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One

Friday 6th June, 1890

Outside the rear door of The White Horse, just after ten p.m., a small bedraggled crowd waited to see the so-called ‘stars’ as they left to go home – second-rate performers who were billed as star attractions. Those waiting clutched autograph books, others not so fortunate waved the flimsy leaflets that told would-be customers how they might be entertained while they downed their choice of drinks. The performers could hardly be considered sophisticated but they sometimes brightened dreary lives and some went as far as to ask for a signature.

The night air was tinged a dismal yellow as a thin, smoky mist drifted through the narrow streets of Stoke Newington and robbed the gas light of its power. As the nearby church clock struck the quarter the waiting group shuffled impatiently, books and pencils at the ready. There were three young women eager to see Harry Hampson, who advertised himself as ‘the monologue man’ and who was young and almost handsome. There were also two older women, one with a husband in tow, who wanted to add the comedian’s name to their collection of autographs – and there was a very young, very shabby pickpocket in boots that were too large for him. He was lurking among them, trying to look innocent but failing miserably.

At the back of these people, and slightly apart from them, was a tall, slim man of indeterminate age, with an intense expression on his face. He looked out of place and embarrassed, which he was, but he was determined to stay there until he achieved his aim. An elderly dog wandered up, the result of very mixed parentage. It sniffed enquiringly at his trouser turn-ups and he pushed it away irritably but not unkindly.

The door opened at last and the monologue man emerged to excited cries and, smiling broadly at each of the three younger women, he signed his name with the flourish he had perfected over the years.

One of the women said, ‘Ooh, thanks ever so, Mr Hampson!’

Her friend said, ‘My ma calls you Mr Handsome!’ and was rewarded with a wink.

Not to be outdone, the third asked him if he had written the monologues himself.

‘’Fraid not, my dear,’ he told her. ‘I’m a performer, not a writer.’

They watched him stride away, his rolled umbrella held jauntily over his shoulder. Then, giggling like conspirators, they hurried away in the other direction.

The comedian came out next but he was no longer in a mood to make anyone laugh, thinking only of the hot mutton pie he would buy at the stall on his way home and the bottle of beer which waited beside the sink in his tiny attic room. He snatched up whatever was held out to him, scribbled something illegible and walked quickly away. He hadn’t said a word.

The women muttered, making no attempt to hide their irritation, and followed him at a distance until at the corner their ways divided. Only the pickpocket remained. Marcus Bennley eyed him sternly. ‘Don’t you dare!’ he warned.

‘What?’ The tone was full of offended innocence as he peered out from beneath the ragged brim of his greasy cap. ‘I never done nothing!’

‘Then hop it!’

‘It’s a free country!’ He shrugged his thin shoulders.

At that moment a police constable appeared at the end of the road and walked stolidly towards them, his hands clasped loosely behind his back. He was a credit to the force with his helmet properly secured by its chin strap, his buttons and belt gleaming and his boots well polished.

‘This toerag bothering you, sir?’ he asked when he was within speaking distance. The constable was tall, ruddy-faced and clean-shaven but not particularly brawny.

‘No–o. I think he was just leaving.’ Marcus gave the boy a warning glance and he took the hint and ambled away, followed by the dog which reappeared from nowhere and attached itself to him.

Now the policeman rubbed his hands together and settled for a chat. ‘Weather turned a bit cooler, sir. Hardly summery, is it?’ He frowned at the unhealthy air. ‘Muggy, I call it. Bad for the lungs.’

‘Yes. Not very pleasant, I agree.’

‘Waiting for Miss Lamore, are you? She’s always last.’

‘Er . . . Yes, I suppose I am.’

‘Miss Love. That’s what it means. Lamore.’ He pointed to the printed poster on the door. The words ‘Also starring Miss Lamore’ had been added in ink. He smiled, proud of his knowledge of French.

‘Then it’s not spelled correctly. It should be L’ a, m, o, u, r.’

‘Ah!’ He hesitated, then nodded. ‘I thought so. Still, lovely little voice, so they say.’

‘So I’ve heard.’

‘You haven’t heard her, then? Sings a few popular ballads when she can leave her father. He’s in a bit of a state, so she tells me. Poor old boy. Lungs  . . . or it might be legs. I forget. Or both. My wife says I’ll forget my own head one of these days!’ He grinned. ‘Mind you, my memory’s all right when it comes to villains. I never forget a face – leastways not a villain’s face. I’m known for it. And his walk. That’s another giveaway. If a known villain walked towards me with a sack over his head, I’d know him and he’d be down the nick in no time! Likewise the  . . .’

‘I’m sure that’s useful in your line of work.’ The polite reply failed to hide a definite hint of indifference.

‘Certainly is, sir. Very useful.’ Disappointed, the constable changed the subject. ‘But Miss Lamore’s a nice little thing. She reminds me of my wife – same blonde hair. I usually see her part of the way home. Miss Lamore, that is, not my wife. It’s on my beat, you see, and this is hardly a salubrious area. Not in my nature to let a young woman wander the streets alone if I can be of help.’ He tried to look modest but in the deepening gloom it was a wasted effort.

‘Yes.’

‘Friend of hers, are you?’

‘No.’

‘After her autograph?’

‘Certainly not.’

The constable’s eyed narrowed. ‘Then why are you here, Mr  . . .?’

‘Marcus Bennley.’

‘Well, Mr Bennley, it’s getting late. Odd time for a gentleman like you to be wandering these back streets without a good reason.’

‘It’s  . . . private.’

‘Private, is it? In that case  . . .’

The door opened and ‘Rosie Lamore – The Nation’s Favourite’ came out. From beneath the hem of her coat the pink satin frills and ribbons of her stage costume showed and the shoes that dangled from her right hand were pink satin with kitten heels and a buttoned ankle strap.

Rose glanced up and said, ‘PC Stump! How are you?’ She was disappointed that there were no giggling fans waiting for her autograph, but hid it behind a bright smile.

The constable beamed. ‘I’m fine, Miss Lamore. And your good self?’

‘I’ll survive!’ She looked at the man standing with the constable. ‘I hope he hasn’t arrested you! He’ll have you banged up in no time if you’ve stepped over the line! You pinch a hot pie off a window sill and he’ll have you!’ She drew an imaginary blade across her throat, laughing so that her fair curls danced around her pretty face. She watched the stranger to make sure he was taking notice of her charms. Youth, good looks and a passable voice were all she had to offer but she hoped she had made the most of them.

PC Stump beamed, pleased to be portrayed as a tough and ruthless upholder of the law, but the man hesitated. He had an earnest face, Rose thought, reasonably nice looking with brown hair, and he wore an expensive coat and smart shoes. He smelled expensive, she thought. Probably his shaving soap. Hardly the ‘stage door Johnny’ type, though. There was something odd about him but she couldn’t decide what it was – possibly his rather nervous manner. Starchy. Yes, that was it.

Rose told him, ‘PC Stump has a wife and baby and is expecting another baby any day now.’

The constable beamed. ‘I don’t know how I shall take to being a father twice over.’ He laughed self-consciously, then nodded towards the waiting man. ‘This is Mr Bennley. He’s waiting for you, Miss Lamore. Something private, he says.’

‘Really?’ She smiled at Marcus. ‘What is it?’ When he hesitated she added, ‘Do tell!’

He glanced pointedly at the constable who stood firm but Rose said, ‘Would you mind walking on a bit, PC Stump? I’ll catch you up in a bit.’

He rolled his eyes but gave a nod and strolled away at a leisurely pace, his hands clasped once more behind his back.

When he had gone about twenty yards she said, ‘Let’s get something straight right off, Mr Bentley. I’m not one of those girls in case you—’

‘No!’ His eyes widened in embarrassment. She had shocked him. ‘No. Of course not! And it’s Bennley, not Bentley.’

‘So–o?’

Recovering quickly, he said, ‘Look here, I’m Marcus Bennley. I have a younger sister, Marie, who is really quite ill but she has a birthday next week and will be seventeen. I want you to sing your songs at her birthday party to cheer her up because she’s not able to get out and about.’ The words came out in a rush and it sounded to Rose as if he had learned it by heart.

He had a nice voice, she noticed, and he spoke like a gentleman but Rose had heard the catch in his voice. ‘That’s bad luck, that is,’ she told him. ‘About your sister, I mean. Lungs, is it?’

‘Lungs? Yes.’

‘London lungs they call it. All the soot from the chimneys. There’s a lot of it about. Always is. My pa’s not so hot. Cough, cough, coughing. Can’t work. Not properly, just part-time, not to mention his wonky hip.’

‘I’m sorry to hear that.’

Rose did not think that he looked very sorry but, if the truth were told, she did sometimes wonder if Pa was swinging the lead. She said, ‘So you want me to come and sing to your sister? Well, I might be able to but  . . .’ She thought about it, vaguely suspicious. You heard such dreadful things, sometimes. It could be a put-up job to lure her somewhere. She wavered, longing to accept but fearful. She had never been asked to perform privately before and was unsure about it. It was either a useful step up the ladder to fame  . . . or else the top of the slippery slope which led gullible girls down into the gutter. ‘I’ve got other work booked, here and there  . . .’ she said uncertainly.

He took a deep breath. ‘I’ll pay you half a guinea and you’ll have a taxi to take you there. There’ll be food and drink and you’ll be welcomed as my guest.’

Half a guinea! This was sounding better, she thought. All those lovely shillings! She could do a lot with half a guinea. Still, better act a bit dubious, she told herself. Mustn’t seem too eager. ‘Will your parents be there?’ she asked primly, by way of delaying tactics.

‘I doubt it. My parents divorced some years ago and—’

It was Rose’s turn to be shocked. A divorce! Heavens above! She stared at him, trying to hide her reaction. She had never met anyone who had been divorced and this man was related to such a couple.

‘And then he  . . . my father, died. My mother married a second time. A French man. She lives with him in France.’

‘Ah!’ Mother lives with a foreigner, she thought warily. You could never trust them – or so her father insisted. Although, if she were to become an international star like Marie Lloyd she would have to travel abroad. To delay her decision she asked, ‘So where d’you live, Mr Bennley? I live with my pa in Albert Street, five minutes from here. My real name’s Rose Paton. I call myself Rosie Lamore because it sounds more glamorous. D’you think it sounds glamorous?’ She put her head on one side and gave him a saucy sideways glance which she believed enhanced her undoubted charms.

He appeared unmoved, however, and by way of answer, pulled a wallet from his coat pocket, selected a small card and held it out. Hiding her frustration, Rose took it and stepped closer to the street lamp to peer at the name and address. ‘Belview Road? Never heard of it!’

‘It’s in Kensington. The family home.’ He returned the wallet to his coat pocket. ‘It will be a small affair – myself, an older sister and Marie, of course. My younger brother Steven might be there.’

‘What about your wife?’ That, she thought, was a clever way of finding out this man’s situation. If he had a wife it would be easier to trust him.

‘I’m not married.’

Had she detected a hint of regret in the words, she wondered. She was finding him a rather tough nut to crack, she acknowledged, disappointed. She was accustomed to a better response to her feminine wiles but Mr Bennley seemed unaware of them. She fluttered her eyelashes. ‘And all I have to do is sing and I get to eat and drink and you give me half a guinea and a ride in a taxi? Cross your heart and hope to die?’

‘Exactly. Yes.’

At the corner of the road the constable waited, watching them.

‘All right. I’ll do it.’ She tossed her hair. Why not? It was worth the risk. ‘But I shall tell PC Stump where you live – just in case there’s any funny business. He’ll know where to find you!’ She smiled to take the sting out of her words, and wondered if the policeman was jealous of their cosy little chat. PC Stump was a nice man, she thought wistfully. It was a shame he was married. Being married to a policeman would be a nice safe feeling. ‘Number twenty-three Albert Street,’ she reminded him. ‘You’d better write it down for the taxi man. When is this – and what time?’

‘Next Thursday at seven thirty. That’s the 12th. I’ve written it on the back of the card.’

She turned the card over and when she looked up again, he was halfway down the street without so much as a ‘Goodbye’!

Put out by his lack of manners she shouted ‘And goodnight to you, Mr Bennley!’

He swung round. ‘Oh! Yes. Sorry!’ He walked on.

Mortified, she stuck out her tongue at his retreating back. ‘Walk away. See if I care. Walk out of my life, why don’t you! Who gives a button!’ So what if he was rich and single? She didn’t fancy him. A pity. She sighed.

Turning back, she saw that a young lad with a mangy dog had suddenly appeared and he was grinning from ear to ear. He held up a wallet which she assumed belonged to Mr Bennley. ‘Nice work if you can get it!’ he said, poised for flight.

‘You artful little wretch!’ she cried and tried to grab him but he dodged her outstretched hands, stuck out his tongue and clattered off down the nearest alley pursued by the dog, and both were immediately lost to sight.

Albert Street was no worse and no better than any other in the area. It was narrow and lacked the young plane trees that adorned some better class streets and the terraced houses were small and depressingly similar, each with an apology for a front garden, and no gate. The brickwork was grimed with soot from London’s many chimneys and the bay windows were mostly hung with thick lace curtains to deter the curious passer-by. The window sills, however, and the front door steps were regularly scrubbed and the whitening block applied and some of the tenants took the trouble to polish the knockers. The door of number twenty-three was dark green but the paint was beginning to flake away and the small brass letterbox flap had not been cleaned since Rose’s mother died. There was a rain-sodden mat on the step and a scraper for mud which was rarely used.

Rose arrived home and, noticing none of the defects, let herself into the narrow hallway. She was greeted by the familiar sound of a dripping tap in the scullery, her father’s snoring and the stale smell of fried onions mixed with damp wallpaper and dust. She tossed her shoes on to a chair in the front room and found her father asleep in the ancient rocking chair in the living room – the chair that had once belonged to Annie, his wife, but which he had now claimed as his.

Alan Paton was small and thin and Annie had often compared him to a whippet. She had cast her daughter as a curly white poodle and herself as an overweight spaniel. She had been dead for nearly two years but Rose still missed her and so did Alan but somehow they muddled on without her and Rose did her best to keep her father cheerful. He had been forcibly retired from his job as a docker after an accident had damaged his hip and rendered him unable to perform the heavy lifting work. He had partially recovered from the accident but was now forced to earn when and where he could which currently meant a few hours each week behind the bar of The White Horse, pulling pints and earning a pittance for his efforts.

This, with his occasional win on the horses, plus the money Rose earned with her singing, and occasional ironing, was all they had to live on but she had learned frugal ways from her mother. They fancied themselves a little better off than some of their neighbours since they had rarely been forced to rely on the pawnbroker and had so far managed to keep the bailiffs at bay.

Her father’s mouth was open and he was snoring and Rose let him sleep on while she searched the cupboard for something to make into a sandwich for their late supper. Slicing thin Cheddar cheese and spreading pickles, she made a pot of tea and finally woke him.

‘So how’d it go, Rosie?’ he asked automatically, already anticipating her usual answer – a reluctant ‘Fine, Pa’ followed by a few small grumbles.

‘Fine, Pa.’ Settling herself on the floor beside his chair she demanded, ‘Guess what?’

‘No idea.’

‘Take a guess, Pa.’

He shook his head, still heavy with sleep. ‘I give up!’ and took a bite of the sandwich she had thrust into his hand.

‘Take a guess!’ She glared at him, determined to make the most of her dramatic news.

‘You saw the man in the moon!’ He chuckled at his own joke.

‘Pa! You always say that!’ She turned to look up at him, her eyes shining. ‘This posh bloke was waiting for me outside the stage door and he’s asked me to go to this posh place in Kensington and sing for his daughter’s party because she’s ill and can’t get out and about. He’s going to pay me half a guinea for my trouble and I can have some of the food and stuff so I’ll try and smuggle something out for you.’ Elated by his gasp of surprise, Rose also bit into the cheese and pickle.

‘Half a guinea? You’re pulling my leg, girl! No one’s going to—’

‘But he said he would and he gave me this.’ She handed him the card. ‘Marcus Bennley. That’s what it says and that’s his name.’

‘Michael Bennley?’

‘Marcus, not Michael.’

Alan had never been any good at reading and he was thoroughly confused by the small print. ‘If you say so, Rosie, but I wouldn’t get your hopes up. I mean, half a guinea for a few songs and you’re not even famous. You’re not even nearly famous. I mean of course you’re good but you only sing in a public house, not a real theatre or a music hall.’

‘But I will, Pa. I’m not famous yet, I grant you, but I’m only young.’

‘That’s as may be but believe you me, Rosie, there’s some very dodgy men around and this one luring you with money sounds fishy. You want to watch it. That’s my advice.’ He took another bite and chewed noisily. He was coming round from his doze and now looked marginally more alive than dead. ‘Give it a bit more thought, Rosie.’

‘There’s nothing to think about! It’s an offer of work and  . . . and it might get me some more private work. Don’t you want me to earn a half guinea?’

‘Depends how you earn it.’

She should have known, she thought irritably, half convinced by his argument. Whoever would believe that someone would promise someone like her half a guinea? That was two weeks’ wages for some men. But Mr Bennley had promised it. She had the card to prove it. But on the other hand a man could say anything and not really mean it. The first real doubt slithered into her mind.

Her father said, ‘Any more where that came from?’ meaning the sandwich.

Rose shook her head. ‘But we’ll be eating cake next week, Pa!’ If Mr Bennley was genuine. ‘He sounds genuine. He’s sending a taxi to collect me and take me to the house.’

Still unhappy about the offer, he shook his head. ‘A taxi could take you anywhere, Rosie. You just watch out.’

Finishing her sandwich, she washed it down with the tea, but the harsh realities of life were beginning to depress her. Maybe her father was right and she had been taken for a mug. She knew the sort of things that went on in London. A pretty girl could be sold into slavery and smuggled out to far-off countries and never seen again. She didn’t want to be one of them.

She thought back to the moment she met him. ‘PC Stump was there, Pa. I mean, he wouldn’t dare say all that in front of a policeman, would he, if he wasn’t genuine, because if I disappeared PC Stump would remember him and he’d describe him to the detectives and they’d catch him.’

‘Wouldn’t do you much good, though, would it, if you was already stowed in the hold of a ship on the high seas or buried six feet under? Bit late for you then.’

Frowning, Rose tried to recall exactly what had happened outside the back door of The White Horse. The truth was, she realized with a jolt, that PC Stump had not heard Mr Bennley’s offer because she had asked him to move on and give them some privacy. How stupid she had been! All the constable could do was describe the man and Bennley would deny everything.

Climbing to her feet, she collected her father’s empty mug and took it, with her own, into the scullery to rinse them under the tap.

‘You stupid girl!’ she told herself crossly. It was vanity. Pure vanity, to believe that anyone thought she was worth half a guinea to dress up in a frilly little number, rouge her cheeks, redden her lips and sing a few songs. Serve her right. She had got her comeuppance! Coming to an instant decision, Rose marched back into the living room. ‘That’s it then, Pa. I’m not going. I don’t want his money. When the taxi comes I’ll send it back and say I’ve changed my mind  . . . Or you can go out and tell the taxi driver I’m ill.’

Instead of being pleased, however, Alan now regarded her doubtfully. ‘Shouldn’t you let him know? He’ll be promising his daughter this lovely surprise and then she’ll be disappointed and everything.’

Rose groaned. ‘What, write him a letter? Oh Lord!’

‘Why not? You can write good enough and you’ve got the address on that bit of card. Tell you what – write that your pa won’t let you go. That’ll put an end to it.’

She nodded reluctantly, wishing that she had never met the wretched man and had never heard about his sick sister. ‘First thing in the morning,’ she promised and made her way upstairs to bed.

The first down to breakfast next morning in Victoria House in Belview Road was twenty-year-old Steven Bennley, who helped himself to eggs and bacon from the sideboard and sat in his usual seat facing the large windows and staring straight into the luxuriant leaves of the aspidistra which stood alone on a small highly polished table. He wore a loose fitting shirt tucked into his trousers and his feet were bare.

Steven pushed the food into his mouth without enjoying it because he had matters to worry about which weighed on his spirits. He had looked forward to the thought of leaving school and becoming independent but he was now realizing that having a good time meant having money to spend. Like his brother and two sisters, he received a small income from the money his grandparents had left them, but for Steven it was proving woefully inadequate.

Halfway through his meal he was joined by his older brother Marcus who nodded in his direction but didn’t speak. While he helped himself to porridge and cream Steven watched him.

‘You were late back last night, Marcus,’ he said at last. ‘I heard you come in. Out with a young lady, were you?’ He grinned.

‘I was, actually. In a way.’ He sat down, poured himself a cup of tea, and Steven passed the sugar bowl.

‘You were?’

‘Yes.’

A woman appeared in the doorway and said, ‘Two pigs at the trough!’ Letitia was twenty-five, two years younger than Marcus – dark-haired with a permanently anxious expression.

Marcus ignored her.

Steven scowled. ‘Good morning, Letitia. Charming as ever!’

She sat down and poured herself a cup of tea but made no attempt to eat. ‘Doesn’t anyone want to know how the tennis match went yesterday?’

Steven put his knife and fork together and pushed his plate away. ‘No we don’t but I expect you’ll tell us.’

Her expression changed. ‘I was Bernard’s partner and we won!’ She glanced at Marcus.

‘Well done.’ He gave her a brief smile.

‘Then we picnicked on their lawn – champagne, cold lobster, everything perfect. The da Silvas really know how to entertain.’

Casually Steven asked, ‘Was Janetta there?’

‘Yes she was. She came with her friend Jack. They seemed very close.’ She turned to him. ‘If you hadn’t been such a boor last time, you might have been included. Then you’d have seen Janetta again. It’s your own fault.’

‘And if you weren’t such a spiteful cat you wouldn’t remind me! I got a bit tiddly, that’s all.’ He raked his fingers through his smooth blond hair. ‘It’s not a crime, for God’s sake!’

Steven’s handsome face was spoilt by his expression and Letitia gloated. ‘I must say she looked relieved when they said you hadn’t been invited. And of course you’re not much good at tennis, are you? You don’t take it seriously. I keep telling you it’s not a game, it’s a sport.’

‘I can play a decent game when I’m in the mood. Not that it’s a patch on cricket. That’s a game with some depth requiring hand to eye coordination, not to mention team spirit and a certain style. Anyone can hit a ball over a net.’

‘Except you, obviously!’

Growing tired of the exchange, Marcus said, ‘I’ve invited someone to Marie’s party. It’s a surprise for her.’

They stopped sniping and stared at him.

Letitia said, ‘You’ve done what?’

He went on, ‘She sings. Popular ballads. Rosie Lamore. That’s her name.’

Steven laughed. ‘L’amour as in ‘love’? She sounds more like a harlot than a singer!’

‘Well she’s not a harlot!’

‘You’d recognize one, would you, Marcus?’

Letitia’s mouth tightened disapprovingly. ‘Who said you could invite her, Marcus?’

‘I don’t see a need to ask permission. To make it simple – Rosie Lamore and her songs are my birthday present to Marie.’

There was a stunned silence.

Steven said, ‘But who  . . . that is, how did you discover this Lamore woman?’

‘I heard a man talking about her on the train last week and asked him for details. He said how good she was and lively  . . . and funny. “A breath of fresh air!” That’s how he described her.’

‘Oh my God!’ Steven rolled his eyes. ‘I’ve always thought you were a little mad but now I’m certain of it! Asking her here because of some Herbert you met on a train!’

Steven and Letitia exchanged worried glances. Marcus closeted in the study working, busy with his stage designs, was one thing. That they understood. He was talented and he earned reasonable money with which to supplement his small income. They were used to their brother’s hermit-like existence. Shy, awkward Marcus taking the initiative like this was a new phenomenon.

Steven recovered first. ‘So you wrote to her – is that it?’

‘No. I waited for her outside The White Horse in Stoke Newington. I asked and she said “Yes”. She’s very pretty and cheerful – and while we were talking a boy stole my wallet. I had to report it at the police station.’

‘Ah! So that’s why you were late home!’ Steven felt vaguely relieved. His brother had reverted to type, he thought. Being robbed of his wallet was much more in character.

Marcus nodded.

Letitia also rallied. Too late to protest, she decided – it was a fait accompli. Not that she wanted to object. In fact, she wished she had thought of the idea. Marie would be delighted. She smiled grudgingly at her brother. ‘Well done, Marcus!’

‘Yes. Thank you.’

Steven asked how much he had lost with the theft of his wallet.

‘Three pounds, eleven shillings and threepence. It doesn’t matter.’ Marcus shrugged.

His brother frowned. ‘What do you know about this person, Marcus? She could be anyone. She could be a fraud. I hope you haven’t given her any money in advance.’

‘I haven’t.’

‘I bet you’ve overpaid her!’

‘That’s my business.’

‘I bet you’ve given her the fare.’

‘No. I shall fetch her by taxi and I shall tell Marie she’s coming because that way she will have something to look forward to as well as enjoying the actual performance.’

‘How is she getting home?’ Letitia asked. ‘It will be late by the time the party ends. Sure to be past midnight.’

Disconcerted, it was Marcus’s turn to frown. ‘I hadn’t thought about it,’ he admitted. ‘At a pinch she could sleep in the spare bedroom, couldn’t she?’

‘I suppose so. You’ll have to ask Mrs Bray to make up the bed for her.’ Letitia turned to Steven and gave him a challenging look. ‘And you mustn’t spoil it by getting drunk.’

‘Get drunk? Me? As if I would do anything to let the side down! Let’s hope you don’t get drunk! That would be a shock for poor Bernard!’

‘Don’t be so ridiculous.’ She rolled her eyes despairingly. ‘What are you giving Marie for her birthday?’

‘I  . . . I haven’t quite made up my mind but I haven’t forgotten it.’ Guiltily Steven avoided her gaze.

She pounced triumphantly. ‘You fibber! You haven’t done anything about it because you only ever think about yourself!’

‘So? What have you done that’s so wonderful?’

‘I’ve invited four people from the tennis club because—’

‘Oh no!’ he cried, wrinkling his face with exaggerated dismay. ‘Not that toffee-nosed set! Why bring them into it?’

Letitia flushed. Her younger brother never missed an opportunity to tease her about her aspirations. Her engagement to Bernard da Silva, whose family connections placed them a little higher on the social scale, was a source of fierce pride to her. Ignoring the jibe she went on. ‘Because it mustn’t be just any old party. Not just the family. Bernard is coming, naturally. He’s bringing her an enormous box of chocolate violets which she adores and a bottle of champagne!’ Her smile returned. ‘His mother says a woman cannot drink too much champagne! It soothes the nerves and brightens the complexion.’

Steven spluttered with laughter. ‘Brightens the complexion? Has she got a red nose, this da Silva woman?’

Letitia gave him a withering look. ‘D’you know, Steven, I sometimes feel that you left school too early. You’re twenty but so immature! So depressingly gauche. No wonder Janetta isn’t interested in you. She doesn’t appreciate schoolboy humour. Jack is a year younger than you but much more sophisticated.’ While he struggled for a suitable reply, and failed, Letitia turned back to Marcus. ‘This time it has to be a real party with a special cake – Mrs Bray has made one and just has to decorate it  . . . And dancing – Mrs Bray’s cousin is going to play for us.’

Steven frowned. ‘Will Marie be able to dance? She’s very weak.’

Marcus said, ‘I’ll carry her round – she’s as light as a feather. We’ll manage.’

Letitia ignored the interruption. ‘Marie must have real guests. Your singer will count as a guest, Marcus, and Mrs Bray’s daughter Cicely can come. Cicely’s about the same age as Marie so they’ll have lots in common  . . . and Cicely can bring a friend. Marie must have a wonderful time. Something she can always remember and  . . . oh!’ She clasped a hand over her mouth and regarded the others unhappily, stricken by the slip. Because they all knew the doctor’s verdict. Marie would have such a short time to live – such a very short time to remember anything at all.

That same day, Rose watched her father wipe his plate with what was left of his bread, and knew exactly what he would say.

He swallowed it, sat back and patted his stomach. ‘That’s better!’

Rose collected the plates and piled them in the sink. Sausage and mashed potatoes. Alan Paton loved them. He also loved ‘a bit of haddock’, a meat pie, mutton stew and shepherd’s pie. He didn’t like anything green such as cabbage, or what he called ‘fiddling things’ like peas or beans. So whatever he had was accompanied by mashed potatoes. It made life easier for Rose who had no complaints about their unimaginative diet.

Sundays they followed a familiar routine – Yorkshire pudding with gravy, meat and potatoes followed by Yorkshire pudding with jam. Unless it was a special occasion when she made a rice pudding and then they took turns to scrape the dish for the crispy bits along the rim. Rosie told herself that when, if, she ever married and left him alone he could manage not to starve. The pie man would call twice a week, the fish man once, and for a few pence, the lady next door would bring him a dinner.

Not that Rose had any immediate plans to marry for the simple reason that, although she had plenty of admirers, she had set her heart on a singing career and fancied becoming a success on the London stage. This was going to take up all her energies and there would be no time for a husband or a child. Eventually, of course, she would be wooed by someone exciting and the newspapers would be fighting for details of the romance.

Her father glanced up. ‘So you’ve written this letter, have you? To this Michael Bennley? Best let me see it.’

‘Why?’ She laughed good-naturedly. ‘You can’t spell for toffee, Pa. You know you can’t. You tell everyone that spelling’s a waste of time and effort.’ She ran the cold tap and rubbed at the plates with a cloth, then did the same with the cutlery, the saucepan and lastly the frying pan. ‘And it’s Marcus, not Michael.’

‘What does it matter if you’re not going?’

In fact, Rose had not written the letter and she didn’t know why. Every time she thought about the lost opportunity, her mind rebelled. She wanted to go ahead but she knew her father had a point. Climbing into a taxi with a strange man was risky. And Mr Bennley was slightly odd. In a decent man that would be acceptable but in a stranger, being odd was not. It increased the chances of him being ‘a wrong ’un’.

Her father had closed his eyes and was already preparing to doze off. An unlovely sight, she thought as she spread two worn blankets on the table and added a worn sheet. The irons were heating in front of the fire and it was already stifling hot in the small living room. To one side, high up, there was a water tank. There were four upright chairs and a sofa which sometimes acted as an extra bed. At the moment it supported a wooden tub full of Mrs Braithwaite’s laundry – two sheets, two pillowslips, a shirt, a pair of trousers, a blouse, a skirt, a pair of pyjamas, a sprigged nightdress and a wrap-around pinafore. Mrs Braithwaite lived in the end house of the terrace and her husband had a job with the railway which meant she could afford, from time to time, to have her washing ironed. It also allowed her to put on airs and graces.

Rose folded the first sheet to make ironing it easier and took up the first flat iron. As she ironed, she tried to decide what she would write to Mr Bennley and how she would spell the words.

‘Dear Sir, I have chainged my mind  . . .’

No, that was no good. She would invent a better reason.

‘Dear Sir, I canot come to your sisters party because  . . . my father has taken a turn for the wurst  . . .’

But she hadn’t told Mr Bennley that her father was ill and he would smell a rat – not that it mattered if she was never going to see him again.

Alan Paton began to snore and Rose began to feel hard done to. Why couldn’t she go to the party and earn herself half a guinea? It was unfair of Pa to expect her to give up such a chance. A party with food and drink. There might be champagne. And she looked so pretty in her costume. And they would all admire her singing and the men might wink at her. She would probably be the star of the evening and Marie would be dazzled by her.

Rose finished the first sheet and prepared the second and the idea came to her out of the blue. She would write the letter but she wouldn’t actually post it and her father would never know. Rose would tell him it must have got lost in the post  . . . and then the taxi would arrive and her father would have to give in. She would have her costume ready, of course, and off they would go. Afterwards, when she arrived home safe and sound, she would buy her father some tobacco for his pipe and maybe a big bag of pear drops, which he loved.

Later that afternoon the letter was finished and her father made her read it out.

Rose cleared her throat.

Dear Sir, My father has been taken very poorly and I fear a chainge for the wurst. So I canot come to your party and am very sorry. Yours faithfully Miss Rosie Lamore. Pee Ess. I hope you have a lovely time.

He frowned. ‘Pee Ess? What’s all that?’

‘I don’t really know but it’s when you think of something you’ve forgotten.’

‘Well, you’ve done that letter a treat, Rosie. Now get off to the pillar box before it’s too late.’

Dutifully she hurried off but as soon as she was out of sight of home she tore both letter and envelope into shreds and dropped them into the first dustbin she came to.

On her way back she was shocked to discover that her conscience was not pricking her and she thought that promising.

Half an hour after Rose had left for her Saturday night spot at The White Horse, there were three slow knocks on the door of number twenty-three Albert Street and Alan struggled to his feet and limped along the passage to open the door.

Through the letterbox a voice said, ‘It’s me, Baby.’

Alan nodded. He already knew who it would be – his friend Baby Price. He was small and shapeless with a large beer belly and today bulging pockets added to his ungainly bulk. Rose had often wondered how he managed to balance on his small feet. According to the laws of gravity, she thought, he should keep toppling over.

‘Is Rose in?’ Baby asked cautiously.

‘No. She’s off singing, bless her. Come on in, Baby!’ said Alan. ‘And scrape the mud off your shoes. Last time I got it in the ear from Rose for the mess you traipsed in.’

His visitor obeyed, then wiped his shabby shoes with exaggerated care on the worn mat before following Alan along the hall and into the living room. He lowered himself carefully on to a hard-backed chair and waited. Despite the limp, Alan then climbed on a chair to retrieve the rolled up sack which he kept hidden on top of the water tank where his daughter would never notice it.

‘Got much?’ Alan asked. The usual question.

Baby shook his head mournfully. His round, cherubic face and innocent blue eyes had earned him the nickname which made it hard for strangers to believe anything bad about him. Alan – his friend and erstwhile accomplice in a large number of burglaries – watched as Baby emptied his jacket pockets, setting each object on the table with an unhappy shake of his head.

‘Wallet – not half bad,’ he said, ‘but the ruddy thing’s got initials on it  . . . pearl earrings left behind in a pub  . . . a couple of silver tea spoons, don’t ask  . . .’ He grinned as he produced a ring, set with a delicate opal. ‘Old Chalky, remember him? This is his wife’s, no less! He said she was always losing it, so now she’s lost it for good! Poor cow’s probably looking everywhere for the damned thing!’

Both men laughed while Baby felt in his trouser pocket and produced the last item – a silver snuff box decorated with gold leaf. ‘Know that big house at the end of Elm Tree Avenue? We done it once before a few years back.’

Alan nodded, turning the box over in his hands. Of course he remembered. He remembered every job he’d ever done. ‘Number thirty-one, Elm Tree Avenue  . . . that was a piece of cake!’ He smiled wistfully. He’d got in through a back window and let Baby in at the back door. No way the fat Baby could ever get through a window! They’d done well from that house – candlesticks, a miniature, several leather-bound books and a clock. In and out in less than ten minutes! They were good together, him and Baby. No doubt about that, until the missus got wind of their antics and put her foot down. Women! Not that it stopped them but it cramped their style  . . . and then they were nicked and that was it. Alan sighed as he ran his fingers over the carefully wrought design. A lovely snuff box. Worth a bit, that was.

Now Baby worked alone. Had to force the locks. Didn’t trust anyone else. Still it was a partnership in one way. Baby did the thieving and Alan hid the stuff for him until it was safe to sell on. Hopefully, once Rose was fixed up with a bloke, Alan could get back to work.

Baby said, ‘I done the place again. Reckoned they wouldn’t expect a return visit!’ He laughed. ‘I bet that took the smile off the colonel’s face!’

Colonel Brian Fossett, recently returned to civilian life after a successful career fighting on several fronts and being decorated twice for gallantry. Alan and Baby called him ‘The Big Cheese’. Alan recalled the fuss the colonel had made after the first robbery and the way the police had rallied their resources because Colonel Fossett’s brother was a magistrate. Not that they’d caught anyone.

Alan grinned. Exciting times! He caught Baby’s eyes and the fat man shook his head.

‘It’s not the same without you, Al.’

‘Don’t I know it!’ Carefully he placed the new stuff in the sack and rolled it up, climbed up and, balancing precariously on the armchair, returned it to its hiding place.

Baby slipped a couple of notes into his hand. ‘There you are! Two quid.’

‘Thanks.’ His share was 20 per cent and he was worth it. If suspicion ever fell on Baby, which it sometimes did, the police could search his digs and find nothing incriminating. Alan trusted Baby. He had to.

‘You’re welcome.’

Alan would tell Rose the usual story about the win on the gee-gees. He didn’t know if she believed him but she didn’t ask any awkward questions so he was prepared to let sleeping dogs lie.

Baby heaved himself to his feet. ‘Coming for a pint?’

‘Not arf!’

‘The Queen’s Head?’

‘Anywhere but The White bloomin’ Horse!’




End of sample




    To search for additional titles please go to 

    
    http://search.overdrive.com.   


OPS/images/cover.jpg
PAMELA

OLDFIELD
The Birthdny Bresent

“A many-faceted, suspenseful story" Booklist on Truth Will Out






OPS/images/logo.jpg





