up, and Mrs Blake wouldn’t have let him, anyway, not unless he could get past her rolling-pin. ‘Beggin’ yer pardon, Mrs Adams?’

‘Yes, don’t forget,’ said Chinese Lady, and went briskly on her way to the market. In pre-war times she would rarely have gone there on a Sunday morning. She would have been preparing a roast dinner, for however hard-up she and her family were, she always made sure there was a roast on Sundays. They’d been hard-up ever since her soldier husband died a martial death on the North-West Frontier ten years ago. As the widow of a soldier killed in action, she didn’t get much of a pension. Boots, her eldest son, said governments always took a poor view of soldiers careless enough to get blown to pieces by the enemy, so the widows had to suffer for the vexation caused. What, said Chinese Lady, a war widow like me? Oh, they’ll be hoping you’ll save them money by passing on at an early age, said Boots. Oh, they will, will they? Well, I’ll show them, said Chinese Lady, I’ll do me level best to live to a hundred. Good idea, said Boots, that might make them give you a rise when you’re eighty.

Boots was with his regiment somewhere in France now, and Chinese Lady hoped he wouldn’t be as careless as his late dad and get himself in the way of a shell. Tommy and Sammy, her other sons, were too young to join up, thank goodness. Her daughter Lizzy, poor dear, was suffering on account of her husband Ned being in a military hospital in Middlesex. He’d had his left leg amputated following a battle in Flanders. Lizzy was expecting her first child, and Chinese Lady had insisted on having her at home instead of being all by herself in the house she and Ned were buying in an avenue off Denmark Hill, Camberwell. No expectant young wife ought to be on her own in times like these. Lizzy, in fact, had returned to her old home gratefully, and was able to visit Ned twice a week, on Wednesdays and Sundays.

As soon as Lizzy moved in, Chinese Lady went round to the town hall to ask about rations for the baby. Mr Tupper, the clerk in question, said rations for the unborn, missus? Never mind about being unborn at the moment, said Chinese Lady, I know more about these things than you do, Mr Tupper, I happen to have had four unborn babies that were all born later. But all the while they were unborn I needed food for two, didn’t I? Well, Mrs Adams, I’ll admit you’ve got a point, said Mr Tupper, but there’s nothing in the regulations about rations for children not yet born. Don’t talk so disgraceful, said Chinese Lady, the council’s got a bit of Christian sense, hasn’t it? There’s my daughter’s soldier husband with a leg off and my only oldest son fighting for the council and the country in France. And there’s me a war widow trying to make ends meet. So I don’t want to hear about any regulations, only about a bit of Christian sense, which ought to be able to supply a form that’ll tell me grocer and butcher I’ve got an extra mouth to feed.

Mr Tupper said unfortunately he didn’t have the authority. Well, get some, said Chinese Lady, I don’t mind waiting for five minutes. Mr Tupper had a sensible Christian think about the situation, then said that as her daughter’s husband was convalescing at home with her, he at least was entitled to a fair share of what was going. Chinese Lady, about to say that Lizzy’s husband was still in hospital, suddenly realized a bit of the desired Christianity was floating about, so she grabbed it and said oh, yes, I forgot about that, Mr Tupper. Let’s have his details, said Mr Tupper.

In that way, Chinese Lady and the human Mr Tupper fiddled the issue of a form to take care of the unborn. But forms didn’t solve the problem of chronic shortages, although most families did have a bit more money coming in. Factories were going full blast and employing thousands of girls and women at better wages than usual. The people entering the market with Chinese Lady were looking, like the crowds already there, for something on which to spend their money, the first priority being food of a satisfying kind. The two market butchers sometimes opened their shops in a friendly way on a Sunday morning to sell sausages made from Saturday’s left-over bits and pieces. They might look and taste as if they contained a fair amount of sawdust, but kids didn’t mind. Kids would eat anything that came hot and sizzling out of a frying-pan, and their mums wouldn’t have to blindfold them, either.

Queues formed quickly at any shop or stall offering something a bit better than cabbages or turnips. Women, the hunters who foraged for their families, automatically joined a queue as soon as they spotted one, and without immediately knowing what it was for. Queues were magnets, and over-eager huntresses could get a bit pushy. Fretful protests sometimes broke out.

‘’Ere, d’you mind, missus? That’s me legs you’re bruisin’ with yer basket.’

‘Well, move along, can’t yer?’

‘’Strewth, missus, if I move along any more, the lady in front of me will ’ave me arrested, and I ain’t been arrested for movin’ along in all me life.’

‘Oh, dearie me, me ’eart bleeds for yer, but what’re you doin’ in a queue, anyway? You ain’t a woman. Why ain’t you in the war instead of a queue?’

‘Well, missus, I ’appen to be on the wrong side of fifty, with four grandkids and fallen arches, as well as ’avin’ yer shoppin’ basket killin’ the back of me legs.’

‘Serve yer right, you shouldn’t be ’ere. What’s this queue for, anyway?’

‘Rubber soles for boots an’ shoes, missus.’

‘Oh, yer silly old bugger, why didn’t yer say so? Me kids can’t eat rubber soles.’

There was a lot of mutual fretfulness about because of the war.

Because pockets and purses contained more money than usual, most stalls were doing good business. Quack medicines were being bought by furtive alcoholics who thought, in their soggy-minded way, that Dr Ambrose Martin’s medicinal spirits at fourpence a bottle might be a better buy than fourpennyworth of methylated spirits. Methylated spirits brought forth pink elephants.

Close to King and Queen Street, Mrs Flora Beamish, wife of a serving soldier, was running a glass and chinaware stall, the trading rights of which were in the name of her widower father, whose rheumatics were presently crippling him. On Sunday mornings, often her busiest times, she was assisted by young Sammy Adams, probably the brightest and sharpest lad in Walworth. Sammy, fourteen, looked sixteen, being decidedly tall for his age and a lot more grown up than any of his contemporaries. With alert and cheeky blue eyes, a pleasant countenance, an infectious grin, and a peaked cap on the back of his head, he looked as if adolescence had only stayed with him for five minutes before hurrying off to land on someone far more innocent. Growing young girls gave him the eye, and some would offer to show him their legs for as little as a ha’penny. That was money chucked away as far as Sammy was concerned. Tell yer what, he’d say, I’ll show yer me chest for tuppence. What, all bare? Yes, and me chest buttons as well, he’d say. Shrieks from collapsing girls.

Sammy had a talent for selling and an ambition to be rich. As her Sunday morning assistant, Flora found him a young marvel. By arrangement, she paid him commission on all he sold. Commission was more profitable for Sammy than a fixed sum. He could sell a teapot to someone who already had six.

Chinese Lady was hoping to get a choice lump of suet from one of the market butchers so that she could make some nourishing suet dumplings with today’s stew. Roast beef joints were out for the duration, much to her disgust.

She stopped to run a critical eye over her youngest son. It was at least something to note he was wearing his one and only suit, which counted as his Sunday best. Usually, one of his jerseys and a pair of patched trousers adorned him, and both garments took on a scruffy look only ten minutes after he’d put them on. Sammy had long ago worked out that if he looked scruffy, then he also looked in need, which made sympathetic old ladies give him a penny for running an errand. His store of pennies filled five socks, with a sixth beginning to fill up. He had a separate sock for silver coins.

‘Good morning, Mrs Beamish,’ said Chinese Lady.

‘’Ello, Mrs Adams, and how’s yer good self?’ smiled Flora.

‘Still on me feet, I’m pleased to say, and relieved that Sammy’s lookin’ fairly respectable, except I don’t know why he’s wearin’ his cap on the back of his head like some street corner ragamuffin.’

Sammy, finishing a sale, said, ‘Watcher, Mum. About me cap. I always put it on proper, but it’s perverse, yer know, it moves about till it ends up where it is now.’

‘It looks to me like it’ll fall off any minute,’ said Chinese Lady who, as a widow, was wearing her best black hat out of Sunday respect for her late soldier husband. ‘Still, as long as you’re makin’ yourself useful to Mrs Beamish, I won’t say nothing more.’

‘Oh, Sammy’s useful all right, Mrs Adams,’ said Flora, ‘and the way ’e wears ’is cap makes ’im look dashin’. The girls like it.’

‘Here, leave off,’ protested Sammy. He avoided girls and was quite happy for girls to avoid him. Girls cost a bloke money. You only had to know one of them for five minutes and it could relieve a bloke of at least the price of a toffee-apple. And after only ten minutes there could be horrendous talk about treating them to a seat at the Fleapit, the cinema under the railway arch in the Walworth Road. Tuppence, that cost. Tuppence. Girls had a seriously damaging way of getting into a bloke’s pocket without hardly trying. Sammy considered himself fortunate that he wasn’t yet old enough to be expected to take up with one. When he was old enough, he’d try to find one who liked his conversation more than his pocket.

‘Well, I won’t stop longer, Mrs Beamish, you’ve got a customer,’ said Chinese Lady, ‘and I want to see if one of the butcher’s shops is open.’

‘Porky Palmer’s was open first thing, Mum,’ said Sammy, ‘so I nipped in, told ’im our Lizzy was short of nourishment, and ’e sold me a pound of his Sunday bangers. ‘Ere we are.’ He fished out the wrapped sausages from a box under the stall.

‘Well, I must say you’re thoughtful sometimes, Sammy,’ said Chinese Lady. ‘I’ll put them in me shoppin’ bag.’

‘Could yer settle up before you go, Mum? Sixpence for the sausages and a penny for me time and trouble. And me thoughtfulness. That’s only sevenpence in all. Well, you’re fam’ly.’

‘I’m gratified,’ said Chinese Lady with a touch of sarcasm. But she paid up and went on her way.

Flora, having served her customer, said, ‘I’m goin’ now, Sammy, I’ve got to get an early dinner for meself and me dad. You can manage all right on your own?’ She knew he could, that he’d enjoy the responsibility of looking after things until the market closed at one. It was just after eleven now.

‘You hop off, Flora, I’ll be all right, and I’ll bring yer me takings,’ said Sammy cheerfully.

‘Good on yer, lovey,’ smiled Flora, and departed, knowing she could trust him to be loyal to her and to see that nothing was pinched.

Sammy was soon at work attending to a fairly regular flow of customers. Being on his own was a stimulating challenge, and he was always an enthusiast whenever he was involved in anything that earned him money. Since leaving school at Easter, he’d been haunting the market, and knew everything about it that made it tick. All the stallholders knew him, and most made use of his services in one way or another, paying him a few coppers. His first ambition was to run a stall himself, and to use it as a springboard for making his fortune. He was not only sharp, he was shrewd, cheerful and trustworthy. With his blue eyes and facile tongue he could wheedle custom out of shoppers who only stopped to look, and what money he took during Flora’s absence would be handed over to her right down to the last farthing. In return, she would pay him his due commission on all he had sold during the morning. Young Sammy Adams had a wholesome respect for money and for the principles of fair shares between employer and employee. He agreed the boss was entitled to the larger share, especially since he saw himself as an employer one day.

He came up trumps by selling six cheap glass tumblers to a bloke who only wanted two.

‘Well, I can sell yer two, mister, if that’s all you think you want,’ he said to begin with.

‘Course it’s all I want,’ said the bloke, a middleaged man with whiskers slightly tea-stained. ‘One for me and one for the missus. We just broke the two we ’ad.’

‘That’s me point,’ said Sammy. ‘I mean, I owe it to yer to mention breakages, which is common in ev’ry fam’ly, yer know. Me own fam’ly suffers ’orrendous, but it can’t be ’elped, and you can get over yer grief quicker if you’ve got spares to hand and don’t ’ave to rush out and buy ’em. Look, I can’t do it for ev’ry customer, but I’ll offer you a set of six of these genuine ’alf-pint tumblers for tenpence, as long as you keep quiet about it.’

‘I ain’t buyin’ six, I don’t need six,’ said tea-whiskers.

‘What, not when the set for tenpence instead of a bob is givin’ you discount that’s only a bit short of twenty-five per cent?’ said Sammy, registering astonishment.

‘Twenty-five per cent?’

‘Shush, not out loud,’ said Sammy.

‘Twenty-five per cent, you say?’

‘Near enough,’ said Sammy, ‘but I’m beggin’ yer to keep it dark.’ He placed six tumblers in a cardboard box at the speed of light, then handed the box to the bloke before he could do any more thinking about it. ‘There’s a war on, yer know, mister, and I ain’t legally supposed to do these kind of favours. It’s the shortages, yer see, they’re something chronic. Still, we’re all in it together, so I’ll keep to me word and just charge yer what I promised, tenpence.’

Tea-whiskers paid up and went happily home with his purchase. When he arrived, his missus informed him what a dozy old coot he was, and demented as well. He informed her in turn that he’d got valuable discount. You silly old carrot, she said, Flora Beamish always knocks tuppence off for a set of six.

Sammy had most of the wares set out very attractively on the stall, the china including little ornaments dear to the hearts of cockney housewives who always had room for one more on a mantelpiece or in a corner cabinet. He served every customer as if he’d been waiting all his life for the privilege. A little after twelve, three schoolgirls approached. Thirteen-year-olds, thought Sammy, or maybe fourteen. This is where I exercise me fatal charm without it costing me anything.

The three girls viewed the display from a distance, much as if they were hedging their bets.

‘Walk up, me darlings,’ said Sammy, ‘I don’t charge for lookin’, not even at me priceless cut glass.’ There was little of that on the stall, if any.

‘What was that ’e said, Ivy?’ asked one girl.

‘Darlings, ’e called us, Ethel,’ said the second girl.

‘Saucy devil,’ said Ethel, ‘we don’t want to buy anything from ’im.’

‘But Rachel does,’ said Ivy.

‘Well, don’t let ’im know,’ said Ethel, ‘he’s got gypsy eyes.’

The third girl, standing behind the others, said nothing. Rachel Moses was just fourteen. Her boater sat like a bright yellow crown on her glossy raven black hair. Her eyes were a dark liquid brown, and she was already a beauty. Sammy placed her at once as a blossoming flower of the Israelites. He had a soft spot for the Jewish fraternity of Walworth. They were good at business, and their young men were doing their bit for the country out in France and Flanders.

‘D’you want to look, Rachel?’ asked Ivy.

‘Who’s Rachel?’ asked Sammy.

‘She is,’ said Ethel, turning and nodding at the young beauty.

‘Mornin’, Rachel,’ said Sammy breezily, ‘pleased to meet yer.’

Rachel looked up at him, slim and tall behind the stall. Sammy was standing on the reverse side of a kipper box. His wheedling smile made an appearance, and one blue eye winked. Rachel blushed.

‘Rachel, what yer doin’ that for?’ asked Ivy.

‘What’s she doin’, then?’ asked Ethel, edging forward to run her eye over a display of colourful little china ornaments.

‘She’s blushin’,’ said Ivy.

‘What for?’

‘She’s not sayin’,’ said Ivy. ‘Come on, Rachel, you want to ’ave a bit of a look, don’t you?’

‘No charge,’ said Sammy, ‘specially not for Rachel.’

A sudden little smile made its bright mark on Rachel’s face, and she came forward to the front of the stall. A woman arrived to buy just one china egg cup. Sammy sold her two for the price of a pair. Then he watched Rachel inspecting a little set of three miniature china bears, Father, Mother and Baby Bear. He had to admit, cautiously, of course, that she was a Sunday morning treat in a very pretty light brown frock with a rich brown silk sash. She glanced up at him. Cheeky blue eyes held the liquid brown. Rachel blushed again.

‘Well now, Rachel, it’s like this,’ said Sammy in conspiratorial fashion.

‘Beg yer pardon?’ gulped Rachel.

‘You ’appen to be lookin’ at a secret bargain,’ said Sammy. ‘Watch my hand.’ He passed his right hand over the display and suddenly the three bears were joined by Goldilocks.

‘Crikey,’ breathed Rachel, ‘how did yer do that?’ Rachel was a Jewish cockney.

‘He ’ad it in ’is hand all the time,’ said Ethel scornfully, ‘and what’s secret about little ornaments, anyway?’

‘It’s because this set’s the kind of bargain I keep for special customers,’ said Sammy.

‘Some ’opes,’ said Ethel, obviously the awkward one.

Up came a housewife with whom Sammy was acquainted.

‘Keep lookin’, Rachel,’ he said, ‘while I serve this other young lady.’

‘Complimented, I’m sure, Sammy,’ said the housewife, who was in her thirties. ‘Which is a nice change from bein’ follered down the Walworth Road at night by one of them ’orrible German zeppelins. It’ll get me one night and blow me skirts over me ’ead, and I won’t know where to look.’

‘If I’m there, nor will I,’ said Sammy.

The schoolgirls shrieked.

‘Well, I can’t stand ’ere all day talkin’ about me skirts and suchlike,’ said the housewife. ‘I’ll just take two cups and two saucers out of that job lot, Sammy.’

Sammy served her, took her money, said he’d follow her down the Walworth Road himself if he was a bit older, and off she went giggling like a girl. He turned his attention back to the three girls.

‘’Ow much is Goldilocks and the three bears?’ asked Ivy.

‘Well,’ said Sammy, ‘seein’ they’re Court china—’

‘Never ’eard of it,’ said Ethel.

‘Don’t worry,’ said Sammy, ‘I forgive yer.’

‘’Ow much?’ demanded Ethel.

‘Well, I could ask five bob,’ said Sammy, ‘but I didn’t mention a bargain for nothing, yer know, specially as it’s Sunday and you’ve all got yer best frocks on. Let’s say four bob – no, if it’s for Rachel, I’ll make it three and a tanner.’

‘’E’s barmy,’ said Ethel, ‘’e must be at three and a tanner, it’s nearly more than me soldier brother gets for a week in the trenches.’

‘Oh,’ said Rachel, ‘I think I could afford—’

‘No, you couldn’t,’ said Ethel. ‘Ivy, Rachel’s not payin’ all that much for a birthday present for an old aunt in Shoreditch, is she?’

‘Course she ain’t,’ said Ivy, ‘I don’t call three an’ six a secret bargain.’

‘That’s it, break me arm,’ said Sammy. ‘Still, what’s an arm when there’s a war on? All right, seein’ Rachel reminds me of me fav’rite cousin, I’ll let her ’ave the set for three bob – no, blow it, I tell a lie. ’Alf a crown.’

‘Rachel ain’t payin’ that, either, are yer, Rachel?’ said awkward Ethel.

Rachel glanced at Sammy again. Sammy smiled. Rachel’s dark lashes fluttered and she did some thinking.

‘Well,’ she said, ‘I—’

‘There, told yer she wouldn’t,’ said Ethel to Sammy. ‘Offer ’im a tanner, Rachel.’

‘I’ll pass out if she does,’ said Sammy.

‘Come on, Rachel, let’s go somewhere else,’ said Ivy. ‘You don’t want to spend more than a tanner on an old aunt.’

‘Yes, come on,’ said Ethel, and the bossy pair took Rachel away, although not before she had given Sammy one more glance and a fleeting smile. Sammy would never have allowed the loss of a customer if he hadn’t had certain feelings. And there was still time before the market closed down. He dealt with two new customers, and then Ma Earnshaw, whose quality fruit and veg stall was on his immediate right, spoke to him.

‘’Eard from Boots recent, Sammy?’

‘Last week,’ said Sammy.

‘All right, is ’e?’ asked Ma Earnshaw, plump and motherly.

‘Bearin’ up, yer know, Ma.’

‘Grown up a real man, Boots ’as,’ said Ma. ‘Bet them French ladies like ’im.’ She chuckled.

‘Would yer mind not tellin’ me mum that?’ said Sammy. ‘Me mum don’t think too ’ighly of French ladies.’

A shadow fell across the front of the stall and a young velvety voice reached Sammy’s ears above the buzz of the market.

‘I’ve come back.’

Sammy turned. There she was. His certain feeling had been right.

‘’Ello, Rachel.’ His welcoming smile was all of friendly, with not a touch of commercial cupidity to it. Well, he knew she was hooked on Goldilocks and the three bears. ‘I thought I might ’ave the pleasure again. Give ’em the slip, did yer?’

‘Oh, they went ’ome,’ said Rachel, ‘and I don’t really mind payin’ two and six.’

Crikey, thought Sammy, a girl her age able to spend all that much on a present for an old aunt was unusual in Walworth.

‘Well, Rachel, I want yer to know the set ain’t ordin’ry or common,’ said Sammy. ‘It’s quality, cross me heart.’ He gave her another smile because her brown eyes looked so trusting. Her dark lashes did another little fluttery dance. ‘That’s honest, Rachel, believe me. Funny thing, I ’ad this idea you might come back, so I said to meself, Sammy Adams, I said, don’t sell that set to no-one else, give Rachel a chance to show up again. If you do sell it, I said to meself, and she does show up, you’ll never forgive yerself. I can’t ’elp saying I like yer, Rachel, and sometimes a feller’s got to let ’is kind ’eart rule ’is business principles.’

‘Crikey,’ breathed Rachel, fascinated, ‘don’t you talk all over the place? My life, not ’alf. How old are you?’

‘Sixteen,’ said Sammy, able in his looks and gift of the gab to stretch the truth reasonably. ‘It’s me first age of responsibility, yer know.’ He began to wrap the set, using spare tissue paper around each piece. ‘I think you’re fourteen yerself.’

‘Oh, but I’m nearly fifteen,’ said Rachel, who wasn’t.

‘Well, I don’t tell a lie, Rachel,’ said Sammy, ‘it’s nice to ’ave met yer.’

‘Oh, thanks,’ said Rachel, and let a little sigh escape. Sammy Adams was just about the most natural and friendly boy she’d ever known. It was sometimes hard being a Jewish girl among so many Gentiles. Some, like Ivy and Ethel, didn’t worry a bit. Others seemed to suspect she was capable of putting the evil eye on their grandmothers. Some boys stood up for her. Others called her names. Young street kids were easier, they simply either liked you or didn’t, never mind what your religion was. Rachel instinctively felt that Sammy Adams had a liking for one and all, except those no-one could like, even if he was sharp enough to be in charge of this stall. Rachel wasn’t simple. She knew about markets and how they were run. It was just that shyly nice feelings for Sammy had been born because of how cheerful and friendly he was, with a smile as natural for her as it would have been for the prettiest Gentile girl. It was his natural friendliness that made her decide to detach herself from Ivy and Ethel and return to the stall.

An elderly couple came up, looking for a cheap glazed basin.

‘Serve them first,’ said Rachel, ‘I’m not in no ’urry.’

Sammy sold them a better quality basin, seeing the elderly lady’s Sunday hat was of a superior kind. Then he finished packing Rachel’s purchase into a small cardboard box.

‘There, ’ow’s that?’ he smiled, and Rachel felt almost guilty at liking him so much already, seeing he wasn’t of her own kind. ‘If your Aunt Delilah don’t like the set—’

‘It’s not Aunt Delilah, you silly, it’s Aunt Hannah,’ said Rachel.

‘Well, good old Aunt Hannah,’ said Sammy. ‘If she turns ’er nose up at the set, me name’s not Sammy Adams. Can’t say fairer, can I, Rachel?’

That was something else she liked about him, his friendly use of her name.

‘Oh, the set’s not for ’er,’ she said, ‘it’s for me, to decorate me dressin’-table. I just bought some ’ankies for Aunt Hannah. Well, I thought I’d like Goldilocks and the three bears for meself. D’you think they’ll look nice on me dressin’-table?’

‘Pretty, like you,’ said Sammy, and Rachel went just a little pink. Here, watch what you’re saying, he told himself.

‘I think you’re nice,’ said Rachel.

Help, thought Sammy, if I’m not careful something expensive could happen to me, and it won’t be just the expense of a tuppenny seat at the Fleapit. A girl in a frock like that will expect a sixpenny seat somewhere posh.

‘Well, I’m nice to me fav’rite customers,’ he said, ‘but I’ve got a hard heart mostly, yer know. It’s what business does to a bloke.’

‘It’s not done it to you,’ said Rachel, laughing. ‘You ’aven’t got a hard heart. You’re just saying that.’

‘Well, ’ere comes the hard-’earted bit,’ said Sammy. ‘Two and six, if yer don’t mind.’

‘Oh, that’s not hard-’earted,’ said Rachel, ‘that’s easy.’ She opened her purse. Sammy blinked. The purse was rich with copper and silver coins. She picked out half a crown and gave it to him.

‘Rachel, it’s yer lucky day,’ said Sammy, and handed her three pennies.

‘What’s this for?’ asked Rachel.

‘Discount,’ said Sammy. Two and threepence was the correct price, of course, and two and a penny if seriously pushed.

‘But you’ve got to make a profit,’ said Rachel.

‘Pardon?’ said Sammy.

‘Well, you ’ave to in business,’ said Rachel.

‘Blow me, Rachel, you said that out loud. Blessed if you ain’t a girl after me own ’eart.’

‘Oh, d’you think so?’ said Rachel.

For the first time since going into long trousers two years ago, Sammy had an horrendous feeling he was going to fall overboard.

‘Profit keeps a business goin’, yer know,’ he said, ‘and I’ll remember you for yer kind remark.’

‘Oh, thanks,’ said Rachel. ‘I – well, I s’pose I’d better be on me way ’ome.’

‘Good luck, Rachel, nice to ’ave met yer, honest,’ said Sammy, feeling another few minutes with her might sink him. His pocket actually hurt at what that might cost. A customer arrived. Good timing, thought Sammy. ‘So long, Rachel.’

‘Oh, d’you work in the market every day?’ she asked.

‘Well, I’m in the market ev’ry day,’ said Sammy.

‘That’s nice. Goodbye, then.’ Rachel looked wistful as she left.


Chapter Three

It was still morning when the Germans began shelling the road between Amiens and Albert. The trouble was that they held the high ground south-east of Thiepval, and their observation posts always had the road to Albert in view. So from time to time they shelled it. They opened up this morning out of habit rather than with any real reason, it seemed, for there were no columns of marching troops to strafe, and very little traffic, military or otherwise.

An Army lorry did appear, however, a few miles from Albert, belting along towards the town. And a hundred yards behind it was a new Wolesley ambulance, keeping its distance to minimize the target factor. The shells were straddling the road, exploding on either side in a welter of flame, smoke and flying earth, the tired ground softening the impact and reducing the violence of the blasts. The lorry thundered on, and the ambulance, due to be delivered to the combined Red Cross and St John headquarters in Albert, followed. It would be suicidal to stop. Polly Simms, at the wheel, grimaced.

‘Keep going, Polly,’ said Alice Hurst, her co-driver.

‘If that lorry cops it, they’ll need us,’ said Corporal Johnny Jones of the Medical Corps, seated on the other side of Alice.

‘Light me a fag,’ said Polly as another salvo variously exploded a little way ahead of the lorry, which visibly shuddered but went on. Polly was edgy. So was Alice. They’d been driving ambulances on
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