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            CHAPTER ONE

         

         They all knew the danger. When the Lusitania sailed from New York on 1st May 1915, passengers and crew alike understood the risk that they were taking. Spelt out with cold clarity by the German Embassy, the grim warning had been widely circulated.

         
            
        Travellers intending to embark for the Atlantic voyage are reminded that a state of war exists between Germany and her allies and Great Britain and her allies; that the zone of war includes the waters adjacent to the British Isles; that, in accordance with formal notice given by the Imperial German Government, vessels flying the flag of Great Britain, or of any of her allies, are liable to destruction in those waters …
      

         

         The threat did not deter 1,257 passengers from making the trip, though there was a measure of disquiet. The general feeling was 2that a ship capable of twenty-six knots was far too fast to be caught by any of the German U-boats lurking in British waters. Besides, it was argued, the Lusitania was essentially a passenger liner and therefore not a legitimate target for the enemy. The further they sailed across the Atlantic, the stronger that argument seemed. They were safe.

         Also aboard the Lusitania on her fateful crossing was Irene Bayard, one of the hundreds of crew members. Irene had an unshakable faith in the Cunard vessel, having worked on her as a stewardess since her maiden voyage from Liverpool in September 1907. She was fiercely proud of being associated with a ship that had established so many startling precedents. RMS Lusitania was the first British four-stacker, the first to exceed 30,000 gross tons and the first to cross the Atlantic in under five days, securing the prized Blue Riband, the unofficial award for the fastest crossing. As such, she was the first quadruple-screw speed record-breaker and her achievements had made her the first choice for many passengers. That was a source of great satisfaction to Irene.

         She was undisturbed by warnings from the Imperial German Government. Employed to look after passengers in first class, Irene was far too busy to worry about any notional dangers. It was hard work but so full of interest that – even though she was now in her late thirties – she never felt the slightest fatigue. Among those whose every request she met with smiling efficiency were a famous dancer, a celebrated American fashion designer and an ancient lady with two spaniels and an unspecified connection to the higher reaches of the British aristocracy. Each day brought new surprises. It was why Irene found working on the Lusitania such a pleasure. 3

         Ernie Gill was less happy in his work. Taking a last pull on his cigarette, he flicked it overboard before turning to Irene.

         ‘Who says that Americans are generous?’ he moaned.

         ‘I’ve always found them so,’ said Irene.

         ‘That’s because you’ve never had to cut their hair. I spend at least ten hours a day on my feet and what do I get for it? Most of them won’t even give me a proper thank you, let alone a decent tip.’

         ‘What about that Belgian you told me about?’

         ‘Ah, yes,’ conceded Gill, brightening, ‘that was different. Now he was a real gentleman. Back home, he’s some kind of diplomat. I mean, he must be worried sick about what happened to his country when the Germans trampled all over it, yet he still remembers that a barber deserves a reward. He slipped me a sovereign.’

         ‘He was obviously pleased with his haircut.’

         ‘So he should be, Irene. I know my trade.’

         Gill was a tall, skinny man in his forties with a sallow complexion. Though he and Irene had become friends, she was wary of his sudden bursts of intensity. He had offered her two proposals of marriage and, when inebriated, propositions of a different nature but she had turned him down politely each time. Since the death of her first husband, Irene had resolved never to marry again, least of all to a lustful barber with a fondness for strong drink. She was quite happy to limit the relationship to the occasional pleasant chat.

         It was afternoon on 7th May and the ship was steaming along with unassailable confidence. After a steady and uneventful voyage, anxiety aboard had more or less evaporated. They were only ten miles from Queenstown, their first port of call. Like many of the passengers, Irene had come out on deck when land was first sighted. The barber had joined her. 4

         ‘Not long to go now,’ she observed. ‘Since that fog lifted, the Irish coast is clearly visible.’

         ‘Don’t talk to me about the Irish,’ said Gill, sharply. ‘They’re even worse than the Yanks. I’ve had three Micks in my chair and not a penny in tips from any of them. That Irish composer whistled his latest song at me as if he was doing me a favour. The only favour I want,’ he added with a sniff, ‘is silver coins in the palm of my hand.’

         ‘Can’t you think about anything but money?’

         He grinned slyly. ‘I think about you sometimes, Irene.’

         ‘That’s enough of that,’ she said, firmly.

         ‘A man can still hope.’

         He ran a covetous eye over her shapely figure.

         ‘You know my decision, Ernie, and it’s final.’

         She was about to explain why when she was interrupted by a shout from the young lookout on the bow. Having seen the telltale shape hurtling towards them through the water, he bellowed into his megaphone.

         ‘Torpedoes coming on the starboard side!’

         Before anyone could react to the news, the ship was struck with such violence that it was rocked from stem to stern. The explosion was deafening. Panic set in immediately. Passengers screamed, shouted and ran in all directions. Electricity had been knocked out, leaving cabins and public rooms in comparative darkness. Worst of all was the fact that the ship began to list dramatically, making several people lose their balance and fall over. On a command from Captain Turner, an SOS message was sent by the wireless operator but there was no chance of a rescue ship reaching them in time. The Lusitania was holed below the water. She was sinking fast. A second explosion caused her to keel over even more. In some parts of the 5ship, panic gave way to hysteria. This, they all feared, was it.

         ‘Blimey!’ cried Gill. ‘The Huns have got us.’

         ‘Think of the passengers,’ urged Irene. ‘Get them to put on their life jackets and move to the boat deck.’

         ‘We’re going down, Irene. It’s every man for himself.’

         ‘We have to do our duty.’

         But he was no longer listening. Gill had charged off to collect what he could from his quarters. Irene snapped into action. Rushing to the nearest supply of life jackets, she put one on and grabbed several others so that she could hand them out to people she met on the way. When she got to the boat deck, she found it in complete disarray. There were twenty-two standard lifeboats but the ship was now at such a crazy angle that it was impossible to launch several of them. The other problem was that the ship was still maintaining an appreciable speed, making it difficult to control any lowering. Of the lifeboats that were actually launched, some met with instant disaster, tipping over and spilling their passengers into the sea or hitting the water with such a shuddering impact that people were hurled uncaringly over the side.

         Irene did what she could, helping to fasten life jackets, spread reassurance and assist people into any boats that looked as if they might be lowered without mishap. She was pleased to see that Ernie Gill had also decided to do his duty now that he’d retrieved his few valuables. The noise was ear-splitting and the confusion almost overwhelming. The constant boom of the engines was amplified by the rhythmical gushing of the waves and the stentorian yells of the sailors handling the falls, the ropes that lowered the boats from the davits. Yet a strange calm was slowly starting to spread, born of bravery and an acceptance of the inevitable. People were making allowances 6for the most vulnerable, yielding up their places in a boat to the old and infirm. Frightened children were herded together and strapped into life jackets. Pet animals were gathered up and cuddled by their owners. Irene saw countless examples of courage and kindness from crew members as they went through survival drills they’d practised for such an emergency.

         In addition to the lifeboats, there were twenty-six collapsible boats and they would play an important part in saving lives, but it was clear from the start that casualties would be extremely high. Several people had already perished, dashed against the side of the ship or killed by a falling lifeboat. Others had drowned in the cold unforgiving water. Seated in one of the last lifeboats, the titled old lady with the two spaniels was knocked overboard when a man who leapt from an upper deck landed directly on top of her. Yapping piteously, the dogs swam madly in small circles but their owner was already dead and they were doomed to join her in a watery grave.

         Having gradually slowed, the Lusitania rolled over even more and was patently close to her end. In less than twenty minutes since she was hit, one of the largest and finest vessels ever to be built in a British shipyard began to founder. It was time to go.

         ‘Jump, Irene!’ shouted Gill, taking her by the arm.

         ‘I’m needed here, Ernie,’ she said.

         ‘There’s nothing else we can do. She’s going down.’

         Irene felt the deck lurch. ‘You may be right.’

         ‘Jump while you can or you’ll be sucked down.’ He pulled her to the rail. ‘Try not to hit anyone.’

         It was a tall order. Hundreds of heads were bobbing about in the sea and some of the collapsible boats were directly below Irene. She could see no inviting space. After snatching a farewell kiss from her, 7Gill jumped over the side while pinching his nose between a thumb and forefinger. Dozens of other people were abandoning the ship as well. Irene offered up a silent prayer for her salvation then joined the general exodus. As she fell through the air, she was overcome by a sense of righteous indignation at the enemy for daring to attack her beloved Lusitania. It was sacrilege.

         She hit the sea hard and sank beneath the green waves before coming to the surface again and expelling a mouthful of salt water. All around her were people desperately trying to make their way past those who had already given up the fight. When a corpse floated helplessly against her, Irene saw that it was one of the mess stewards, his eyes gazing sightlessly up at the sky. She remembered what Gill had said. As she finally went down, he warned, the Lusitania would take anyone nearby deep into the vortex she had created. It would be a hideous way to die. That thought spurred Irene on to swim away as hard as she could, heading towards a collapsible boat she could see. Because it was being rowed away from her, however, Irene never reached the boat and its vague promise of safety. Instead, she kept flailing away with both arms until she barely had the strength to lift them. Her head was pounding, her lungs were on fire and her legs were no longer obeying her. All that she could do was to tread water.

         A collective shout of horror went up and Irene turned to take a last glimpse of the ship on which she’d spent so many happy years. One end suddenly dipped in defeat, the other rose high, then the Lusitania dived below like a gigantic iron whale, sucking everyone within reach in her wake. Irene was still staring at the massive circle of foam when she collided with a wooden object and automatically grasped it. She was holding on to a large chair that gave her extra buoyancy. It had 8not arrived by accident. Using his other arm to swim, Ernie Gill had guided it over to her so that both of them had something to cling to. Shivering with cold, Irene was unable to express her thanks in words. Gill, however, was shaking with fury and the expletives came out of him like steam escaping from a kettle.

         ‘Bleeding Huns!’ he exclaimed. ‘I’ll fucking kill the bastards!’
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            CHAPTER TWO

         

         Reaction was immediate and savage. As soon as news of the disaster reached Liverpool, mobs went on the rampage. Because the Lusitania was held in great affection in her home port, her sinking produced outrage, disbelief and an overpowering urge for revenge. Anyone with a German name became a target. Shops were looted, houses raided and people beaten up at random. The fact that they were naturalised British citizens was no protection. They were hunted indiscriminately. When one man protested that his family had lived in the country for generations, he was grabbed by the mob, stripped naked then tarred and feathered. Many policemen shared the feelings of the vigilantes and chose to turn a blind eye to their campaign of destruction. As the homes of German families were plundered then set alight, a pall of smoke hung over the city.

         Liverpool was not alone in its fury. All over Britain, a German birth certificate was the mark of a victim. When it was learnt that over a 10thousand people on the Lusitania had lost their lives, the search for scapegoats was intensified. London offered an unlimited supply of them. In the East End, where many German immigrants had settled, vengeful gangs stormed along a trail of terror, meting out punishment with remorseless efficiency.

         Nor was the West End immune to attack.

         ‘Why do they hate us so much?’ asked Ruth Stein.

         ‘They don’t hate us,’ replied her father. ‘They hate Germany for killing so many innocent people in the Lusitania. It’s a question of guilt by association, Ruth. We should have changed our name.’

         ‘Would that have made a difference, Father?’

         He heaved a sigh. ‘Who knows? Your Uncle Herman changed his name yet they still wrecked his warehouse.’

         ‘It’s the way people look at me,’ she said. ‘It’s frightening.’

         ‘Try to ignore it.’

         They were in the upstairs room at the front of the shop. Thanks to his skill as a bespoke tailor, he had one of the most flourishing businesses in Jermyn Street. He was a short, stout man in his late fifties with rounded shoulders. There was usually a benign smile on his face but it was now corrugated by concern. It was mid-evening and his daughter had joined him when the shop closed. Ruth was a slim, angular, pallid and undeniably plain girl of eighteen. Her father had been teaching her the rudiments of bookkeeping so that she could in time relieve her mother of that aspect of the business.

         Ruth started. ‘What’s that noise?’

         ‘I heard nothing,’ he said.

         ‘It sounded like the roar of a crowd.’

         ‘Some lads have probably had too much to drink.’

         ‘It was a loud cheer.’ 11

         ‘Was it?’

         Stein had heard it clearly but tried to show no alarm. If a gang was on the loose, he could only hope that his shop would be spared. He had put up two large posters in the window. One declared that he and his family were naturalised and in full support of Britain in its fight against Germany. On the other poster was an enlarged photo of his son, Daniel, wearing the uniform of the British regiment he’d volunteered to join only days after war was declared. Stein felt that his credentials were impeccable but he knew that a lawless mob would take no account of them. The thirst for revenge imposed blindness.

         Ruth crossed to the window and peered nervously at the street.

         ‘I don’t see those policemen outside,’ she said.

         ‘They’ll still be nearby.’

         ‘What can two of them do against a big crowd?’

         ‘I trust that we’ll never have to find out.’

         ‘Are you afraid?’

         ‘We’re British citizens. We’ve nothing to be afraid about.’

         ‘Mother said it was too dangerous for me to come here.’

         He smiled tolerantly. ‘Your mother worries too much.’

         ‘She wanted you to close the shop today.’

         ‘We had customers to serve, Ruth. We can’t turn people away.’

         She recoiled from another burst of cheering.

         ‘The noise is getting louder – they’re coming this way.’

         ‘Stand away from the window,’ he said, trying to keep the anxiety out of his voice. ‘Let’s do some work.’

         ‘Look,’ she cried, pointing a finger. ‘You can see them now – dozens and dozens of them. They’re heading up the street.’

         Stein looked over her shoulder. The crowd was large and volatile. Its jostling members were either inflamed or drunk or both simultaneously. 12They were chanting obscenities about Germans that made his daughter blush. He pulled her away. The baying got louder and louder until it was directly outside. Stein quivered in fear. The mob had not stopped in order to read the two posters in the window. The only thing that interested them was the name painted in large capitals above the shop – Jacob Stein.

         ‘German killer!’ yelled a voice. ‘Drive him out!’

         Someone threw a brick at the window, smashing it into myriad shards. The first people to clamber into the shop grabbed the suits on display on the models, expensive garments that were well beyond the reach of low-paid working-class men. There were shouts of triumph as more looters climbed into the premises.

         ‘They’ve got in!’ cried Ruth in alarm.

         ‘Leave at once,’ ordered her father.

         ‘But they’re stealing your property.’

         ‘Go out by the back door. Run to the police station.’

         ‘Why not ring them?’

         ‘The telephone is downstairs. I’d never reach it. Off you go. I won’t be far behind.’ He scurried across to the safe and pulled out a bunch of keys. Aware that she was still there, he adopted a sterner tone. ‘Don’t just stand there – get out now! There’s no telling what they’ll do if they catch us still here. Run, girl – run! This is an emergency.’

         Snatching up her handbag, Ruth did as she was told and ran down the stairs. From inside the shop, she heard the bell tinkle as the till was opened, followed by a groan of disappointment because it was empty. A far more ominous sound ensued. When Ruth heard the first crackle of fire, her blood froze. They were going to burn down the shop. She opened the back door and fled, intent on racing to the police station to raise the alarm. But she got no further than the end of the alley. Two 13scruffy young men were lounging against the wall, taking it in turns to swig from a flagon of beer. When they saw Ruth, they stood up to block her path.

         ‘Let me pass,’ she said, bravely.

         ‘What’s the hurry, darling?’ asked one of them.

         ‘They’ve broken into our shop.’

         ‘Who cares?’ He leered at her. ‘Give us a kiss.’

         ‘I have to get to the police station,’ she wailed.

         ‘All in good time,’ he said. ‘Come on – what about a farewell kiss for Gatty and me? We’re sailing off to France with our regiment tomorrow. This is our last chance for a bit of fun.’

         ‘Yes,’ added his friend. ‘One kiss is all we want.’

         ‘I’m first,’ said the other, putting the flagon down.

         He lunged forward. When he touched her shoulder, Ruth lashed out on impulse, slapping him hard across the face. It stung him into a rage. He grabbed her with both hands.

         ‘We’ll have a lot more than a kiss for that,’ he warned, pulling her to the ground and knocking her hat off in the process. ‘Come on, Gatty – hold her down.’

         His friend hesitated. ‘Don’t hurt her, Ol,’ he said, worriedly. ‘Let her go.’

         ‘Not until I’ve had my money’s worth. Now hold her down.’

         The friend reluctantly held Ruth’s arms but she did not struggle. In a state of shock, she was unable to move. She could not believe what was happening to her. Her skirt was pulled up and her legs were forced apart. As the first man loomed over her, she could smell the beer on his breath. He was giggling wildly and undoing the buttons on his trousers. When he pulled them down, he was already aroused. Ruth was aghast. She didn’t hear the explosion in the shop or wonder if her father would 14escape in time. She forgot all about the fire. Held down by the sheer weight of her attacker, she was revolted by the taste of his lips when he took a first guzzled kiss. Fondling her breasts, he plunged his tongue into her mouth and rolled excitedly about on top of her.

         ‘That’s enough, Ol,’ said the friend. ‘Somebody will come.’

         ‘I haven’t even started yet.’

         ‘Be quick – we’ve got to go.’

         ‘She asked for this.’

         Using a hand to widen her thighs still further, he manoeuvred into position then suddenly forced his erect penis into her. The stab of pain made Ruth cry out. He silenced her with another kiss and pumped away madly inside her. It was excruciating. She was pinned down and groped all over. She was being defiled, yet nobody came to her aid. Torn between agony and humiliation, all that she could do was to lie there and endure the ordeal. The only consolation was that it was short-lived. Panting heavily from his exertions, the man soon reached his climax, arching his back and letting out a long howl of pleasure. After a final thrust, he needed a minute to recover before pulling out of her with a grunt of satisfaction.

         ‘Your turn, Gatty,’ he said, rising to his feet and yanking up his trousers. ‘You’ll enjoy it – she’s nice and tight.’

         ‘We’ve got to go, Ol,’ urged his friend. ‘Leave her be.’

         ‘Don’t tell me you’re scared to do it.’

         ‘We don’t have time. That place is on fire.’

         As if to emphasise the point, the wail of a fire engine could be heard approaching from the distance. The first man nodded his head then looked down at Ruth.

         ‘Goodbye, darling – remember me, won’t you?’

         His friend tugged him away. ‘We’ve got to go.’ 15

         The two of them skulked off, leaving Ruth still on the ground. She was too stunned even to move. She’d been raped less than twenty yards from the family shop. Pain, confusion, fear and shame assailed her. She was in despair. At that moment in time, Ruth felt as if she’d lost absolutely everything. She’d lost her virginity, her innocence, her respectability, her confidence, her hopes for the future and her peace of mind. Unbeknown to her, she’d suffered a further loss as well. Stretched out on the carpet in the room above his burning shop was her father. Jacob Stein had never lived to hear about the brutal assault on his only daughter. 16

      

   


   
      17
         
            CHAPTER THREE

         

         ‘I want you to take charge of this case, Inspector.’

         ‘Yes, Sir Edward,’ replied Harvey Marmion.

         ‘Initial reports say that the shop was broken into then set alight. Anything that was not stolen was destroyed in the fire. More worrying is the fact that a body has been seen in an upstairs room. The fire brigade has been unable to reach the corpse in order to identify it but the likelihood is that it belongs to the proprietor, Jacob Stein.’

         ‘I’ve walked past his shop many a time.’

         ‘You won’t be able to do that anymore,’ said the commissioner, sadly. ‘From what I can gather, the place will be burnt to a cinder.’

         ‘Was it another mob out of control?’

         ‘Yes, Inspector, and I won’t stand for it. I’m not having the capital city at the mercy of roving gangs with a grudge. Somebody must be caught and punished for this.’

         ‘That may be difficult, Sir Edward,’ warned Marmion. 18

         The older man smiled. ‘Why do you think I chose you?’

         They were in the commissioner’s office at New Scotland Yard, the red and white brick building in the Gothic style that was the headquarters of the Metropolitan Police Force. Now in his mid sixties, Sir Edward Henry, the commissioner, should have retired but his patriotism had been stirred by the outbreak of war and he’d agreed to stay in a post he’d held for twelve productive years. Marmion had the greatest admiration for him, not least because the commissioner had survived an attempted assassination three years earlier and, though wounded by a bullet, had soon returned to work.

         Harvey Marmion’s father had been less fortunate. A policeman renowned for his devotion to duty, Alfred Marmion had been shot dead while trying to arrest a burglar. The incident had persuaded his son to give up his job as a clerk in the civil service and join the police force. Marmion was a chunky man in his forties with a physique that belied his bookishness. Astute and tenacious, he had worked his way up to the rank of detective inspector and was tipped for even higher office. Though he was well groomed, he was not the smartest dresser. Indeed, he looked almost shabby beside the immaculately attired Sir Edward Henry. Marmion’s suit was crumpled and his tie was askew. His shirt collar had a smudge on it. Fortunately, the commissioner did not judge him on his appearance. He knew the man’s worth and rated him highly.

         ‘There’s really nothing else that I can tell you, Inspector.’

         ‘How many other shops have been attacked?’ asked Marmion.

         ‘Far too many,’ said Sir Edward.

         ‘Presumably, they were mostly in the East End.’

         ‘The West End had its casualties as well. Windows were smashed in 19Bond Street and in Savile Row. Luckily, the crowds were dispersed after a scuffle with our officers.’

         ‘But that was not the case in Jermyn Street.’

         ‘Alas, no – witnesses talk of a sudden burst of flame.’

         ‘That means an accelerant like petrol was used.’

         ‘If it was,’ said Sir Edward, seriously, ‘then I want the man who took it there. Arson is a heinous crime. I don’t care how upset people are by what happened to the Lusitania. It’s no excuse for the wanton destruction of private property.’

         ‘I agree.’

         ‘Get over there at once.’

         ‘I will,’ Marmion said. ‘I’ll take Sergeant Keedy with me.’

         ‘Good – I know I can rely on the pair of you.’

         ‘Thank you, Sir Edward.’

         The commissioner walked to the door and opened it for his visitor. He put a hand on Marmion’s arm as he was about to leave.

         ‘This case has a special significance for me, Inspector.’

         ‘Oh? Why is that?’

         ‘Jacob Stein was my tailor.’

         
             

         

         Ruth had no idea how she managed to drag herself to the police station in Vine Street. Nor could she remember what she actually said. She was still too stunned by the horror of her experience to speak with any articulation. When she mumbled something about her father’s shop, she was told that the fire brigade was already attending the incident. The station sergeant eyed her shrewdly.

         ‘Is there anything else to report, miss?’ he enquired.

         ‘No, no,’ she said, flushing at the memory of the assault and feeling her heart pound. ‘There’s nothing at all.’ 20

         ‘You seem distracted.’

         ‘I must get home.’

         ‘And where would that be?’

         ‘We live in Golders Green.’

         ‘Can you tell me the address?’

         ‘Well …’

         Ruth’s mind was blank. She had to rack her brains for minutes before she could remember where she lived. Ordinarily, she would have been driven home by her father but he had been trapped in the burning building. Seeing her bewilderment, the sergeant took pity on her. He signalled to a uniformed constable.

         ‘PC Walters will see you safely home,’ he said.

         ‘I can manage,’ murmured Ruth.

         ‘I don’t think that you can, miss. You’re obviously distressed. You need help. Golders Green is on the Northern Line.’ His head jerked to the constable. ‘Take the young lady to her front door.’

         ‘Yes, Sergeant,’ said Walters.

         ‘See that no harm comes to her.’ He smiled sympathetically at Ruth. ‘There are strange characters about at this time of day. We don’t want you falling into the wrong hands, do we?’

         It’s too late, said Ruth to herself.

         ‘Off you go, then, and thank you for coming.’

         Walters extended an arm. ‘This way, miss.’

         Ruth accepted his help with profound misgivings. Though he tried to strike up a conversation with her, she maintained a hurt silence. Having a policeman beside her on the tube train was a mixed blessing. It prevented anyone from bothering her but, at the same time, it raised the suspicion that she was under arrest. Ruth was embarrassed by some of the glances that were shot at her. When they alighted at Golders 21Green station, she was afraid that she might be spotted with PC Walters by someone she knew. Rumours would immediately start. All she yearned for now was the safety and the anonymity of her own home.

         ‘I can manage from here,’ she said.

         ‘But the sergeant told me to take you all the way.’

         ‘It’s only a minute away.’

         ‘Are you sure?’

         ‘Yes – thank you very much.’

         And before he had the chance to object, Ruth darted off by herself. In fact, her house was some distance away and she walked there as fast as she could, head down, face contorted, her mind filled with searing memories of her ordeal. When she finally reached home, she hurried up the drive and fumbled for her key, eager to hide her shame and wash off the stink of her attacker. She needed three attempts to get the key in the lock. When the door opened, she staggered into the hall. Her mother came waddling out of the living room to greet her but her welcoming smile vanished when she saw how dishevelled Ruth was. Miriam Stein’s questions came out in a breathless stream.

         ‘What’s happened, Ruth?’ she asked, appalled at what she saw. ‘Where have you been? Why is your coat torn? Who damaged your hat? Why have you come back on your own? Where’s your father? Why hasn’t be brought you home? Is he all right? How did you get here? Can’t you speak? Is there something wrong with you? Why don’t you answer me? Tell me, Ruth – what’s going on?’

         It was all too much for her daughter. Faced with the well-meant interrogation, she fainted on the spot.

         
             

         

         By the time the detectives had driven to Jermyn Street, the fire brigade had the blaze under control and had prevented it from spreading to 22adjacent buildings. A sizeable crowd had gathered on the opposite pavement, watching the flames finally succumbing and hissing in protest. Acrid smoke filled the night air, causing some onlookers to cough or put their hands to their eyes. Pulsing heat was still coming from the shop. There was little sympathy for the owner. He had a German name. That was enough.

         Harvey Marmion spoke to the officer in charge of the operation. Sergeant Joe Keedy, meanwhile, talked to the three policemen on duty to see if they’d managed to collect any witness statements. Keedy was a tall, wiry, good-looking man in his thirties with his hat set at a rakish angle. Though he earned less than the inspector, he spent much more on his clothing and appearance. Marmion was a family man. Keedy was a bachelor.

         ‘What does he say?’ asked Keedy when the inspector came across to him. ‘Can anything be salvaged?’

         ‘I’m afraid not, Joe. The whole building is gutted.’

         ‘It’s a pity. Jacob Stein made good suits. Not that I could ever afford one, mark you,’ he said with a wry grin. ‘My wage doesn’t stretch to high-quality bespoke tailors.’

         ‘You’ll have to wait until you become commissioner,’ said Marmion with a chuckle. ‘Sir Edward was a regular customer here. That’s why he gave this incident priority. As for the fire,’ he went on, ‘it’s done its worst. It’s eaten its way through some of the ceiling joists, so the floors in the upper rooms are unsafe. They’re going to get a man inside there, if they can, to take a closer look at the body. It’s in the room at the front.’

         ‘Poor devil didn’t get out in time. My guess is that he died of smoke inhalation. Once that stuff gets in your lungs, you’ve got no chance. I’ve seen lots of people who’ve died that way – and just about 23every other way, for that matter. Call it an occupational hazard.’

         Before he joined the police force, Keedy had worked briefly in the family firm of undertakers but he lacked the temperament for a funeral director. His lively sense of humour was considered distasteful in a world of professional solemnity. The irony was that his work as a detective involved dead bodies as well, with the added challenge of finding out who had actually committed the murders.

         ‘What about witnesses?’ asked Marmion.

         ‘They’re few and far between. According to the constable who was first on the scene, there were over forty people scrambling around inside the shop. When the fire took hold, they got out quickly with whatever they’d managed to grab.’

         ‘Were any arrests made?’

         ‘Only two,’ said Keedy. ‘It was like bedlam here, apparently. The constable was lucky to nab the two men that he got.’

         ‘I’ll make a point of talking to both of them.’

         ‘One of them was caught with a suit he’d stolen. Why bother to take it? It’s not as if he could wear the blooming thing. He’s a plumber by trade. Can you imagine him going to work in a Jacob Stein suit?’

         ‘I daresay he wanted a souvenir.’

         ‘He’s got one, Inspector – a visit to the magistrates’ court.’

         They shared a laugh then surveyed the crowd. While Keedy picked out the pretty faces of young women, Marmion was studying the expressions on the faces of the men.

         ‘Some of them are here, Joe,’ he said. ‘Some of the people who did this have come back to see their handiwork. They know they’re safe. When a crowd is on the rampage, it’s almost impossible to pick out individuals. They’re here to gloat.’

         ‘What about the women?’ 24

         ‘In their case, it’s mostly idle curiosity.’

         ‘I don’t know about that,’ said Keedy. ‘Did you read about what happened in Liverpool yesterday? When they ran riot there, one of the ringleaders was a sixty-year-old woman.’

         ‘I saw the article. She helped to set fire to a garage owned by someone with a German name. Her son was a carpenter on the Lusitania. He’s feared dead.’

         ‘What she did was understandable.’

         Marmion was firm. ‘That doesn’t make it right, Joe.’

         ‘No, no, I suppose not.’

         There was a buzz of interest from the crowd when they saw the fire engine moving closer so that its ladder could be brought into use. Hoses had stopped playing on the upper floor and were concentrating their aim on the glowing embers in the shop. A fireman removed his helmet to wipe the sweat from his brow. After receiving orders from a superior, he gave a nod and put the helmet on again. There was no glass left in the upper windows and smoke was still curling out of them. When the ladder was in position, the fireman went slowly up it.

         ‘Better him than me,’ said Keedy. ‘I can feel the heat from here.’

         ‘It’s what they’re trained to do, Joe.’

         ‘They’ve had plenty of practice since the Lusitania sank.’

         ‘I’ll be glad when this mania dies down. It’s costing too many lives. All right,’ said Marmion, ‘they may have German names but they’ve all been naturalised. If they hadn’t been, they’d be interned by now. They’re British citizens who chose to live here because they believed they could have a better life in our country. They work hard, set up businesses, pay their taxes and keep out of trouble.’ He gestured towards the shop. ‘Then this happens. It’s sickening.’ 25

         ‘It’s the prevailing mood, Inspector. Nothing we can do about that except to pick up the pieces afterwards. Hang on,’ said Keedy, looking up. ‘I think he’s going inside.’

         They watched with interest as the fireman at the top of the ladder used his axe to hack away the charred remains of the window frame. Putting the axe away in his belt, he cocked a leg over the sill then switched on his torch. The next moment, he ducked his head and climbed gingerly into the room to test its floorboards and joists. Marmion and Keedy waited for what seemed like an age for the man to reappear. When he finally did so, he came back through the window then descended the ladder. His superior was waiting for him.

         The detectives remained patient as the fireman removed his helmet before delivering his report. Though he could hear none of the words spoken, Marmion could see that it was an animated discussion. When the officer pointed upwards, the fireman shook his head decisively. At length his superior gave the man a congratulatory pat then looked around for the detectives. Marmion and Keedy stepped forward to meet him.

         ‘Well,’ said Marmion, ‘what did he find?’

         ‘There is a body there, Inspector,’ replied the officer, ‘but he was unable to reach it because part of the floor had given way. We’ll have to wait until we can approach it from below.’

         ‘How long will that take?’

         ‘Your guess is as good as mine – hours at least.’

         ‘What state was the body in?’ asked Keedy.

         ‘Oh,’ said Marmion, introducing his colleague, ‘this is Sergeant Keedy. He’s not asking his question out of ghoulish curiosity. He used to work for an undertaker and has seen many victims of fires.’

         ‘They’ve usually been overcome by smoke,’ noted Keedy. 26

         ‘Not in this instance,’ said the officer, grimacing. ‘My man couldn’t reach him but he got close enough to see the knife sticking out of his chest. There was something else he noticed, Inspector. The safe door was wide open.’ He shook his head in disgust. ‘You’re not just dealing with arson and theft, I’m afraid. You’ve got a murder case on your hands.’
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            CHAPTER FOUR

         

         Ruth stayed in the bath even though the water was getting cold. She felt dirty all over. She was still stunned at the way that her body had been invaded by a complete stranger. Until her terrifying encounter in the alley, she’d had only a fuzzy idea of what sexual intercourse involved. All that her mother had told her was that she had to ‘save yourself for your husband’. That was impossible now. The thing she was supposed to save had been cruelly wrested from her. What potential husband would even consider her now? He’d regard her as tainted. And if she hid the awful truth from him, he’d be bound to discover it on their wedding night. Ruth’s virginity had gone for ever. In its place, her assailant had left her with pain, fear and revulsion. The thought that he might also have left her pregnant made her tremble uncontrollably.

         They would all blame her but not as much as she blamed herself. What had she done wrong? Why didn’t she call for help? Should she 28have pleaded with them? Should she have run back to her father? Why did she slap one of them across the face? Was that her mistake? Would they have let her go if she’d simply given them a kiss? Who would believe what she had suffered and who could possibly understand? Ruth felt defenceless and horribly alone.

         Her mother had tried to send for the doctor but Ruth had begged her not to do so. She claimed that she would be fine after a bath and locked herself in the bathroom. Water was hopelessly inadequate. It might cleanse her body but it could not remove the ugly stain of her torment. That would always be at the back of her mind. Ten minutes in an alleyway had ruined her life. It was unfair.

         Her mother banged on the door.

         ‘Ruth!’ she called. ‘Are you all right in there?’

         ‘Yes, Mother,’ replied her daughter, meekly.

         ‘You don’t sound all right. You’ve been in there over an hour.’

         ‘I’ll be out soon, I promise.’

         ‘I want you to come out now,’ said Miriam, ‘and I still think that the doctor should have a look at you. It’s not right for a healthy girl of your age to faint like that. You frightened me.’

         ‘I’m sorry, Mother. I didn’t mean to.’

         ‘Your Uncle Herman agrees with me. I spoke to him on the telephone. He thinks we should call the doctor. I told him what had happened and he was very worried. He said that it was unlike you to desert your father like that.’

         ‘He told me to go,’ bleated Ruth. ‘Father told me to go.’

         ‘Your Uncle Herman was shocked.’

         It was something else for which she’d be blamed. Ruth winced.

         ‘Can you hear me?’ said Miriam, raising her voice. ‘Your Uncle Herman was shocked. He’s driven off to the West End to find out 29what happened to your father. He feels that you should have stayed with him. You’re our daughter. It was your duty.’

         ‘I’ve said that I’m sorry.’

         ‘It’s so uncharacteristic. Whatever possessed you?’

         There was a long silence. It served only to provoke Miriam. Pounding on the door with a fist, she delivered her ultimatum.

         ‘Get out of that bath,’ she ordered. ‘If you don’t do as you’re told, I’ll fetch the doctor this instant. Get out of that bath and let me in. I won’t ask you again, Ruth.’

         There was no escape. Ruth decided that she would sooner face an angry mother than an embarrassing examination from a doctor. She heaved herself up into a standing position.

         ‘I’ll be there in a moment,’ she said.

         ‘So I should hope.’

         Ruth clambered out of the bath and reached for the towel. When she’d wrapped herself up in it, she turned the key and unlocked the door. Her mother stepped in with an accusatory stare.

         ‘What on earth’s got into you, Ruth?’ she demanded.

         ‘I feel much better now.’

         ‘I’m your mother. You don’t need to lock me out.’

         ‘I’m sorry.’

         ‘And look at the way you’ve dropped everything on the floor,’ said Miriam, bending over the pile of clothes. ‘You’re always so careful about hanging things up. What’s got into you?’

         She picked up the clothes and was about to put them on a chair when her eye fell on a stocking. Miriam gaped at the large bloodstain.

         
             

         

         Herman Stein bore a close resemblance to his elder brother. He had the same paunch, the same rounded shoulders and the same 30facial features. He’d kept much more of his hair than the tailor but that was the only marked difference between the two men. Having driven to the West End, he parked his car and hurried to Jermyn Street. The fire engine was still outside the smoking shop owned by his brother but some of the crowd had melted away. When he spoke to the senior officer, he was told that the incident was in the hands of Scotland Yard detectives. Marmion and Keedy were pointed out to him. Face clouded with foreboding, he went straight across to them.

         ‘My name is Herbert Stone,’ he said. ‘Jacob Stein is my brother.’

         Marmion didn’t need to ask why the man had anglicised his surname. It was a precaution that many people of German origin had taken after the war had broken out. He introduced himself and the sergeant then chose his words with care.

         ‘Your brother’s premises were attacked by a mob,’ he explained. ‘We’ve reason to believe that he was trapped by the fire in an upstairs room.’

         ‘That’s where he’d have been, Inspector,’ said Stone. ‘Earlier this evening, he was up there with my niece, going through the books. I hear that she came home alone in a terrible state but there was no sign of Jacob. His car is still in its usual parking place. I left mine beside it.’

         ‘Nothing is certain, sir. We’re only working on assumptions.’

         ‘It must be Jacob – who else could it be?’

         ‘I have no idea, Mr Stone.’

         ‘Can’t they get the body out?’

         ‘Not until it’s safe to do so,’ said Keedy. ‘Much of the floor in that room has collapsed and the staircase has been burnt down. They’ll need to prop up the remaining part of the floor before they can climb up 31there, and they can’t do that until they can clear enough of the debris from the ground floor.’

         ‘What kind of scum did this?’ asked Stone, staring angrily at the wreckage. ‘It’s unforgivable. How did the police let this happen? Aren’t you supposed to protect property?’

         ‘We can’t stand vigil over every shop, sir. Our manpower is limited. When there was an appeal for volunteers to join the army, we lost a lot of policemen.’

         ‘That’s no excuse, Sergeant.’

         ‘It’s a fact of life.’

         ‘What are you doing about this outrage now?’

         ‘We have two of the culprits in custody,’ said Marmion, ‘and there’ll be other arrests before too long. First of all, of course, we need to establish if it is your brother in there. Given the circumstances, that may not be easy.’

         ‘I’d recognise Jacob in any condition,’ asserted Stone. ‘Even if he’s been badly burnt, I’ll know if it’s him.’

         ‘We’re very grateful for your assistance, sir. You say that your niece was here earlier this evening?’

         ‘Yes – she joined her father after the shop was closed.’

         ‘Then she may well have been on the premises when the window was smashed and the fire started. We’ll need to interview her. She should be able to give us valuable information.’

         ‘Ruth has been acting very strangely since she got back.’

         ‘That’s not surprising,’ said Keedy. ‘She’d still be in shock. It would have been a gruesome experience for anyone.’

         ‘Needless to say,’ added Marmion, ‘we’ll exercise discretion. If her father is dead, she’ll need time to adjust to the tragedy. We won’t bother her until she’s ready to help us.’ He glanced up at the shop. 32‘I understand that there was a safe in that room. Do you happen to know what your brother kept in it, Mr Stone?’

         ‘Of course,’ said the other. ‘The safe contained documents relevant to the business – invoices, receipts, designs, account books, details of current orders and so on.’

         ‘What about money?’

         ‘He always kept a substantial amount in there, Inspector. Apart from anything else, there was the wages bill at the end of each week. He employed a full-time staff of four and one part-timer.’ His chest swelled with pride. ‘As a gentleman’s outfitter, my brother was a match for anyone.’

         ‘I see that you’re wearing a Jacob Stein suit, sir,’ noted Keedy.

         ‘I’m not just doing so out of family loyalty, Sergeant. I like the best and that’s what he always provided.’ His irritation sharpened. ‘How much longer do they have to wait until they can go in there?’

         ‘Only the fire brigade can tell you that, sir.’

         ‘Then I’ll see if I can hurry them up.’

         Turning on his heel, Stone went off to accost the senior officer, leaving the detectives on their own. Keedy watched him go.

         ‘I didn’t see much sign of grief,’ he commented. ‘If it was my brother up there in that room, I’d be heartbroken.’

         ‘His anger is masking his grief,’ said Marmion. ‘Underneath that bluster, I’m sure that he’s already in mourning. What we’re seeing is a natural fury that the shop has gone up in smoke simply because it had a German name over it.’

         ‘Why didn’t you tell him the full story, Inspector?’

         ‘What do you mean?’

         ‘His brother was stabbed to death,’ Keedy reminded him.

         ‘First, we’re not absolutely sure that it is Jacob Stein. Second, even if 33it is, we need to establish the exact cause and likely time of death before we give those details to any relatives. Police work is sometimes about holding back information, Joe.’

         ‘Supposing one of the firemen tells him?’

         ‘I made it clear that they were to say nothing. There are a couple of reporters hanging about. If they get a sniff of murder, it will be all over the newspapers tomorrow. I want to conduct this investigation at our pace and not that of the British press.’

         ‘Fair enough – what do we do now?’

         ‘Nothing much is going to happen here for a while,’ decided Marmion, ‘so I’ll slip off and interview the two people in custody.’

         ‘Do you want me to come with you?’

         ‘No thanks, Joe. You stay here. And if any reporters try to pester you, don’t give anything away.’ Marmion was about to leave when he remembered something. ‘By the way, that was very clever of you. How did you know that Mr Stone had a Jacob Stein suit?’

         ‘That was easy,’ explained Keedy. ‘I can pick out the work of all the best outfitters in London. Their styles are so individual. Then there’s the other clue, of course.’

         ‘What other clue?’

         ‘You’ve met Stone. He likes to dress well and he’s the kind of man who’d always patronise someone who gave him a big discount. Nobody else but his brother would do that.’

         Marmion grinned. ‘You ought to be a detective, Joe Keedy.’

         
             

         

         Ruth was in a world of her own. Wearing a dressing gown, she sat on the edge of the sofa with her arms wrapped protectively across her chest. Her mother had replaced annoyance with sympathy. All her instincts told her that her daughter had been through a devastating experience 34and was in need of love and comfort. She made Ruth a hot drink but the girl would not even touch it. Miriam sat beside her, stroking her back gently.

         ‘You’re home now, Ruth,’ she said, softly. ‘You’re safe. Nobody can touch you here.’ She picked up the cup. ‘Why don’t you take a sip of this?’ The girl shook her head. ‘It will do you good.’

         Ruth could not imagine that anything on earth could do her good. She was utterly beyond help. In spite of what her mother said, Ruth was not safe in her home. He’d followed her there. She could still smell his foul breath and feel his weight pressing down on her. She could still recall the intense pain he’d inflicted in pursuit of his pleasure. Her breasts were still sore after their kneading. Her mouth still tasted of him. Her vagina was smarting.

         Miriam put the cup back in the saucer and moved in closer.

         ‘What happened?’ she whispered.

         ‘Nothing …’

         ‘Something must have upset you. What was it?’

         ‘There was nothing.’

         ‘I’m not blind, Ruth. I saw that blood and it’s not the right time of the month for that. It’s not the only stain I saw on your stocking. I’m bound to wonder, darling. Every mother has those fears for her daughter. I’m no different.’ She put an arm around Ruth’s shoulders. ‘Tell me the truth. It will have to come out sooner or later. Why hold it back? Whatever has happened, I’ll still love you – we all will. But we can’t help you if you don’t tell us how. Do you see that?’

         ‘Yes, Mother,’ said Ruth, quietly.

         ‘Then please – please – tell me what this is all about.’

         There was a long pause. Her mother was right. Ruth could not stay silent indefinitely. The truth could not be hidden. When she tried to 35speak, however, Ruth almost choked on the words. She began to retch. Miriam pulled her close and rocked her gently to and fro until Ruth recovered. Then she kissed her daughter on the forehead.

         ‘Take your time,’ she advised. ‘There’s no hurry.’

         Taking a deep breath, Ruth summoned up her courage.

         ‘It was my fault,’ she said, blankly. ‘It was all my fault.’

         
             

         

         The first man interviewed by Marmion at the police station was of little help. Roused from a drunken stupor, he admitted that he’d joined the mob when it marched past the pub where he’d been drinking because he was hoping for some excitement. When the window of the shop in Jermyn Street had been broken, he’d clambered inside and helped to smash the place up until someone set it on fire. As he tried to flee, he was arrested by a policeman. Marmion was satisfied that he was telling the truth and that he’d been acting alone. He clearly had no idea who had been leading the mob or who had started the fire.

         The second man who was cooling his heels in a police cell was a different proposition. Brian Coley was a surly plumber in his late twenties, a solid man with tattoed forearms and an ugly face twisted into a permanent scowl. When Marmion started to question him, the prisoner became truculent.

         ‘You got no reason to keep me here,’ he protested.

         ‘From what I hear, Mr Coley, we have every reason. According to the arresting officer, you were part of a gang that broke into the shop and vandalised it. When you were leaving, you had a suit in your possession.’

         ‘It weren’t mine.’

         ‘I gathered that.’

         ‘I mean, I didn’t steal it. What happened was this, see? Some other 36bloke give it me. When he saw that copper waiting to pounce on him, he shoves the suit in my hands then hops it. So the copper arrests me instead, when I was just an innocent bystander.’

         ‘You were actually seen inside the shop area.’

         ‘Who says so?’

         ‘It was the policeman who arrested you.’

         ‘Then he’s lying his bleeding head off.’

         ‘Now why should he do that, Mr Coley?’

         ‘Coppers are all the same,’ said the plumber, curling his lip. ‘They’re liars. I never went into that shop.’

         ‘But you admit that you were in Jermyn Street?’

         ‘Yeah … I sort of … happened to be passing.’

         ‘Really?’ said Marmion, raising a cynical eyebrow. ‘I checked your address before I came in here. How does someone who lives in Shoreditch happen to be passing a gentleman’s outfitters in the West End?’

         Coley folded his arms. ‘Can’t remember.’

         ‘You were in that vicinity with the express purpose of damaging private property. Why not be honest about it? You entered that shop and stole a suit.’

         ‘It’s not true.’

         ‘Let me ask you something else,’ said Marmion, changing his tack. ‘What do you think of the Germans?’

         Coley snorted. ‘I hate the whole lot of them.’

         ‘Why is that?’

         ‘They’re fighting a war against us, of course – and they sunk the Lusitania off the coast of Ireland. Germans are vicious animals.’

         ‘That’s a term that might be used of the mob in Jermyn Street this evening. The attack was certainly vicious – and all because the shop was owned by a man named Jacob Stein.’ 37

         ‘He deserved it.’

         ‘Why?’

         ‘He’s one of them German bastards.’

         ‘He was a naturalised British citizen,’ affirmed Marmion. ‘That means he has as much right to live in this country as you or me. If you’re so keen to punish Germans, why don’t you have the guts to join the army? You could fight them on equal terms then.’

         Coley glowered at him. ‘I got my job to look after.’

         ‘Thousands of other able-bodied men have already volunteered.’

         ‘That’s their business.’

         Marmion regarded him with a mixture of interest and contempt. He’d met a lot of people like the plumber, resentful men with a hatred of any authority and a particular dislike of the police. From the way that Coley seemed at ease in custody, Marmion deduced that he’d been in trouble before. One thing was certain. Coley had not been alone. He knew others who’d been party to the attack on the shop. He had the names that could be useful in the inquiry.

         ‘Who else was with you?’ asked Marmion.

         Coley shrugged. ‘I was on my own.’

         ‘What about the man you claim handed you that suit?’

         ‘Never set eyes on him before.’

         ‘I don’t believe that he existed. Your friends, however, do exist. You run with a pack. You wouldn’t have the courage to do anything like that on your own. A man who’s too afraid to fight for his king and country needs someone else to hide behind.’

         ‘I’m not afraid of anything!’ yelled Coley.

         ‘Not even a long prison sentence?’

         ‘You can’t send me to prison. I done nothing wrong.’

         ‘That’s not what the jury will think,’ warned Marmion. ‘You were 38part of a mob involved in arson, trespass, theft, wilful destruction of private property and – directly or indirectly – in the death of the owner of the shop. Mr Stein was upstairs at the time.’

         Coley swallowed hard. ‘I never touched him.’

         ‘That may be true but you might know someone who did. At the very least, you know other people who were there and they, in turn, can give us additional names.’ Marmion put his face close to him and spoke with quiet menace. ‘However long it takes, I’m going to track down every single person who was involved in that disgraceful attack and bring them to justice. The one I’m most anxious to meet is the man who started that fire then threw petrol on to it. Was it you or one of your friends, sir?’ Coley shook his head vigorously. ‘I’ll leave you to think it over. When I come back again, I’ll expect you to remember the names and addresses of those who brought you all the way from Shoreditch so that you could vent your spleen on an innocent man.’

         ‘I had nothing to do with that fire,’ asserted the prisoner.

         ‘Then who did?’

         Coley eyed him warily. All his defiance had gone. The one thing on his mind was self-preservation. The scale of the notional charges against him was unnerving. When he’d been arrested before, he’d always managed to get away with a fine. Not this time. Inspector Marmion had rattled him. The prospect of a prison sentence suddenly seemed a real one. Coley tried to win favour.

         ‘I saw someone carrying a petrol can,’ he confessed.

         It was a start. Marmion was content.
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            CHAPTER FIVE

         

         To relieve the boredom of the long wait, Joe Keedy chatted to one of the policemen. Having spent years in uniform himself, Keedy had compassion for the men who patrolled the streets on their beat in all weathers. They were a visible deterrent to criminals and a sign of reassurance to the law-abiding public. Since the war started, the scope of their duties had widened considerably and they worked assiduously to discharge them. Notwithstanding their best efforts, however, they sometimes came in for harsh criticism. Herbert Stone was their latest detractor. He was pulsing with exasperation.

         ‘It’s maddening,’ he complained as he came over to Keedy. ‘The fire brigade is almost as bad as the police force.’

         ‘They’re only doing their job, sir,’ said Keedy.

         ‘Then why don’t they do it properly? The same goes for the police. You knew that trouble was expected. After what happened to the Lusitania, there were bound to be repercussions. Why weren’t more of you on duty?’ 40

         ‘We can’t police every street in London.’

         ‘People like my brother deserved preferential treatment,’ insisted Stone. ‘He was a man of standing in the West End. I’ll raise the matter with the commissioner himself – and I’ll also have stern words to say about the fire brigade.’

         ‘Why is that?’

         ‘I’ve been insulted, Sergeant. The officer in charge of the operation has just told me that, if I don’t stop badgering him, he’ll have me removed by the police.’

         ‘He doesn’t want to be impeded, sir.’

         ‘I’m not impeding anyone,’ argued Stone, pointing at the shop. ‘My brother is dead in there. I’m entitled to know why they’re taking such an eternity to bring him out.’

         ‘It’s still too dangerous to go in,’ said Keedy, seeing a chance to get rid of him. ‘My information is that it may be past midnight before they’ve cleared the debris. There’s really no point in hanging on until then, sir. You can’t make a formal identification here. That will have to be done at the morgue.’

         ‘I want to see my brother.’

         ‘Perhaps you should consider his family, Mr Stone. His wife will be worried sick and you mentioned a daughter earlier. She’s bound to be very anxious. In the event of bad news, they need to be prepared.’

         It took Stone a few moments to regain his composure.

         ‘Yes,’ he conceded, anger subsiding, ‘you’re right, Sergeant. My sister-in-law will fear the worst and so will Ruth. They must be told the truth.’ After consulting a pocket watch, he reached a decision. ‘I’ll drive back to Golders Green. This is not something that I can do over the telephone. I need to be there in person.’ 41

         ‘That’s very considerate of you, sir.’

         Stone wagged a finger. ‘But I’ll want to know the moment the body has been moved.’

         ‘We’ll contact you at once.’

         ‘Here’s my card.’ Slipping the watch back into his waistcoat pocket, he took out his wallet and extracted a business card. He handed it to Keedy. ‘Ring that number any time of night. I’ll be up.’

         ‘Leave it with me, sir.’

         ‘Out of respect to my brother, I feel that I ought to stay,’ said Stone with a final glance at the shop, ‘but you’re right – my place is with his family. Goodbye, Sergeant.’

         ‘Goodbye, sir.’

         ‘We don’t want to impede the fire brigade any more, do we?’

         On that sarcastic note, Stone wheeled round and headed off towards the street where he’d parked his car. Aggressive as the man’s manner had been, Keedy nevertheless felt sorry for him. Losing a brother was a severe blow and Stone now had to pass on the bad tidings to his family. Keedy did not envy him the task. In the course of his work, he’d had to impart bad news to people and most had been unable to bear it. He hated being the one to spread grief and despair.

         Now that the fire had been extinguished, the firemen were working heroically to clear up the mess so that they could shore up the vestiges of the ceiling. Because a famous British vessel had been sunk, a business that had taken many years to build up had been burnt out of existence in little more than two hours. Its proud owner, it seemed, had been murdered and his safe plundered. It was not simply a case of mob violence. They were looking for a killer.

         A car approached and pulled up nearby. Marmion got out and surveyed the scene before strolling over to Keedy. 42

         ‘I don’t see Mr Stone anywhere,’ said Marmion.

         ‘I sent him home, Inspector. He was making a nuisance of himself to the fire brigade and he was far from complimentary about the police. I pointed out that his brother’s family would be desperate for news and implied that he was the best person to deliver it.’

         ‘Well done, Joe. He has my greatest sympathy but the truth is that he was only in the way.’

         ‘It was a double triumph,’ boasted Keedy. ‘I not only got rid of him, I saved us the awkward job of being the bearers of bad tidings.’ His grin warned Marmion that there was a joke coming. ‘You might say that I killed two birds with one Stone.’

         Marmion groaned. ‘I’m glad you didn’t tell him that.’

         ‘How did you get on at Vine Street?’

         ‘Oh, it was worth the visit. One of the men arrested had nothing of value to say but the other was quite helpful once I’d persuaded him of the dire position he was in. He gave me the names and addresses of three friends involved in the incident, so we’ll be able to pay them a visit. He also told me that he saw someone carrying a can of petrol.’

         ‘You thought something was used to speed up the fire.’

         ‘With luck the can will have been discarded,’ said Marmion. ‘It may be somewhere under that rubble. Oh,’ he went on, ‘there was another snippet of information I picked up at Vine Street. The station sergeant told me that Jacob Stein’s daughter called in there to report the fire. She was very agitated. In fact, she was in such obvious distress that the sergeant asked one of his men to take her home on the Tube. I feel for the girl,’ said Marmion with a sigh. ‘Ruth Stein is going to be even more distressed when she learns what happened to her father.’ 43Still wearing her dressing gown, Ruth was curled up on the sofa in her mother’s arms. She had not been pressed for details or forced to relive the horrors of her ordeal. Somehow her mother understood what her daughter must be going through and spared her any questioning. Miriam uttered no words of condemnation, nor had she summoned the doctor. That could wait until morning. What her daughter needed most was the uncritical love and sympathy of a mother and that is what she was given. It helped to still Ruth’s fears and enable her to count her blessings. She’d come through a terrible crisis but she was still alive. She still had a home where she was adored. Overshadowed as it might be, she still had a future. That was not the case with her father. Jacob Stein had still been in the building when it was set alight. Had he escaped, he would surely have come back to the house by now or, at the very least, have made contact by telephone.

         They heard the sound of car tyres scrunching on the gravel in the drive. An engine was turned off. Ruth felt her mother’s grip tighten in trepidation for a few seconds, then the two of them got up and went into the hall. When Miriam opened the front door, her brother-in-law was getting out of the car. The expression on his face told them what had happened. Ruth burst into tears, her mother enfolded her in her arms and Stone ushered the two of them gently back into the house.

         
             

         

         Harvey Marmion hated having to visit the morgue. It brought back unhappy memories of the time when he’d been called upon to identify the corpse of his father. It had been a harrowing experience. As he looked at the body of Jacob Stein, he was relieved that his father had not been reduced to such a hideous condition. Fire had burnt off the clothes of the dead man, singeing his hair and eyebrows, then eating 44hungrily into his flesh. Marmion could hardly bear to look at the blackened figure but Joe Keedy was studying it with interest, noting the ugly gash in the chest. When they had been able to reach the body, the detectives had it removed under cover so that it escaped the prying eyes of the press. Marmion would have to make a statement in due course but only after the body had been formally identified by a close family member. There was the commissioner to consider as well. He would need to be told that his tailor had been murdered.

         ‘Shall I ring Mr Stone?’ asked Keedy.

         ‘No,’ said Marmion. ‘I’ll do that, Joe.’

         ‘Are you going to tell him about the murder weapon?’

         ‘Not until he gets here.’

         ‘You’ll need this.’ Keedy handed over Stone’s business card. ‘He said that we could ring, no matter how late it is.’

         Marmion glanced at the clock on the wall. ‘Look at the time,’ he said. ‘Ellen will think I’ve run off with another woman.’

         ‘Your wife knows you too well to think that.’

         ‘Police work plays havoc with family life.’

         ‘That’s why I never married,’ said Keedy, smiling. ‘Well, that’s one of the reasons, anyway.’

         ‘We all know the main one, Joe, but I don’t think this is the place to discuss your lively private life. Let’s get out of here, shall we?’ They left the morgue and stepped into the corridor outside. Marmion inhaled deeply. ‘That’s better – we can breathe properly now.’

         ‘I used to see dead bodies every day in the family business.’

         ‘I could never work in a place like this, I know that. But I’m grateful that someone can. A post-mortem always yields some useful clues. Well,’ he added, ‘you might as well sign off for the night.’

         ‘Don’t you want me to hang on until Mr Stone arrives?’ 45

         ‘No, thanks – I can cope with him. You get your beauty sleep.’

         Keedy grinned. ‘Who says I’m going to sleep?’

         ‘I do,’ warned Marmion. ‘I want you wide awake and turning up on time. We’ve got a busy day ahead of us tomorrow – and the same goes for the days ahead. This will be a very complex investigation.’

         ‘The killer was one of dozens of people who got into that shop. Talk about safety in numbers. Do you think we have any chance at all of catching him, Inspector?’

         ‘Oh, we’ll catch him, Joe,’ said Marmion, eyes glinting. ‘I can guarantee it.’

         
             

         

         Alice Marmion crept downstairs in the dark so that she would not wake her mother. Wearing a dressing gown and a pair of fur-lined slippers, she was a relatively tall, lean, lithe young woman in her twenties with an attractive face and dimpled cheeks. When she got to the hall, she was surprised to see a light under the kitchen door. She opened the door gently and saw her mother, dozing in a chair with her knitting resting on her lap. Ellen Marmion was an older and plumper version of her daughter. Her hair was grey and her face lined. Alice smiled affectionately. She was uncertain whether to rouse her mother or to slip gently away. In the event, the decision was taken out of her hands. Ellen came awake with a start.

         ‘Oh!’ she exclaimed, seeing Alice. ‘What are you doing here?’

         ‘I might ask you the same thing, Mummy. There’s no point in staying up for Daddy. He might be hours yet.’

         ‘I’m not tired.’

         ‘Then why did you fall asleep?’

         ‘I just dozed off for a few minutes.’

         ‘I couldn’t get off at all,’ said Alice. ‘I’ve got too many things on 46my mind. In the end, I thought I’d sneak down here and finish the marking. The children will expect their books back tomorrow.’

         Ellen was concerned. ‘I think I can guess what’s on your mind.’

         ‘Vera Dowling and I talked about it at school yesterday. If I will, then Vera will. She just needs me to take the lead.’

         ‘You know what your father and I think, Alice. We’re against the idea. You’ve got a good job – an important job. Why do you need to run off and join the Women’s Emergency Corps?’

         ‘We want to help in the war effort.’

         ‘But, in a sense, you’re already doing that. You’re taking the children’s minds off the horrible things that are happening on the front. A lot of them have fathers who are fighting over there in the trenches. Your pupils must be so worried.’

         ‘They are,’ agreed Alice. ‘Most of them are too young to realise the full implications but, deep down, they’re very afraid. So are the mothers, of course. You can see it in their faces when they drop the kids off. Some, of course, have already lost their husbands. I feel so sorry for them. This war seems to be about nothing else but loss.’

         ‘That doesn’t mean you have to give up your job.’

         ‘I could always return to teaching later.’

         ‘I can’t bear the thought of you in uniform, Alice.’

         ‘Paul is in uniform.’

         ‘That’s different,’ argued Ellen. ‘Your brother is a man. He felt that it was his duty to enlist.’

         ‘Joining the WEC doesn’t mean that I’ll be in any danger,’ said Alice. ‘I’d still be based in this country – in London, probably. There’s a whole range of jobs that need doing.’

         ‘Teaching is one of them,’ Ellen reminded her.

         She stifled a yawn and put her knitting on the kitchen table. It 47was too late to reopen an argument that she’d been having with her daughter for some weeks now. Ellen’s position was simple. She was proud that Alice was a schoolteacher. Having been denied a proper education herself, she wanted her daughter to pursue her studies and gain qualifications. It had involved dedication and many sacrifices. She could not understand why Alice was ready to turn her back on a job she’d striven so hard to get.

         ‘One more uniform in the family won’t make any difference,’ said Alice with a teasing smile.

         ‘What do you mean?’

         ‘I was thinking about Uncle Raymond. He’s been wearing a uniform for years in the Salvation Army. And he has to put up with far more hostility than I’d have to face in the WEC.’

         ‘I know,’ said Ellen, ruefully. ‘He’s been called names and pelted with stones time and again. He’s only trying to help people. I don’t agree with everything he believes in but I think your Uncle Raymond is a very brave man.’

         ‘Perhaps I should talk it over with him.’

         Ellen was firm. ‘This is a matter between you and your parents, Alice. We don’t want to drag your uncle into this. Now why don’t you forget all about that marking and try to get some sleep.’

         Alice touched her mother’s arm gently. ‘Let’s go up together.’

         ‘Your father can’t be all that long now.’

         ‘Daddy can’t expect you to wait up for ever,’ said Alice, helping her mother to her feet. ‘You leave your knitting and I’ll leave my marking. Off we go, Mummy.’

         Feeling another yawn coming, Ellen put a hand to her mouth. Then she let herself be led out of the kitchen, leaving the light on. When they got to the bottom of the stairs, she grasped Alice’s wrist. 48

         ‘I want you to promise me something,’ she said.

         ‘I can’t promise not to join the WEC.’

         ‘That’s not what I’m asking, Alice. Your father and I have been very happy and I wouldn’t change him for the world. But I don’t want the same life for you. Promise me that you’ll never marry a policeman.’

         
             

         

         Herbert Stone looked so dejected that Marmion took pity on him. Opening a drawer in his desk, the detective took out two glasses and a bottle of brandy. He poured a tot into each glass then offered one to his visitor. With a nod of thanks, Stone took it from him and had a restorative sip. It was late at night. After a visit to the morgue, they were in Marmion’s office. It had been trying enough for Stone to identify the corpse but there was an additional burden for him to carry now. He’d been told that foul play was involved. As well as coping with his own grief, it fell to him to inform the rest of the family that his brother had been stabbed to death.

         Taking another sip of brandy, he mastered his sorrow.

         ‘When can we have the body?’ he asked.

         ‘That’s a matter for the coroner to decide,’ said Marmion, softly. ‘He’ll want a full post-mortem.’

         Stone was dismayed. ‘Does my brother have to be cut to pieces, Inspector? Surely, he’s suffered enough indignity already.’

         ‘It’s standard procedure in the case of unnatural death, sir.’

         ‘Our religion enjoins us to bury the deceased as soon as possible. There are strict rituals to observe. Ideally, we’d like to reclaim the body today.’

         ‘That’s very unlikely, I’m afraid, Mr Stone. The body has far too much to tell us and that takes time. You’ll have to be patient.’ 49

         Stone’s anger surfaced again. ‘This wouldn’t have happened if the police had been protecting my brother’s shop, as they should have done. How could you allow such a tragedy to occur?’ he demanded. ‘My brother has led a blameless life. He didn’t deserve to die like this. What kind of police force permits a drunken mob to charge through the streets of London and murder someone with impunity?’

         ‘The killer will be punished,’ said Marmion with conviction. ‘That’s one thing of which you may rest assured.’

         ‘How on earth will you find him? It was the random act of someone who hates all Germans. He was one of a crowd. You’ll never pick him out.’

         ‘I disagree, sir. This was no random murder.’

         ‘What else could it be, man?’

         ‘I think it’s the work of someone who took advantage of the situation, using the mob as his cover. He must have known that the shop was a likely target and – more to the point – that your brother might actually be on the premises at the time. There was calculation at work here,’ decided Marmion. ‘That means we’re not looking for an anonymous figure caught up in the attack. We’ll be searching for someone who knew Mr Stein and who had reason to wish him dead.’

         ‘Are you saying that the murder was planned?’

         ‘That’s my feeling, sir.’

         ‘What evidence do you have?’

         ‘Very little at the moment,’ admitted Marmion, ‘so I’m relying to some extent on intuition. But ask yourself this. If you’re simply intent on breaking into a shop and looting it, why would you carry a knife?’

         ‘I never thought of that,’ said Stone.

         ‘We’re looking for a killer who had some kind of grudge against 50your brother – and it may have nothing to do with the fact that he has a German background. Think carefully, sir,’ he urged. ‘You may be able to suggest some names. Did your brother have any enemies?’

         Before he spoke, Stone drained the glass of brandy.

         ‘Of course,’ he said, resignedly. ‘Jacob was a Jew – we always have enemies.’
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            CHAPTER SIX

         

         When Alice came downstairs for breakfast, she found her mother in the kitchen. Fried bacon was already waiting on a plate in the gas oven and eggs were sizzling in the pan with some tomatoes. Toast was slowly turning brown under the grill.

         ‘What time did Daddy get back last night?’ wondered Alice.

         ‘I don’t know. I was fast asleep.’

         ‘You were quite right to go to bed.’

         ‘Then why do I feel so guilty about it?’ asked Ellen. ‘I felt it was my duty to be here for him.’

         Alice was crisp. ‘Daddy is the detective – not you. If he has to work long hours, it doesn’t mean that you have to as well.’ She grinned. ‘After all, you don’t get paid for overtime like him.’

         Ellen laughed. ‘That’s one way of putting it.’

         She continued to make the breakfast before sharing it out on three separate plates. By the time that Marmion arrived in his shirtsleeves, 52the meal was on the table for him with a cup of tea beside it. He gave Ellen a kiss of gratitude then sat beside her. Alice was opposite him.

         ‘Good morning, teacher,’ he said.

         Alice smiled. ‘You may not be able to call me that much longer.’

         ‘Don’t tell me they’ve sacked you.’

         ‘No – but I may be handing in my resignation.’

         Realising what she meant, Marmion stiffened. He hoped that he’d talked his daughter out of her plan to join the Women’s Emergency Corps. Clearly, it was still a live issue. Before he could speak, Ellen jumped in quickly to avert an argument.

         ‘Let’s not discuss it over a meal,’ she suggested. ‘We don’t want a row this early in the day.’

         ‘I’m entitled to pass an opinion, love,’ said Marmion.

         ‘Alice already knows what it is, dear.’

         ‘And you both know my opinion,’ said Alice, ‘so let’s leave it at that.’ She put sugar in her tea and stirred it with a spoon. ‘I didn’t hear you come in last night, Daddy. Where had you been?’

         ‘Joe Keedy and I found an illegal gambling den,’ joked Marmion, ‘and we lost a month’s wages on the roulette wheel.’ He shook his head. ‘Actually, it was a lot more serious than that. A mob raided a gents’ outfitters in Jermyn Street. They burnt it down and the owner was murdered.’

         ‘What a dreadful thing to happen!’

         ‘Do you have any suspects?’ asked Ellen.

         ‘At the moment, we have too many of them – forty or more.’ He looked quizzically at his daughter. ‘What do you do with your pupils, Alice? When one of them does something naughty and nobody owns up, how do you handle the situation?’

         ‘I threaten to keep them all in after school.’ 53

         ‘Does the threat work?’

         ‘Every time – the children all stare at the culprit.’

         ‘Unfortunately, that option is not open to Joe and me.’

         Ellen swallowed some bacon. ‘How is Joe Keedy?’

         ‘He’s in fine form.’

         ‘We haven’t seen him for ages. You should ask him round.’

         ‘Yes,’ said Alice, fondly. ‘That would be nice. Invite him to tea.’

         ‘There won’t be time for luxuries like tea for quite a while,’ said Marmion. ‘Joe and I are going to be working at full stretch.’

         ‘He can always drop in for a drink one evening,’ suggested Ellen. ‘I like him. Joe Keedy is good company. He’s got a sensible head on his shoulders.’ She shot a glance at Alice. ‘He might even be able to persuade a certain someone to abandon this urge to join the WEC.’

         ‘I thought we weren’t going to talk about that,’ protested Alice. ‘Besides, Joe might be on my side. The last time he was here, he told me I should think about joining the Women’s Police Service.’

         Marmion pulled a face. ‘Oh no you don’t.’

         ‘One police officer is enough in any family,’ said Ellen, stoutly.

         ‘In any case,’ said her husband, ‘it was only formed last year. It still hasn’t sorted out exactly what it’s supposed to do. In essence, I think it’s a good idea but that’s not a view shared by some of my older colleagues. They feel that policing is a man’s job.’

         ‘Everything was a man’s job until the war broke out,’ noted Alice. ‘Then women proved that they could mend cars and drive ambulances and make shells in munitions factories and do just about anything else that a man can do. It may be one of the best things to come out of the war.’

         ‘I’m not convinced of that,’ said Ellen.

         ‘Good things do come out of bad ones, Mummy.’ 54

         ‘How can you call having women car mechanics a good thing?’

         ‘Alice makes a fair point, love,’ said Marmion, chewing some toast. ‘Every cloud has a silver lining. Look at this business with the Lusitania, for instance. I bet the captain of that submarine thought he’d struck a blow for Germany when he ordered that torpedo to be fired. It’s led to some bad results, of course – I was dealing with one last night – but there was also a gain. Enlistment has picked up amazingly. When I went past the recruiting centre yesterday, there was a queue halfway down Whitehall. So the loss of the Lusitania was not a total disaster.’

         
             

         

         Irene Bayard was one of the first of the survivors to return to England. Rescued by a fishing boat, she’d been taken to Queenstown where she was given food, shelter and limitless sympathy. As soon as a ship departed for Liverpool, however, she was on it with Ernie Gill and a number of other survivors. She was keenly aware of how fortunate she’d been and was upset to learn that almost all the passengers she’d looked after on the Lusitania had perished. Irene had no desire ever to go to sea again but there was no other way to reach Liverpool, so she steeled herself for the short voyage. Though irritating at times, Gill helped her to keep up her spirits.

         Neither of them was prepared for the welcome they received in Liverpool docks. It was overwhelming. The pier was thronged with relatives and friends of those who’d survived the sinking, their numbers swelled by well-wishers. But it was the number of newspaper reporters that surprised Irene. There were dozens of them. She was ambushed the moment she stepped off the ship. Irene tried to pretend that she had nothing to do with the Lusitania but her uniform gave her away. She was still wearing the distinctive garb of a stewardess that she’d had on when she jumped into the sea. The seemingly endless questions were 55both painful and intrusive. Irene wanted to forget the tragedy, not be forced to reconstruct it for the benefit of an article in a newspaper. She was glad to escape from the harassment.

         Ernie Gill, by contrast, had enjoyed all the attention.

         ‘They even took my photograph,’ he boasted. ‘Well, I’ll see you around, Irene. Will you be staying here for a while?’

         ‘I don’t know, Ernie.’

         ‘I will. The only trouble is that I’ve got here too late.’

         She was puzzled. ‘Too late for what?’

         ‘Too late for the fun,’ he explained. ‘I wanted to help them chase every bleeding Hun out of Liverpool. There was a pork butcher from Lubeck at the end of our street. If I’d been here, I’d have sliced the ugly bugger up with his own meat cleaver.’

         Irene let him give her a farewell kiss then she went off to catch her tram. Gill’s violent streak disturbed her. She was happy with the thought that she’d probably never see him again. She would certainly never be part of a crew with him. That phase of her life was decidedly over. When she reached the house where she rented a couple of upstairs rooms, the first thing she had to do was to calm her tearful landlady down and assure her that she felt no ill effects. Then she filled the boiler so that she could heat enough water to have a bath. Once that was done, she put on fresh clothes and threw her uniform into the bin. Her break with the past was complete.

         Next morning, Irene caught the early train to London.

         
             

         

         When the commissioner faced Herbert Stone across his desk in Scotland Yard, both of them were wearing Jacob Stein suits. It was the morning after the crimes in Jermyn Street and his visitor’s ire had increased rather than subsided. Sir Edward Henry kept a respectful silence while 56Stone ranted on about the shortcomings of the police and the fire brigade. It was only when he began to criticise Harvey Marmion that the commissioner interrupted him.

         ‘You’re being too censorious, Mr Stone,’ he said. ‘Inspector Marmion is one of my best detectives.’

         ‘That’s not the impression I got.’

         ‘Then you’ve been badly misled.’

         ‘The inspector doesn’t inspire me,’ complained Stone.

         ‘He’s not paid to give inspiration, sir. He’s there to catch criminals. I like to make a prompt start to the working day,’ said Sir Edward, ‘but when I got here first thing, Inspector Marmion was already in his office, preparing a report on last night’s tragic events. If you knew his background, you might have more faith in him.’

         ‘I have little enough at the moment, Sir Edward.’

         ‘Then let me tell you something about him. Harvey Marmion started his career in the civil service, which is exactly what I did, albeit in India. Marmion’s father was a policeman who was shot dead in the line of duty. I don’t need to tell you what it feels like to be closely related to a murder victim.’

         ‘No,’ said Stone, grimly, ‘you certainly don’t.’

         ‘The killer fled abroad to France and two detectives went after him. He kept eluding them. Marmion couldn’t bear the thought of the man getting away with it so he gave up his job, raised money from friends and family then used it to fund his own search.’

         ‘What happened?’

         ‘It took him less than a week to find the man and hand him over. In short, he showed far more skill and tenacity than the two detectives assigned to the case. The very fact that he went in pursuit of an armed villain says much about his character.’ 57

         ‘What he did was admirable,’ conceded Stone.

         ‘There’s more to it than that, sir,’ said Sir Edward. ‘When he got back home, he sold his story to a newspaper and used his fee to reimburse every person who’d contributed to his fund. They all got their money back and had the deep satisfaction of seeing the killer convicted and hanged. Harvey Marmion is an exceptional man.’

         ‘I’ll have to take your word for it.’

         Stone was impressed by what he’d heard about the inspector but could still not warm to him. His dislike of Marmion arose partly from the fact that – in Stone’s view – he showed insufficient deference. As a successful businessman, Stone employed a large number of people and was accustomed to having his orders instantly obeyed. Clearly, that would not happen with the inspector. He was his own man. No matter how much Stone railed against him, Marmion would not be taken off the investigation. He was in charge. Stone realised that he had to accept that.

         As if on cue, there was a tap on the door and it opened to reveal Harvey Marmion. The commissioner beckoned him in. Marmion exchanged a greeting with Stone then took a seat beside him.

         ‘I was just telling Mr Stone how you came to join the police force,’ said Sir Edward. ‘You followed in your father’s footsteps.’

         ‘It was against his wishes, Sir Edward,’ said Marmion. ‘He always wanted me to choose a less dangerous occupation.’

         ‘You thrive on danger.’

         ‘I suppose that I do.’

         ‘It’s not only policemen who face danger,’ argued Stone. ‘Look at my brother. You’d have thought that being a gentlemen’s outfitter would keep him out of harm’s way. Then there’s me. When the war broke out, I immediately changed my name to hide the fact that our parents 58emigrated from Germany. That didn’t stop someone from burning down one of my warehouses. I regret to say,’ he added, pointedly, ‘that the police never caught the man responsible.’

         ‘I’ll find the arsonist from last night,’ said Marmion, confidently.

         ‘How?’

         ‘We’ll do it by a variety of means, sir. I think I told you that two of those involved were in custody. Three other members of that mob will be arrested and questioned this morning. I’ve no doubt that we’ll be able to squeeze other names out of them.’

         ‘All that will take time, Inspector.’

         ‘An investigation like this can’t be rushed,’ said Sir Edward.

         ‘I want results.’

         ‘We all share that desire, sir.’

         ‘We have to separate out the different elements in the case,’ said Marmion. ‘Several people were guilty of wilful destruction of property and looting but there are also individuals responsible for arson and murder. The perpetrators of all those crimes will be brought to book.’

         Stone fell silent. His head lowered and his shoulders sagged. He seemed at once hurt and embarrassed. He ran his tongue across dry lips. Marmion and the commissioner put the sudden change of manner down to his grief at the death of his brother but that was not the case. Stone was thinking about Ruth Stein. It needed a conscious effort to force the words out.

         ‘There’s another crime to add to your list, Inspector,’ he said.

         ‘Oh?’ Marmion’s ears pricked up.

         ‘At the time when the shop was starting to burn down …’ He paused, gritted his teeth then blurted out the information. ‘My niece was being raped in the alley at the rear of the property.’

         
             

         

         59When they reported to their barracks that morning, they changed into their uniforms and joined the rest of the regiment in the square. Their equipment was checked by an eagle-eyed sergeant, then they climbed into an army lorry that would take them to the railway station. The general banter of their companions gave them no chance for a private conversation. In fact, it was not until they boarded a ferry in Dover that they had an opportunity to speak alone. As the two of them stood in the stern and watched the white cliffs slowly receding behind them, remorse stirred in the shorter man.

         ‘It was wrong, Ol,’ he said, squirming with regret. ‘What we did last night was very wrong.’

         His friend sniggered. ‘It felt right to me.’

         ‘She was only a young girl.’

         ‘That’s how I like them.’

         ‘I can’t stop thinking about her.’

         ‘Why? I was the one who shagged her. You were too shit-scared to take your pants down. I juiced her up nicely for you and you ran away.’

         ‘I felt sorry for her.’

         ‘It was her own stupid fault. She should have given us a kiss.’

         ‘It was cruel, Ol.’

         ‘Forget it, will you? It’s over and done with now.’

         ‘Suppose she reports us to the police.’

         ‘Let her,’ said the taller man, spitting into the sea. ‘What use will that do? She’s got no idea who we are. The coppers would never find us in a month of Sundays. Besides,’ he went on, ‘the pair of us could be dead soon. I was determined to have at least one good shag before that happens. You should have done the same.’

         ‘I couldn’t,’ confessed the other. ‘I just couldn’t somehow.’ 60

         ‘What was the trouble – brewer’s droop?’

         ‘I thought it was wrong. And – no matter what you say – I still believe we might pay for it one day.’

         His friend laughed derisively. ‘Not a chance, Gatty – we’re in the clear, I tell you. If we do ever get back to Blighty, it will all have blown over.’ He slapped him on the back. ‘Now stop worrying about it, will you? Think about shooting Huns instead.’

         
             

         

         Given the circumstances, Marmion was amazed that Miriam Stein was prepared to be interviewed about the crime. Ruth was completely unequal to the task but her mother was determined that mourning her husband would not prevent her from seeking justice for the rape of her daughter. When he reached the Stein home, Marmion found that Stone had got there before him and taken charge. His wife and two daughters were also there, as were the rabbi and some family friends who’d come to offer solace. As he entered the house, Marmion removed his hat and was conducted along a passageway by Stone. Beside every door was a symbol that it was a Jewish household. The inspector was shown into a room at the far end.

         ‘Wait here, please,’ said Stone. ‘I’ll fetch Mimi.’

         Left alone for a couple of minutes, Marmion was able to take his bearings. He was in what had obviously been Jacob Stein’s office. The man was scrupulously tidy. Everything on the desk was in neat piles and the books were arranged carefully on the bookshelves that covered two walls. A framed photograph of the Jermyn Street shop hung above the desk, flanked by photos of Stein’s son and daughter. Seeing the smiling innocence on Ruth’s face, Marmion felt a mingled sadness and anger when he thought of the ordeal she must have suffered. His own daughter came into his mind. Had Alice been the 61victim of rape, he could imagine how enraged he would be.

         Stone eventually returned and introduced his sister-in-law. Though Miriam had clearly shed tears, she was bearing up well under the double tragedy. She sat on the little settee beside Stone. Marmion lowered himself onto the upright chair opposite them. He was not certain if Stone was there to offer moral support to his sister-in-law or simply to keep a watchful eye on him. Since the man was determined to stay, however, there was nothing that Marmion could do about it.

         ‘Allow me to offer my condolences, Mrs Stein,’ he began. ‘It’s very good of you to speak to me at such a trying time.’

         ‘What happened to Ruth was appalling,’ she said. ‘Somebody must be called to account for it.’

         ‘Both you and she have my sympathy. I have a daughter of my own. I can appreciate the anguish this must have brought you.’

         ‘We’re not talking about your daughter,’ said Stone.

         ‘Indeed not, sir.’ He took out a pad and pencil. ‘When you feel ready, Mrs Stein, perhaps you could give me the details.’

         ‘There are precious few to give,’ she said. ‘I had to tease them out of Ruth one by one. She was trying to block the whole thing out of her mind but I told her that she must face it. I also made sure that the doctor examined her this morning. Ruth feels somehow that she’s in disgrace but I keep telling her that she’s not. She was a victim.’

         ‘What exactly happened?’

         Miriam bit her lip then launched into her tale. It was necessarily short. She described why and when Ruth had left the shop and whom she’d encountered in the alley. Of the two young men, only one had actually committed the rape. They had told Ruth that they were going abroad with their regiment next day. Miriam explained how Ruth had behaved on her return and how the bloodstain on her stockings had 62aroused suspicion. After her daughter’s protracted stay in the bath, her mother knew that something was seriously amiss. Marmion waited until she had finished. Having to recount such unsavoury details had put great strain on Miriam. Stone patted her arm to show his approval then he flicked his gaze to Marmion.

         ‘We want this kept out of the papers, Inspector.’

         ‘Oh, yes,’ said Miriam. ‘I promised Ruth that there’d be no publicity. She’d die if that happened. You know the sort of lurid headlines that they use.’

         ‘There’ll have to be a mention when the case comes to court,’ said Marmion, apologetically, ‘but the interest should have died down by then and your daughter, hopefully, will feel strong enough to identify the two men.’ He looked at his notes. ‘She gave only the sketchiest descriptions. Did she say anything else about them? Their height, weight, skin complexion, for instance? What were they wearing at the time?’

         ‘Ruth didn’t notice that. They were just … drunken young men.’

         ‘People with beer inside them tend to talk a lot. What sort of accents did they have? Were they from London or another part of the country?’

         ‘She didn’t say, Inspector.’

         ‘They must have called each other something.’

         ‘Oh, yes,’ said Miriam, ‘they did. Ruth remembered that. One was called Ol – short for Oliver, I presume. And he referred to the other as Gatty.’

         Marmion put his pad away. ‘That’s enough to go on.’

         ‘It doesn’t sound as if it is to me,’ argued Stone.

         ‘I can soon find out which regiments were shipped to France today, sir. Oliver is not that common a name. I’ll use a process of elimination. 63As for his accomplice, Gatty must be a diminutive of some sort. A thorough search will uncover his real name.’ He rose to his feet. ‘Thank you, Mrs Stein. I’ll intrude no longer. What you’ve told me has been extremely useful. We’ll have to see if it’s related in any way to the other crimes that took place or if it was a separate incident.’

         ‘What can we tell Ruth?’ asked Miriam.

         ‘Tell her that her attackers made a fatal mistake in mentioning that they’re in the army. I know where to look for them now. Being a member of the British Expeditionary Force doesn’t make them immune from arrest – as they’ll find out in due course. Goodbye to both of you.’

         ‘Goodbye, Inspector,’ said Miriam.

         ‘I’ll show you out,’ said Stone, getting up and opening the door. ‘And I want to thank you,’ he added when they were alone in the passageway. ‘Miriam’s emotions are very fragile at the moment, as you can well understand. You handled that interview with sensitivity.’

         It was unexpected praise from an unlikely source. Marmion had the feeling that he might win over Herbert Stone after all. But he knew that there was a long way to go before he did that.

         
             

         

         Dorothy Holdstock was peeling potatoes in the kitchen when she heard a knock at her front door. After running her hands under the tap for a moment, she dried them on her pinafore and went out. When she opened the door, she was taken completely by surprise. Standing in the porch with a suitcase in her hand was her sister.

         ‘Irene!’ she exclaimed. ‘You’re still alive!’

         Throwing their arms around each other, they cried with joy. 64
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            CHAPTER SEVEN

         

         Joe Keedy enjoyed questioning suspects. The process was a battle of wills that he usually won. Marmion had taught him a valuable lesson. Divide and rule. When more than one person was involved, it was important to split them up to avoid collusion. As a result of the names gleaned from Brian Coley, three men from Shoreditch were arrested at their places of work and brought in separately. Keedy interrogated each of them in turn. The first was the easiest to break. After an initial denial, he soon buckled and confessed that he had been in Jermyn Street the night before. A chimney sweep by trade, he claimed that he was accidentally caught up in the attack and had not actually entered the shop. When Keedy pointed out that items stolen from the property had been found at his home, he wilted completely.

         The second man was a street trader, a fast-talking cockney who swore that he’d been nowhere near the West End at the time. His girlfriend would vouch for him. After ten minutes of verbal jousting, Keedy 66exposed his claim as an arrant lie and charged him. It was the third man who gave the sergeant the most trouble. Sidney Timpson was a wily character in his twenties who worked as a glazier. Keedy seized on the man’s occupation.

         ‘So you came to the West End touting for trade, did you?’

         Timpson frowned. ‘What you on about?’

         ‘That shop window you smashed in Jermyn Street,’ said Keedy. ‘It’s a clever way to get business, Sidney. You break someone’s window then offer to mend it.’

         ‘Is that supposed to be a joke, Sergeant?’

         ‘I was never more serious. You were seen outside the premises of Jacob Stein yesterday evening.’

         ‘I’ve never even heard of the bloke.’

         ‘Do you deny it, then?’

         ‘Of course I bloody well do. I was out with friends in Shoreditch. You ask the landlord of the Lamb & Flag. He’ll tell you that we were drinking there until closing time.’

         ‘That was well after the incident in Jermyn Street.’

         ‘We were there all evening.’

         ‘Do you know a man named Brian Coley?’

         Timpson became defensive. ‘Not really – why do you ask?’

         ‘What about Tommy Rudge, the barrow boy?’

         ‘Yes, I know old Tommy. He was boozing with me at the Lamb & Flag. Tommy will speak up for me.’

         ‘I don’t think so, Sidney. According to him, he spent the evening with his girlfriend. That was before I got him to admit the lie. Then he named you as being with him and the rest of that mob.’

         ‘Don’t listen to Tommy,’ said the other, contemptuously. ‘He makes things up.’ 67

         ‘Then the pair of you have something in common. Right,’ said Keedy, rubbing his hands, ‘where are we? You don’t really know Brian Coley and Tommy Rudge is a liar. Is that what you’re saying?’

         Timpson glared at him. ‘Yeah, it is.’

         ‘Then there must be some mistake in our records.’

         ‘Eh?’

         ‘You’ve been a bad boy, Sidney, haven’t you? Our records show that you’ve been arrested on three occasions for being drunk and disorderly. And the person who was arrested with you,’ said Keedy, reading from the sheet of paper in front of him, ‘was the man you don’t really know – Brian Coley. In my experience, you can get to know someone pretty well when you spend a night in a police cell with him. In any case,’ he continued, ‘you and Coley live in the same street. Can the pair of you really be such strangers?’

         Timpson was adamant. ‘I was at the Lamb & Flag.’

         ‘Nobody disputes that. You went there with Rudge and Len Harper – after you’d looted that shop in Jermyn Street. Both of them confirm that.’

         ‘What’s Lenny Harper been saying?’

         ‘It sounded like the truth to me.’

         ‘I know nothing about any mob in the West End.’

         ‘Then how come I have three witnesses who place you there, three close friends of yours who realise just how much trouble they’re in and who decided to come clean?’ He leant across the table. ‘Do you know what I think, Sidney? You were their leader. Coley, Rudge and Harper all look up to you. I think it was your idea to go on the rampage yesterday.’

         ‘No, it wasn’t.’

         ‘You actually led the mob.’ 68

         ‘Piss off!’

         ‘When they’d had enough to drink, you stirred them up into a rage then took them off to attack a shop with a German name over it. You probably threw that brick through the window.’

         ‘No, I never!’ howled Timpson.

         ‘I bet you were the first to clamber in, weren’t you – the first to grab what you wanted? It was your privilege as the leader.’

         ‘I wasn’t even there.’

         ‘Then why do three people swear otherwise?’ asked Keedy.

         ‘Ask them.’

         ‘It’s no good lying, Sidney. You were seen. That’s how I know that you were the one who poured petrol onto that fire.’

         ‘That wasn’t me!’ shouted Timpson, unnerved by the charge. ‘It was that bloke in the dungarees. He brought the can with him.’

         When he heard what he’d just said, he put his hands to his face and groaned inwardly. The game was up. Under pressure from Keedy, he’d just confessed the truth. There was no way out.

         ‘Good,’ said Keedy, beaming. ‘I’m glad that we sorted that out. Let’s start all over again, shall we?’

         
             

         

         Dorothy Holdstock was both relieved and delighted to see her sister again. Having had no official confirmation that Irene had survived the disaster, she’d been on tenterhooks as she waited for news. It had come in the best possible way – her sister’s arrival on her doorstep. Over a cup of tea, Irene explained how she’d managed to escape drowning. Playing down the role she took in helping others to get safely off the ship, she talked about the chair that she clung to as she waited to be rescued by a boat.

         ‘It sounds to me as if you owe a lot to your friend,’ said Dorothy. 69

         ‘Ernie has always looked out for me.’

         ‘How long have you known him?’

         ‘Years and years, Dot.’

         ‘Is he the one who proposed to you?’

         ‘Yes, he is.’

         ‘Why did you turn him down?’

         ‘There were lots of reasons,’ said Irene, pensively. ‘First of all, I don’t want another husband. I had a wonderful marriage with Arthur and no man could ever replace him. Second, I discovered that I wasn’t the only female member of the crew that Ernie Gill had proposed to.’ Dorothy was scandalised. ‘And third, much as I like him, he really upsets me sometimes.’

         ‘How does he do that?’

         ‘Well, he has a bit of a temper and uses bad language. I think he could turn violent if he was crossed.’

         Her sister clicked her tongue. ‘You don’t want that,’ she said. ‘On the other hand, a proposal is a proposal. A woman can’t afford to be too fussy.’

         There was deep sadness in Dorothy’s voice because she had never received a proposal of marriage. Irene had been the pretty sister. None of the boys had been interested in Dorothy. Now in her forties, she was a tubby and rather unprepossessing woman who’d given up all hope of finding a husband and settled for being a pillar of the local church, an occasional babysitter and the manageress of a shoe shop. She lived in the little house that she and Irene had jointly inherited at the death of their parents and staved off loneliness by renting out a room to a blind old lady named Miss James.

         ‘How long can you stay, Irene?’

         ‘If it’s all the same to you, I’ll stay indefinitely.’ 70

         ‘What about your job?’

         ‘I’ve finished with the sea, Dot. It’s had one go at trying to kill me and that’s one too many. I want to keep my feet on dry land from now on.’

         ‘I don’t blame you,’ said Dorothy. ‘Though I do wish that I’d had all those adventures you enjoyed – sailing on a famous liner, going to America all those times, getting proposals. I mean, it’s so romantic.’

         ‘That’s not how it felt at the time. If truth be told, it was too much like hard work.’

         ‘So what will you do now?’

         ‘Look around for a job in London,’ said Irene. ‘I hope you don’t mind having me back.’

         ‘No – of course I don’t. It’s a real treat for me. Besides, you own half the house.’

         ‘Do you still have Miss James here?’

         ‘Yes, she’s no bother – keeps herself to herself.’

         ‘When did she first move in?’

         ‘It must be almost five years ago.’

         Irene smiled. ‘You live with someone for almost five years and you still don’t call her by her Christian name?’

         ‘No, she’ll always be Miss James to me.’

         ‘And does she still call you Miss Holdstock?’

         ‘Of course,’ said Dorothy with mock propriety. ‘I don’t allow any familiarity under this roof.’ They traded a laugh. ‘Oh, it’s so wonderful to have you back again, Irene. When I heard the awful news about the Lusitania, I nearly had a heart attack. I went to church every day to pray for you – and it worked. Thank God you came home on my day off so that I was here when you knocked. I can’t tell you how marvellous it was to see you in the flesh again.’ They heard the tinkle 71of a small bell. ‘That will be Miss James. I’ll go and see what she wants.’

         Dorothy got up from the table and went off, leaving her sister to look around the kitchen and see how little it had changed in the past decade. Irene was pleased to be back in the house where she’d been born and brought up. It made her feel safe and wanted. Yet she was not simply returning to her roots. Moving to London would be the start of a new phase of her life, she told herself, and that was an exciting prospect.

         
             

         

         By the time he’d finished interviewing the suspects from Shoreditch, Joe Keedy had elicited two additional names of people who took part in the looting of the shop in Jermyn Street. One was a member of the bar staff of the pub where the mob had been drinking beforehand. Another was a newspaper vendor with a regular pitch near Piccadilly Circus. Keedy sent off men to arrest the pair of them. The other three, meanwhile, had been charged and released on bail. They went off arguing furiously, each accusing the others of betraying him.

         When Keedy went to Marmion’s office to compare notes with him, he found the inspector poring over a sheaf of papers on his desk.

         ‘Hello, Joe,’ said Marmion, ‘how did you get on?’

         ‘I had them singing like canaries in the end.’

         ‘What did they tell you?’

         Keedy gave him an attenuated version of the three interviews. The most important development, he felt, was that all of the suspects had described the man with the petrol can and actually seen him pour the liquid out before using his cigarette to ignite it. None of them had known the man’s name but all said that he worked somewhere in the West End and knew the area intimately. 72

         ‘I’ve had the report from the fire brigade,’ explained Marmion. ‘They found the petrol can amid the debris but there was no way of identifying where it was bought. The intense heat had melted it and caused it to buckle.’

         ‘We’ve drawn a blank there, then,’ said Keedy.

         ‘My guess is that it was sold by a garage nearby. Nobody wants to carry a full can of petrol any distance. It would be too heavy. I’ve sent men off to check at any garages in the locality.’

         ‘That’s very wise, Inspector.’

         ‘Wisdom is like sciatica, Joe – it comes with age.’

         ‘You’re still a young man at heart.’

         ‘I don’t feel young. When I look at our Alice and realise how old she is now, I feel quite ancient.’

         ‘How is Alice?’

         ‘I’d like to say that she’s very well but she’s got this weird idea into her head that she’d like to join the WEC.’

         ‘What’s so weird about it?’

         Marmion sighed. ‘Alice worked her socks off to get qualifications to teach, Joe. I don’t want her to throw all that effort away. In any case, the WEC is not short of recruits, whereas schools are certainly short of good teachers like my daughter.’

         ‘It’s her decision and she is over twenty-one.’

         ‘We accept that, Joe. At the end of the day, we’ll support her in whatever she does – as long as she doesn’t join the Women’s Police Service, that is. Apparently, that’s what you advised her to do.’

         ‘I did,’ said Keedy. ‘I think she’d make a good policewoman. Alice is bright, hard-working and she’s got a natural authority. I know there’s a lot of opposition to the Women’s Force but I think girls like Alice could do certain things much better than we can.’ 73

         ‘That’s exactly what I thought when I visited the Stein house,’ recalled Marmion. ‘I was following up that rape allegation. I never actually spoke to the victim herself – she was still in shock – but I felt very awkward as I talked to her mother. It was exactly the sort of situation where a woman would have come into her own.’

         ‘You should have taken Alice with you.’

         ‘She is not going to join the police.’

         It was Marmion’s turn to recount details of an interview. He told Keedy how struck he was by Miriam Stein’s dignity and by her steely determination to seek justice for her daughter. At a time when she was coping with one family catastrophe, she had the strength to deal with another one. She’d been able to pass on two significant details about Ruth’s attackers. Keedy was interested to hear of them.

         ‘It took one phone call to find out what I wanted,’ he said. ‘The only soldiers who embarked for the Continent today were members of the East Surrey Regiment. They’re going to Ypres as reinforcements.’

         ‘Then they’re brave men. Ypres is a real hellhole.’

         ‘The two people we’re after are not brave, Joe. They’re cruel, heartless bastards and their names are somewhere on this list.’ He indicated the sheaf of papers in front of him. ‘I had this sent over from the War Office. They were very reluctant at first, then I threatened to set the commissioner onto them. That did the trick.’

         ‘Have you discovered who the two men are?’

         ‘Not yet, I haven’t. Bring that other chair over and help me.’

         Keedy picked up an upright chair, placed it behind the desk and sat beside the inspector. Marmion spread the pages out.

         ‘How far have you got?’ asked Keedy.

         ‘I’ve had a first glance through the names and there are four Olivers in the regiment. One is a major, so I think we can discount him 74immediately. We’re looking for two uncouth characters. They’ll be somewhere in the ranks.’

         ‘What was the other name Mrs Stein mentioned?’

         ‘Gatty.’

         ‘Could that be short for Gareth or something?’

         ‘If it is, we’re stumped. There’s no Gareth on the list.’

         ‘Let me see.’

         Keedy pulled the pages closer so that he could scan them. When he’d been through the Christian names of all the men, he went quickly through the list again and concentrated on the surnames. Finding what he was after, he jabbed a triumphant finger at the name.

         ‘That’s him,’ he decided. ‘John Gatliffe. I’d put money on him being called Gatty.’

         ‘You could be right, Joe.’

         ‘I am right. There’s no other surname like it.’

         ‘If Gatliffe is our man, we can soon unmask his friend, Oliver.’

         ‘How can you do that, Inspector?’

         ‘By comparing addresses,’ said Marmion, opening a folder to take out another list. ‘Friends usually live close to each other. Let’s see where our three Olivers live, shall we?’ It took him less than a minute to identify the man. ‘Here he is – Oliver Cochran. He lives in Ewell and so, by a strange coincidence, does John Gatliffe. It has to be him, Joe. Oliver Cochran was the one who actually carried out the rape. Gatliffe held the girl down.’

         ‘Then they’re both culpable.’

         Marmion gathered up the pages. ‘I promised to have these sent back at once to the War Office. They’ve fulfilled their purpose.’

         ‘What’s the next step, Inspector?’

         ‘The commissioner will have to go into battle for us.’ 75

         ‘Do you think there’ll be opposition?’

         ‘I’m certain of it, Joe. The army won’t want any of its men subject to a police investigation. They need every soldier they can get. Sir Edward will have to use his full weight,’ said Marmion. ‘We must have warrants for the arrest of those men and documents that give us access to them. Apart from the rape, they may have also been guilty of looting the shop.’ His jaw tightened. ‘Gatliffe and Cochran are in for a big surprise.’

         
             

         

         They had never been abroad before and the sheer novelty of France diverted their minds from the uncertainties that lay ahead. Private John Gatliffe and Private Oliver Cochran of the East Surrey Regiment were amazed by the long straight roads lined with trees and by the quaint villages through which they were driven to the cheers of the locals. When the procession stopped for refreshment and everyone hopped out of their respective lorries, the friends were able to have a quiet chat together. Gatliffe lit a cigarette then used its tip to light the one he’d just given to Cochran. After inhaling deeply, they blew out smoke in unison.

         ‘It’s so different, Ol, isn’t it?’ said Gatliffe.

         ‘Yes,’ said Cochran, gloomily. ‘We’re heading for a war zone.’

         ‘I was talking about the countryside and the people.’

         ‘The countryside is all right but I don’t like the look of the people. All we’ve seen so far are scrawny old men and ugly peasant women. I loathe the French.’

         ‘But they’re our allies.’

         ‘That doesn’t mean I have to like them.’

         ‘I’m hoping to learn some French while I’m here.’

         Cochran was mystified. ‘Whatever for?’

         ‘So I can talk to them in their own language.’ 76

         ‘That’s stupid, Gatty. If they want to talk to us, let them learn English. The only time we might need French is if we go on leave and find a brothel. Two words will do – “How much?” That’s unless we can get it free, of course.’

         Gatliffe was uncomfortably reminded of the incident on their final night in England but he did not bring it up again. Cochran had told him to forget all about it and that was what his friend was trying and failing to do. After another pull on his cigarette, Gatliffe looked ahead.

         ‘What do you think it will be like, Ol?’

         ‘Where?’

         ‘At the front.’

         ‘I’ve got no idea.’

         ‘You hear such terrible stories.’

         ‘I just ignore them,’ said Cochran, airily.

         ‘Aren’t you afraid of the Germans?’

         ‘No, Gatty, I’m more afraid of the bloody Frenchies. They’ll let us down. They can’t even defend their own borders. If it wasn’t for us, the Germans would have occupied Paris by now.’

         ‘Why did you join up?’

         ‘You know why.’

         ‘I know you got that white feather – so did I. But was that the real reason? I enlisted because my cousin was badly wounded at Mons. They shipped back what was left of him and he hung on until this year before he died.’ Gatliffe hunched his shoulders. ‘Pete was just nineteen. When he first came home, I couldn’t bear to look at him. He’d lost both legs and an eye. I wanted to hit back at the Germans who’d done that to him.’ He went off into a reverie for a few minutes. When he jerked himself out of it, he turned to Cochran. ‘What about you, Ol?’ 77

         His friend blew out a smoke ring. ‘I was bored, Gatty.’

         ‘What – bored with living in Ewell?’

         ‘I was bored with everything. I was bored with my job, for a start. Mending roofs all day is no fun, I can tell you. I was bored with living at home and arguing with Dad time and time again. Most of all, I was bored with being asked by people why I hadn’t joined the army and gone off to fight for my country. In the end, I just wanted a bit of adventure so, when you decided to enlist, I did so as well.’

         ‘Weren’t you scared of the danger?’

         ‘No,’ said Cochran, emphatically. ‘You’re used to danger if you work as a roofer. I’ve seen two men badly injured after falling from a ladder and one killed when he slipped off a church roof. It can’t be much more dangerous than that at the front.’

         ‘Nothing ever seems to frighten you, does it?’ said Gatliffe, enviously. ‘I wish I was like that.’ A memory stabbed him like the thrust of a bayonet and he winced. ‘I also wish that we hadn’t bumped into that girl in London.’

         ‘Are you still worrying about that?’

         ‘I keep seeing her face, Ol.’

         Cochran laughed. ‘I keep feeling her body and tasting her lips and remembering how I shot my spunk into her. It was terrific, Gatty, every second of it. You don’t know what you missed.’

         
             

         

         Ruth Stein sat on the edge of the bath with the box of tablets in her hand. In her febrile mind, they seemed to offer an escape from the ruins of her life. She opened the packet, put a tablet in the palm of her hand and stared at it. 78
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            CHAPTER EIGHT

         

         David Cohen was on the verge of tears as he stood outside what had once been his place of work. All that was left of the shop now was an empty smoke-blackened shell. A waist-high fence had been erected to keep anyone from actually entering the premises but, since there was nothing left to steal, it was largely redundant. Acting as a second line of defence was a solitary policeman. Cohen was bound to wonder why he and his colleagues had not been on duty there the day before to safeguard the premises.

         Harvey Marmion had agreed to meet him in Jermyn Street rather than at Scotland Yard because he wanted to view the full extent of the damage in daylight. The two men stood side by side on the opposite pavement.

         ‘Mr Stein didn’t stand a chance,’ said Cohen, sorrowfully. ‘He was trapped upstairs by the fire.’

         ‘That’s not what happened,’ said Marmion, gently. ‘According to the pathologist conducting the post-mortem, your employer might have 80been dead before the fire even reached him. I’ve issued a statement to the press to the effect that Jacob Stein was murdered.’

         Cohen was horror-struck. ‘Murdered – but how?’

         ‘He was stabbed through the heart, sir.’

         The news was like a hammer blow to Cohen. He needed minutes to recover from the shock. Dabbing at his eyes with a handkerchief he plucked from the sleeve of his jacket, he looked up to heaven in supplication. Cohen was the manager of the shop, the person entrusted to run it and handle any initial enquiries for the high-quality bespoke tailoring on offer. Since the man had worked there for well over fifteen years, Marmion deduced that he was good at his job. Otherwise Stein would not have kept him. Cohen was a slim, sinewy man of medium height in a superbly cut suit. Marmion put him somewhere in his early fifties.

         ‘What sort of an employer was he?’ asked Marmion.

         ‘You couldn’t wish to work for a better man,’ said Cohen, loyally. ‘It was a pleasure to be a member of his staff. He expected us to work hard, of course, but he set us all a perfect example.’

         ‘Did Mr Stein follow a set routine?’

         ‘Yes, Inspector – he was always the first to arrive and the last to leave. When the shop was closed, he’d take any cash and cheques from the till and put them in the safe upstairs. He was very conscious of security. That’s why all the doors had special locks.’

         ‘So when he went upstairs yesterday evening, he would have locked the door to the shop behind him.’

         ‘There’s no question about that.’

         ‘What about his other employees? I gather that apart from you, there were three full-time tailors and one man who worked part-time. Would they have had keys to all the doors?’ 81

         ‘Oh, no,’ said Cohen, anxious to stress his seniority. ‘Only Mr Stein and I had a full set.’

         ‘What about the key to the safe?’

         ‘Mr Stein had that, Inspector. He kept a duplicate at home in case of loss. However, the key alone wouldn’t have opened the safe. You’d need to know the combination as well.’

         ‘Did anyone apart from Mr Stein know the combination?’

         ‘Nobody on the staff was told.’

         ‘What happened to the day’s takings if Mr Stein was not there and you had no access to his safe?’

         ‘It was only very rarely that he was absent during business hours. On such occasions,’ said Cohen, ‘I’d put everything in the night safe at the bank. He was such a kind man,’ he continued, wiping away a last tear, ‘and generous to a fault. Who could possibly have wanted to kill him?’

         ‘I’m hoping that you might point us in the right direction, sir.’

         Cohen was nonplussed. ‘How can I do that?’

         ‘By providing more detail about him,’ said Marmion. ‘Mr Stein was clearly well known but success usually breeds envy. Is there anyone who might have nursed resentment against him?’

         ‘I can’t think of anybody.’

         ‘What about his business rivals?’

         ‘Well, yes, there were one or two people who felt overshadowed by him. That’s in the nature of things. But surely none of them would go to the length of killing him,’ argued Cohen. ‘When the shop was burnt down, we’d effectively have been put out of business for a long time. Wasn’t that enough?’

         ‘I’d like the names of any particular rivals.’

         Cohen was circumspect. ‘I’m not accusing anyone, Inspector.’ 82

         ‘That’s not what I’m asking you to do, sir,’ said Marmion. ‘I just want an insight into the closed world of gentlemen’s tailoring. Nobody is universally admired and none of us look benevolently upon all our fellow human beings. We tend to like or loathe. Is there anyone about whom Mr Stein spoke harshly?’

         ‘Yes,’ admitted the other, ‘there were a few people whom he regarded with …’ He searched for the right word. ‘Well, let’s call it suspicion rather than contempt.’

         ‘I’d appreciate their names, Mr Cohen.’

         ‘Very well – but you’re looking in the wrong direction.’

         ‘I’d also like the names of any employees who might have left under a cloud. Have any been dismissed in the last year?’

         ‘There was one,’ said Cohen, uneasily, ‘and another left of his own accord shortly afterwards. Not because of any bad treatment from Mr Stein, I hasten to add. They were simply … not suitable employees.’

         ‘Yet he must have thought so when he took them on.’

         ‘We all make errors of judgement, Inspector.’

         ‘So Mr Stein was not the paragon you portray him as,’ observed Marmion, taking out a pad and pencil. ‘Before I have those names from you, answer me this, if you will. I take it that you know Mr Stein’s brother quite well.’

         ‘Yes, I do,’ said the other, guardedly.

         ‘How did the two of them get on?’

         David Cohen was too honest a man to tell a direct lie. At the same time, he did not wish to divulge confidential information and so he retreated into silence and gave an expressive shrug.

         Marmion read the message in his eyes.

         ‘Very well,’ he said, ‘let’s have those names, shall we?’

         
             

         

         83Detective Sergeant Joe Keedy had conducted countless interviews during his time as a policeman but none had resembled the one in which he took part that evening. Visiting the pub where members of the destructive mob had reportedly been drinking before they made for Jermyn Street, Keedy sought out Douglas Emmott, who worked there behind the bar. Emmott was a short, slender, ebullient man in his thirties with a swarthy complexion and shiny dark hair that gave him an almost Mediterranean look. When Keedy explained who he was and why he was there, Emmott took a combative stance.

         ‘Yes, I was there,’ he confessed, freely, ‘and, if you want the truth, I’m damned glad that I was.’

         Anticipating lies and evasion, Keedy was taken aback by the man’s defiant honesty. Emmott put his hands on his hips.

         ‘Given the chance,’ he said, ‘I’d do the same thing again.’

         ‘Oh – so you feel proud that you broke the law?’

         ‘I feel proud that I struck a blow for the downtrodden masses. I belong to them, see?’ He pointed an accusatory finger. ‘Have you ever seen the prices of the suits in that shop?’

         ‘I have, as a matter of fact,’ said Keedy.

         ‘They cost more than I earn in a whole year. That’s indecent, Sergeant. Why should anyone pay all that money for a suit when there are people starving in this city?’

         ‘That’s not the point at issue, sir.’

         ‘It is for me. I believe that society should have a moral basis. Let me explain what I mean,’ said Emmott, warming to his theme. ‘I started work in this pub last January and I got here very early in the morning on my first day. Do you know what I found?’

         ‘No,’ said Keedy, ‘what was it?’

         ‘I found an old man, curled up in the doorway, frozen to death. 84Imagine it, Sergeant. He’d crawled in there like an unwanted dog and spent his last hours on earth shivering throughout a cold winter’s night. How could that be allowed to happen in a civilised society?’

         ‘I don’t have the answer to that, sir. What I can tell you is that, unfortunately, the incident is not an isolated case.’

         ‘He was dressed in rags and wrapped in newspaper,’ said Emmott with vehemence. ‘Compare that poor devil to the overpaid toffs who buy their expensive suits and thick overcoats from people like Jacob Stein. It’s wrong, Sergeant. Why should some prosper while others live and die in absolute penury? It’s all wrong.’

         ‘I’m inclined to agree with you there.’

         ‘Then why aren’t you doing something about it?’

         ‘I don’t accept that looting and destroying someone’s shop is a legitimate way of righting social inequalities,’ said Keedy, forcefully. ‘It’s sheer vandalism and it’s a crime.’

         ‘Jacob Stein was a symbol of class dominance.’

         ‘He was a man who made the most of his exceptional abilities. As such, he’s entitled to the respect of the general public and the protection of the law.’

         ‘Don’t talk to me about the law,’ said Emmott, frothing. ‘It’s been devised by the rich for the benefit of the rich. Our police are nothing but the lackeys of the ruling class. You should be ashamed to be part of them, Sergeant.’

         ‘We serve people from all ranks of society, Mr Emmott.’

         ‘That’s rubbish!’

         ‘We do, sir.’

         ‘Where were you when that old man froze to death?’

         ‘Where were you when Jacob Stein was murdered?’ asked Keedy, tiring of the barman’s rant. Emmott was stunned. ‘You didn’t know about 85that, did you? While you were striking your blow for the downtrodden masses, somebody was stabbing Mr Stein to death.’

         The barman paled. ‘Is that true?’

         ‘That murder was probably hatched in this very pub.’

         ‘There was no talk of murder when we set out,’ pleaded Emmott. ‘Most people just wanted to show what they thought of Germans, whereas me and Archie were there on behalf of the deserving poor. We got principles, see? We fight against oppression.’

         ‘I’m sure that you think your motives are laudable,’ said Keedy with an edge, ‘but they won’t stop you being arrested. The same goes for this other person, Archie whatever-his-name-is. We were told that he sells newspapers in Piccadilly Circus. Is that correct?’

         ‘Yes, he’s my best friend.’

         ‘And he holds the same political views, by the sound of it.’

         ‘It’s the only reason we joined that march,’ said Emmott. ‘Me and Archie were not like the others. They wanted to avenge the sinking of the Lusitania, yet only a thousand or so people died as a result of that.’ Drawing himself up to his full height, he struck a pose. ‘We were there on behalf of the millions – yes, millions – of British subjects who are drowning in a sea of destitution.’

         ‘Who else was part of that mob?’ asked Keedy. ‘Apart from you, Archie and your high moral principles, who else set out to destroy Mr Stein’s shop once they’d come in here for some Dutch courage?’

         But there was no reply. Questioned about his own involvement, Emmott was frankness itself but he refused to incriminate anyone else. The information that a murder had taken place in Jermyn Street altered his whole view of the enterprise. He would happily admit that he and his friend stormed the premises of Jacob Stein but he would not identify his companions. Keedy knew instinctively that he would get 86nothing further out of Douglas Emmott. The barman had clammed up completely. Keedy suspected that the newspaper vendor would react in the same way. Convinced that they were political martyrs, the two friends would endure their own punishment while saying nothing about others who’d been part of the mob.

         Keedy arrested the barman and took him off. On their way to Vine Street police station, they picked up a newspaper vendor from Piccadilly Circus. Two more members of the mob would face charges.

         
             

         

         When her husband broke the news to her that evening, Ellen Marmion was astounded. It was a possibility that had never crossed her mind.

         ‘You’re going to France?’ she gasped, staring in disbelief.

         ‘If it can be arranged, love,’ said Marmion. ‘Then we’ll cross the border into Belgium. It’s where their regiment is heading.’

         ‘You won’t go near the front, surely.’

         ‘We’ll go wherever necessary to arrest the two men.’

         Hand to her chest, she sat on the arm of the sofa. ‘You’ve taken my breath away, Harvey. I mean, it’s such a long way to go.’

         ‘Scotland would be much further.’

         ‘It would be a lot safer as well. So many of our soldiers are being killed in Belgium, I find it hard to read the papers anymore. Well, you saw Paul’s last letter. He’s stationed further south, thank heaven, but he’d heard awful things about the battle raging around Ypres.’

         ‘Joe and I may not need to get anywhere near the town itself.’

         ‘All the same,’ she said, nervously, ‘I don’t like it.’

         ‘We can’t let them get away with it, Ellen.’

         ‘Well, no …’

         ‘Think how you’d feel if Alice had been assaulted like that,’ he suggested. ‘You’d want me to pursue them to the ends of the earth.’ 87Giving her a hug, he kissed the chevron of anxiety on her brow. ‘Don’t worry, love. I did go to France once before in pursuit of a criminal, remember, and I didn’t know a word of French that time. I’ll be a lot better prepared now.’

         ‘Can’t you send someone else?’

         ‘It’s my responsibility. The commissioner put me in charge of this case, so this is not something I feel that I can delegate.’

         ‘Why can’t Joe Keedy go there by himself?’

         ‘One detective can’t arrest two suspects,’ said Marmion, ‘and he certainly couldn’t bring them back alone. When they realise the sentence they’re facing, they’ll seize any chance to escape.’

         ‘In that case, you could be in danger.’

         ‘Stop getting so upset, love. You’ve never been like this before.’

         ‘You’ve never been to Belgium before.’

         He spread his arms. ‘It’s not an ideal situation, I grant you, but I want these two men behind bars. I’ll do whatever it takes to put them there. It’s all part of the inquiry into the looting and burning of Mr Stein’s shop.’

         Ellen made no reply. She took a close interest in her husband’s work and – though he kept any unpleasant details to himself – he found it helpful to use her as a sounding board. As a rule, she simply listened and made a few comments on what she’d been told about an investigation. This time, however, she was raising objections.

         ‘When will you go?’ she asked.

         ‘We have to wait for clearance first. Sir Edward is taking care of that. It could take a day or two.’

         ‘And will you and Joe be entirely on your own?’

         ‘Hardly,’ he told her. ‘We’ll cross the Channel on a troopship. We’ll probably have the protection of a battalion or two of infantry. There’s 88certain to be reinforcements and supplies going to the front.’

         ‘Will you travel with them in France?’

         ‘Yes – we’ll have bodyguards all the way, love.’

         She was mollified. ‘Oh, well, that sounds a little better.’

         ‘The pity is that I won’t get a chance to see Paul while I’m there,’ he said, ‘but his regiment is somewhere near the Somme. We won’t exactly be on a pleasure trip, so we can’t just move around at will. It’s a shame – I’d love to see our son again.’

         ‘I’d love you to make sure that he’s safe and well.’

         Paul Marmion had been part of a collective enlistment. When it was announced that those who signed up together would serve together, groups of young men had rushed to the recruitment centres. Paul played for a football team that had volunteered as a complete unit. Knowing that their son was among friends gave Marmion and his wife a degree of reassurance at first. However, as the lists of British casualties on the Western Front steadily lengthened, they had serious concerns for Paul’s safety.

         Ellen stood up and Marmion embraced her again. It had been a long day but he had got home in time for the evening meal. The sound of bubbling hot water took his wife into the kitchen to turn down the gas underneath a saucepan. Marmion followed her and sniffed.

         ‘Something smells tasty.’

         ‘It’ll be another ten minutes yet,’ she warned him. ‘Tell me about the rest of the investigation. Have you made any progress?’

         ‘We think so. Joe Keedy interviewed three suspects and got two more names of people who were there at the time. He went off earlier to arrest both of them. I’ll be interested to hear what he managed to winkle out of the pair.’

         ‘Have you caught the man who started the fire?’ 89

         ‘There were two, apparently. Witnesses talk of seeing smoke not long after the looting began. Then a second man emptied a can of petrol at the rear of the shop and – boom – the fire really blazed.’

         ‘It’s such an appalling thing to do.’

         ‘We’ll get him eventually,’ he said, determinedly. ‘We managed to find the garage where he bought the petrol and the owner remembered him well enough to give us a good description of him. It tallies with what some of the others told us. I issued the description to the press when I made a statement about the murder. That will be tomorrow’s headline.’

         ‘What about the rape?’

         ‘We’re keeping quiet about that, Ellen. It’s what the family wants. They also want the body, of course. I had Mr Stein’s rabbi hassling me this afternoon.’

         ‘When can it be released?’

         ‘Later this evening, with luck,’ he said. ‘The post-mortem is almost complete. It’s been given top priority.’ He heard a door open upstairs. Feet then descended the stairs. ‘Here comes Alice.’

         ‘She’s been marking books up in her room.’

         ‘Has she said anything else about the WEC?’

         ‘Not a word, Harvey.’

         ‘Then I won’t bring it up.’ He turned to greet his daughter as she came into the kitchen. ‘Hello, teacher – how are you?’

         ‘Very well, Inspector,’ she replied, turning a cheek to accept a welcoming kiss from him. ‘You’re back earlier than usual.’

         ‘Is that a complaint?’

         ‘No, Daddy, it’s quite the reverse. It’s a nice surprise.’

         ‘Your father has to go to France,’ said Ellen.

         Alice blanched. ‘Going to France in the middle of a war?’ 90

         ‘It’s all part of the investigation,’ he said.

         Marmion gave her a brief explanation. Pleased that the two men accused of rape were being pursued, she was naturally worried about her father’s safety. He did his best to allay her fears.

         ‘What if they’re actually fighting at the front?’ she asked.

         ‘I think that’s unlikely,’ he replied. ‘They only set sail today. However, if they are in the trenches when we get there, Joe and I will have to put on a helmet and go in search of them.’ He laughed at the expressions of horror on their faces. ‘I was only joking.’

         ‘That kind of joke is not funny,’ chided Ellen. ‘I worry about Paul every day. Now I’ll have you to worry about as well.’

         ‘So Joe Keedy is going with you, is he?’ said Alice.

         ‘I couldn’t stop him. You know Joe. He loves action.’

         ‘Make sure you bring him back in one piece.’

         ‘He can look after himself, I promise you.’

         Alice pondered. ‘What are your chances of getting a conviction?’

         ‘Why do you ask that?’

         ‘Well,’ she said, seriously, ‘we all know how difficult it is to get a successful prosecution for rape. It’s one of the reasons some women won’t even report the crime.’

         ‘That’s a fair point,’ he remarked.

         ‘It would be a terrible shame for you to go to all that trouble to arrest these two men, only to see them walk scot-free from court.’

         ‘That won’t happen, Alice.’

         ‘Are you sure?’

         ‘No,’ he admitted. ‘When a case goes to court, you can never be one hundred per cent certain of the outcome. Juries have minds of their own. They sometimes come up with unexpected verdicts.’

         ‘That could happen in this case,’ said Ellen, siding with her daughter. 91‘Don’t misunderstand me. What those two men did was dreadful and they should be imprisoned for it. I’m just thinking how it would look in court. On one side, you’ve got two soldiers, fighting for their country and putting their lives at risk. On the other, you’ve got a teenage girl who’s bound to be a bundle of nerves. It will be her word against theirs.’

         ‘Are you suggesting that we don’t bother to go to France?’

         ‘No, Harvey, I’m just saying that it could be a waste of time.’

         ‘We won’t simply be arresting them for what they did to Ruth Stein,’ Marmion pointed out. ‘Several other crimes were committed. We’ll want to question them about their possible involvement in the attack on the shop. They may have a lot to answer for.’

         ‘I never thought of that.’

         ‘Mummy’s comment is very apt,’ Alice reflected. ‘What will happen in court? Everything turns on the evidence of the victim. To be cross-examined about what the attackers did to her would be a humiliating experience for any woman. How will this girl stand up to it?’

         ‘I don’t know,’ said Marmion.

         ‘Is she the sort of person who’d convince a jury?’

         ‘I can’t say, Alice. The truth is that I’ve never met Ruth Stein.’

         
             

         

         Staring ahead of her, Ruth sat upright in bed. Her face was drawn and her eyes were pools of despair. Miriam Stein sat on a chair beside the bed, holding her daughter’s hand and trying to temper her criticism with tenderness. Ruth had lost her nerve. Having taken enough of the pills to make her feel ill, she’d abandoned her suicide attempt and turned in a panic to her mother. After treatment in hospital, Ruth had been sent back home again.

         ‘Suicide is a criminal act,’ said Miriam, quietly. ‘Judaism is very clear 92on that. Someone who commits suicide is considered to be a murderer. Is that how you wished to be remembered?’

         ‘No, Mother,’ whispered Ruth. ‘I’m sorry.’

         ‘You’d have brought such shame upon the family.’

         ‘I did it because of my own shame.’

         ‘Remember your teaching. You must think of your soul.’

         Ruth nodded and tears began to form. She was sick, distraught and helpless. Conscious that suicide was anathema in her religion, she had nevertheless been unable to resist the impulse to end her life. She would now have to face further guilt and misery. Her life had become even more unbearable.

         Miriam waited a short while then rose to her feet.

         ‘I’ll send in Rabbi Hirsch,’ she said, moving to the door. ‘After you’ve spoken with him, your Uncle Herman wants to see you.’

         Ruth was frightened. Closing her eyes, she started to pray.
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            CHAPTER NINE

         

         One day in her sister’s company convinced Irene Bayard that she’d made the right decision in coming to live in London. There was a dimension of peace and security there. Dorothy Holdstock led an uncomplicated life. She had a full-time job, a small circle of friends and she shared her home with an undemanding old lady. Miss James occupied the downstairs front room behind thick lace curtains. In spite of her disability, she remained active. She would visit friends on most days and her younger brother would come up from Brighton once a fortnight to take her out for lunch. Much of the time, Dorothy was unaware of her presence. It was only when Miss James emerged to visit the bathroom or to make use of the kitchen that the two women had a proper conversation. A copper bell was the link between them. When it was rung three times, it was a signal for Dorothy to enter her lodger’s domain.

         ‘Does she still clean her own room?’ asked Irene.

         ‘Oh, yes,’ said Dorothy. ‘I offered to do it when I clean the rest of the 94house but Miss James wouldn’t hear of it. She doesn’t like anyone else in there and she’s quite able to spruce the place up.’

         ‘How old is she?’

         ‘I daren’t ask and she wouldn’t, in any case, tell me. She gave up having birthdays many years ago.’

         ‘I admire her independence.’

         ‘Oh, it’s nothing compared to yours, Irene.’

         ‘What do you mean?’ said Irene, surprised by the envy in her sister’s voice. ‘I’ve never been really independent.’

         ‘Yes, you have,’ countered Dorothy. ‘When most women lose a husband so young, as you did, they’re likely to shrink back into their shell. You came out of yours. I couldn’t believe it when you told me that you were going to sail thousands of miles a year across the ocean on a Cunard liner. If that’s not independence – what is?’

         ‘It’s not as wonderful as it sounds,’ warned Irene. ‘I was a member of the crew and I had no independence at all on board. If I’d been a passenger, of course, it would have been a different matter.’

         ‘Weren’t you afraid when you sailed from New York this time?’

         ‘No, Dot, I wasn’t.’

         ‘But there were threats to all shipping from the Germans.’

         ‘I ignored them and got on with my job.’

         ‘What would you do if the same situation arose again?’

         Irene was brisk. ‘It won’t arise,’ she said. ‘I never wish to go to sea again. My home is here now. All I need to do is to find a new job.’

         ‘There’s no hurry – you’ve earned a rest.’

         ‘I’m not the restful type.’

         Dorothy laughed. ‘I discovered that years ago,’ she said. ‘You’re always on the go. I could never keep up with you.’

         It was late evening and the two of them were sitting in the living 95room with a glass of cheap sherry apiece. As she looked around, Irene saw that the wallpaper was fading and that the paintings chosen by their parents were still on the wall. Time had stood still in the house. It was at once comforting and saddening. If she was to live there on a permanent basis, Irene thought, she would insist on redecoration. But that could wait. All she wished to do now was to ease back into an old existence.

         Dorothy glanced at the evening paper on the arm of the sofa.

         ‘Did you find anything that tempted you?’

         ‘Yes and no,’ said Irene. ‘There are plenty of jobs advertised but I’d like to know a bit more about them before I commit myself.’

         ‘What did you have in mind?’

         ‘I wanted something that gets me out and about. I’d like a job that helps me to meet new people all the time.’

         ‘Then you should work in our shop,’ said Dorothy, chuckling. ‘We have all sorts coming through the door.’

         ‘I’m not sure it would suit me, Dot.’

         ‘Then what would?’

         ‘Well,’ said Irene, reaching for the newspaper, ‘one of the adverts that caught my eye was to do with trams.’

         ‘You mean, working as a conductress?’

         ‘I might start as that but I’d really want to be a driver. Apart from anything else, they earn more money. The tram that brought me here had a woman driver.’ Having opened the paper to the correct page, she passed it to her sister. ‘There you are – down at the bottom. I put a circle round it.’

         ‘There are four or five circles.’

         ‘Those are other jobs I might go after.’

         ‘Here we are,’ said Dorothy, finding the advertisement and reading 96the details. ‘Well, why not? A job on the trams would give you continuity.’

         ‘What do you mean?’

         ‘It’s another form of transport. You start off on ships then you move on to trams. You’d certainly meet lots of people that way.’ There was a twinkle in Dorothy’s eye. ‘You might even get a proposal of marriage out of one of them.’

         Irene smiled wanly. ‘No, thank you. That’s all behind me.’

         ‘You never know.’

         ‘Oh yes I do. My future is here with you and Miss James.’

         ‘She was thrilled when I told her you were back.’

         ‘Good – it feels so right, Dot.’

         ‘Let’s celebrate with another glass, shall we?’

         Putting the newspaper aside, Dorothy topped up their glasses from the sherry bottle. It was such a long time since she’d been able to share a companionable drink with anyone. Indeed, very few people were even invited into the house. Such as it was, Dorothy’s social life took place elsewhere. She regarded her sister through narrowed lids.

         ‘What was he like, Irene?’

         ‘Who?’

         ‘I’m talking about the chap who fell madly in love with you.’

         Irene gave a half-laugh. ‘I don’t know about falling in love,’ she said. ‘Ernie wasn’t romantic in that way. He just wanted a woman and I happened to be the one on hand.’

         ‘There must have been more to it than that.’

         After thinking it over, Irene gave an affirmative nod.

         ‘There was, Dot.’

         ‘Well?’

         ‘It no longer seems to matter. Ernie Gill belongs to a past life before 97the ship went down. Everything is different now. I’ve no regrets about what I did. I just don’t want to dwell on it.’

         ‘In other words, I’m to mind my own business.’

         ‘I’d just like you to give me more time to … settle down.’

         ‘I understand,’ said Dorothy, sweetly. ‘You want to forget.’

         ‘This sherry will help me to do that.’

         They clinked their glasses then sipped their drinks. After they chatted for another hour, Dorothy looked at the clock on the mantelpiece and saw how late it was.

         ‘I have to leave early in the morning,’ she said, ‘but you deserve a long lie-in. You can spend the whole day in bed, if you like.’

         ‘I wouldn’t dream of it,’ said Irene. ‘I’ll be up at the crack of dawn. When you go off, I’ll probably come with you. I may have a lot of doors to knock on tomorrow.’

         
             

         

         It took two days to gather all the documentation together. Before they departed, Sir Edward Henry insisted on speaking to Marmion and Keedy in his office. He handed over passports, warrants and a letter from the War Office.

         ‘I can’t tell you what a struggle I had to get authorisation,’ he said, clenching his teeth. ‘I had to contend with some blunt speaking at the War Office. One man went so far as to claim that any young unattended woman out at night is more or less asking to be molested and that Miss Stein had effectively provoked the rape.’

         ‘That’s a revolting suggestion,’ said Marmion, angrily.

         ‘There was worse to come, Inspector. The same fellow had the gall to ask me which was the more important – a deflowered Jewish virgin of no consequence or a pair of gallant soldiers ready to lay down their lives for their country? I gave him a flea in his ear.’ 98

         ‘That was very restrained of you, Sir Edward.’

         The commissioner nodded. ‘In retrospect, I think it was,’ he agreed, ‘but I got my way in the end. However, let’s put that aside, shall we? We must consider practicalities. What will happen while you’re away?’

         ‘The investigation will continue along the lines we’ve set down,’ said Marmion. ‘I’ve briefed my team. They’ll search for other people involved in the incident but the main focus will be on identifying the killer.’

         ‘Mr Stone keeps ringing me to ask about progress.’

         ‘What do you say?’

         ‘I’m suitably vague but mildly encouraging.’

         ‘Have you told him about our trip to France?’

         ‘Yes, Inspector – it’s the one thing of which he approved. He voiced his disapproval of just about everything else.’

         ‘I’m surprised that he has time to hound you, Sir Edward,’ said Keedy. ‘His brother’s body has been released to the family. I would have thought he’d be preoccupied with the funeral arrangements.’

         ‘Mr Stone seems to think that he has to bark at our heels to get any results.’ The commissioner gave a forbearing smile. ‘Given what happened to his brother and to his niece, the fellow is under intense pressure. We must make allowances for that.’

         He looked down at the report in front of him and flicked through the pages. It had been prepared by Marmion and gave details of all arrests, interviews and names relevant to the investigation. Marmion and Keedy had spoken to everyone who worked for Jacob Stein, as well as to some of his rival tailors. They’d built up a much fuller picture of the deceased. What they had not so far been able to do was to track down the man who had been dismissed and the one who left Stein’s employ of his own accord. Nor had they managed to identify and arrest 99the arsonist with the can of petrol. Newspapers had carried a detailed description of the individual and a number of names were put forward by members of the public. Though they were all checked, none of them belonged to the man in question and so he remained at large.

         ‘Who was the ringleader?’ said Sir Edward. ‘That’s what I really want to know. Was he also the killer?’

         ‘That’s possible,’ said Marmion, ‘but none of the witnesses picked out one particular person. All they remembered seeing was a chanting mob coming along the street.’

         ‘One of whom had a petrol can,’ added Keedy.

         The commissioner pursed his lips and shook his head sadly.

         ‘Murder, rape and arson,’ he said, ruefully. ‘It’s not what we expect of the West End. Were the crimes related?’

         ‘We won’t know until we’ve interviewed the two soldiers,’ said Marmion. ‘One of them was certainly guilty of rape and might also have been responsible for the fire. But I think we can absolve the pair of them of the murder.’

         ‘On what grounds do you say that, Inspector?’

         ‘I’m going on what the victim told us – or, at least, on what her mother was able to tell us on the girl’s behalf. Ruth Stein left her father upstairs and went off to raise the alarm. The two men pounced on her in the alley. They could have come from the shop, of course,’ reasoned Marmion, ‘but they definitely did not come from the upstairs room where Mr Stein was murdered. After the rape, they went off in the opposite direction. The fire had taken hold on the shop by then.’

         ‘Somebody else killed him,’ concluded Keedy.

         The commissioner sat back in his chair, steepling his fingers.

         ‘Do you have any theories about who that might be?’ 100

         ‘We do, Sir Edward.’ Keedy glanced at Marmion. ‘As it happens, the inspector and I have slightly conflicting theories.’

         ‘What’s yours, Sergeant?’

         ‘Well,’ said Keedy, seizing his chance to impress, ‘we know for a fact that the property was attacked because it had a German name over it and obscenities were being chanted against all Germans. However, that may not be the explanation for the murder. I have a feeling – and it’s no more than a feeling, mark you – that Jacob Stein was killed because he was a Jew, and not because of any association with the enemy.’

         ‘What leads you to think that?’

         ‘I’ve been looking at some of the riots in the East End where they’ve been far more prevalent. The main targets were shops and houses owned by people of German origin. But they were not the only victims,’ said Keedy. ‘Some people took advantage of the situation to attack Jewish immigrants in general, especially those from Russia.’

         ‘You’ll no doubt remember the activities of the British Brothers’ League,’ said Marmion. ‘They organised constant demonstrations against Jewish immigration at the start of the century.’

         ‘I remember it vividly,’ said the commissioner. ‘They made a lot of noise until they got what they wanted – the Aliens Act. But that was ten years ago,’ he went on. ‘I thought the BBL more or less disappeared after 1905.’

         ‘So did I, Sir Edward,’ said Keedy, ‘but some of its members formed much smaller groups under other names. Jews continue to be their scapegoats. They blame them for everything. I’m wondering if Jacob Stein was killed by a member of one of these rabid anti-Semitic groups.’

         ‘It’s an interesting theory. What do you think, Inspector?’

         ‘It’s a line of inquiry that needs pursuing,’ said Marmion, ‘and I have 101men doing just that. But I still hold to the view that there’s a personal aspect to this case. Stein was murdered by someone who knew him and his routine at the shop. It was someone with an axe to grind, someone with a score to settle. Above all else, it was someone who knew where that safe was kept.’

         ‘That points to a present or former employee, then.’

         ‘We can discount the present ones, Sir Edward.’

         ‘What about former ones?’

         ‘There are two who’ve aroused our interest. One was middle-aged and left after a long time with the firm. The other was much younger and was – according to Mr Cohen, the manager – very angry at being dismissed. We’re urgently seeking both of them.’

         ‘You say that one was middle-aged, Inspector. Would this man have been physically capable of stabbing Mr Stein to death?’

         ‘Possibly not, Sir Edward.’

         ‘Then how can he be held culpable?’

         ‘Because he stage-managed it,’ said Marmion with growing certainty. ‘He knew the confusion that would be created by the attack on the shop and he hired someone to take full advantage of it. Jacob Stein was not killed accidentally, Sir Edward. His death was plotted and paid for in advance. In my opinion,’ he decided, ‘what confronts us is a bespoke murder.’

         
             

         

         There had been a heady excitement when they first joined the army. They were treated as heroes by their families and friends. When they marched in uniform through the streets, they were cheered to the echo by large crowds. That was all in the past. There was no cheering now, only the distant boom and whizz of artillery. Oliver Cochran and John Gatliffe found a moment to have a cigarette together. They were camped with 102their regiment to the west of Ypres where hostilities were continuing apace. Gatliffe had seen some of the wounded British soldiers being stretchered from the front.

         ‘It turned my stomach, Ol,’ he said with a grimace. ‘Keep away from that field hospital unless you want to spew up your dinner. I saw men with arms and legs missing and others who’d been blinded. One was crying because they’d shot his bollocks off.’ He shuddered at the memory. ‘I don’t know how the stretcher-bearers can do their job.’

         ‘We do far worse to the Germans,’ insisted Cochran.

         ‘It’s not what I expected at all.’

         ‘War is war, Gatty. We’re not here to play ping-pong.’

         ‘The noise never stops – and I hate that terrible stink in the air.’

         ‘You’ll get used to it.’

         ‘There was something else,’ said Gatliffe, ‘and it really scared me. They’re using poisonous gas, Ol. The Germans are attacking us with gas bombs.’

         ‘So? We’ll probably have gas masks to wear.’

         ‘I’d hate to be poisoned to death.’

         ‘Stop getting so upset, will you?’ said Cochran, irritably. ‘A fine bloody soldier you are – giving up before we’ve even started. We’ve already fought one battle at Ypres. That was last year and we won it.’

         ‘Yet look at how many thousands of our men were killed in the battle. And they were regular soldiers, blokes who’d fought in the Boer War and that. They were professionals, Ol. We’re just raw recruits.’

         ‘I’m not raw. I’m as good as any fucking Hun.’

         Snatching up his rifle, he jabbed at an imaginary enemy then pulled out his bayonet before stabbing a second one. As he showed off his proficiency with rifle and bayonet, there was a zestful fury about Cochran that lifted his friend’s spirits. Gatliffe, too, picked up his weapon and 103went through some of the moves they’d learnt during bayonet drill. It felt good to have a rifle in his hands. Confidence returned. He looked forward to the time when he could fire at the enemy. With Cochran beside him, he was ready for the fight.

         Tossing his cigarette butt to the ground, Cochran sliced it apart with a thrust of his bayonet. Like Gatliffe, he was having misgivings about his decision to join the army. While his friend was honest about his fears, however, Cochran suppressed his apprehension beneath a mixture of boasting and bravado. He would never show a hint of trepidation to Gatliffe because it would undermine his strong hold over his friend. Cochran was the acknowledged leader and he was determined to retain his leadership.

         ‘Know what, Ol?’ said Gatliffe. ‘You ought to be a corporal, even a sergeant.’

         ‘Nah!’ retorted Cochran with a sneer. ‘It’s a stupid idea.’

         ‘You’d be really good at it.’

         ‘NCOs are all wankers, especially the ones we’ve got.’

         ‘I could just see you with three stripes on your arm.’

         ‘You’re off your bleeding head, Gatty. There’s only one thing worse than being a sergeant and that’s being a fucking officer. Look at the idiots we got in command. You wouldn’t catch me mixing with silly sods like that. They all talk as if they got a plum in their gobs.’

         Gatliffe scratched his head. ‘It was only a thought.’

         ‘Well, don’t bleeding think it again,’ said Cochran. ‘I’m where I want to be and I’ll stay right here, OK?’ A slow smile spread across his face. ‘If you want something to think about, remember what we did on that last night in London. She was an ugly little thing but she had a good body, I’ll give her that. I had a great ride on her and you could have done the same.’ 104

         Gatliffe was reflective. ‘I’m beginning to wish I had now.’

         ‘You got cold feet, Gatty, that’s your trouble.’

         ‘I was afraid that somebody would come and catch us.’

         ‘You didn’t want it enough, did you? Whereas I did,’ bragged Cochran, ‘and so I bloody well had it. That’s the thing about women. You got to grab them when you get the chance.’ His smirk broadened. ‘And there’s something special about virgins like her. It means I was the first. She’ll always remember me.’

         
             

         

         Ruth Stein felt imprisoned in her own house. They never left her alone. When her mother was not watching her, she was kept under surveillance by her Uncle Herman or by a member of his family. She was not even allowed to sleep by herself. One of her cousins shared the same bedroom. Nobody ever mentioned her suicide attempt in so many words but it was neither forgotten nor forgiven. Everything they did was informed by it. At one and the same time, she was being punished for her crime and smothered by their collective love. It was agonising. Her father’s funeral was over now and they had entered a seven-day period of bereavement called shiva when Ruth and the other chief mourners did not leave the house. It all served to heighten her sense of incarceration. When she joined the others in the thrice-daily recitation of Kaddish, she could barely mumble the words.

         
             

         

         Armed with their documentation, and carrying a pair of handcuffs apiece, Harvey Marmion and Joe Keedy took a train to Dover and boarded a ferry. Standing on deck, they were the only passengers not in uniform. Inevitably, Marmion thought about his son who had crossed to France with his regiment the previous year. Since then they’d only 105seen him once on leave. Paul Marmion’s letters from the front were eagerly seized on by every member of the family. They were not always comfortable reading. Joe Keedy had many friends who had enlisted in the army, several of them from the police force. But they were not in his thoughts at the moment. What interested him was the large number of horses on the vessel.

         ‘Is there still a place for a cavalry regiment?’ he wondered.

         ‘Somebody clearly thinks so, Joe,’ said Marmion.

         ‘I wouldn’t fancy charging at the German lines with nothing but a lance or a sabre. The enemy have got machine guns and rifles. What use are horses when bullets are flying about?’

         ‘They get our soldiers to the point of attack much quicker. It’s one of the things Paul is always complaining about – how painfully slow you are, trying to run across a field with mud up to your ankles.’

         ‘I keep remembering that poem we learnt at school.’

         Marmion grinned. ‘I never took you for the poetic type.’

         ‘I’m not, Harv,’ said Keedy, speaking more familiarly now that they were off duty. ‘I used to hate having to learn all those verses. But this one stuck in my mind somehow. It was about the Crimean War.’

         ‘I know it,’ said Marmion. ‘The Charge of the Light Brigade – it’s about the battle of Balaclava.’

         ‘They didn’t stand a chance against the Russian cannon. No wonder it was called the “Valley of Death”. I would have thought the days of a cavalry charge were over after that.’

         ‘Apparently, they’re not.’

         ‘You wouldn’t get me galloping at the enemy on a horse. I could be blown to pieces by a shell before I got anywhere near them.’

         ‘The same goes for the infantry,’ observed Marmion. ‘That’s why 106there’s so little movement in the war zone now. Soldiers on both sides are hiding in trenches for protection. Paul hates it.’

         ‘I can imagine.’

         ‘He joined up to see some action, not to be stuck in a hole in the ground with rats for company. Paul enlisted after the retreat from Mons. I was glad he missed that bloodbath.’

         ‘What about the rest of his soccer team? They all joined up together, didn’t they? How many of them are still alive?’

         ‘Seven,’ said Marmion, grimly, ‘though two had to be invalided home when they were badly injured in a mortar attack. According to Paul, neither of them will be able to kick a football again.’

         War had suddenly become more of a reality for Harvey Marmion. Momentous events were taking place on the Continent but – while he was in London – they seemed to be a long way away. He’d had to rely on letters from his son and newspaper reports to give him some idea of what was actually going on. He was now travelling on a troopship with men who would be flung into action against a German army that had already made territorial advances on a number of fronts. Because of its strategic value, Ypres was being staunchly defended against German attack. If it fell, the enemy could move on to capture the vital Channel ports of Calais and Boulogne. Marmion realised what a catastrophe that would be. Latest reports indicated that British and French soldiers were putting up strong resistance in the second battle of Ypres. They were holding their own. Marmion was interested to see exactly how they were getting on.

         It was left to Keedy to point out one possibility.

         ‘What if we get there too late, Harv?’ he asked.

         ‘Too late?’

         ‘Cochran and Gatliffe are soldiers. By the time we reach them, they 107could be fighting in the front line. What if they’re already dead?’

         ‘Then I’ll feel terribly cheated,’ said Marmion, bristling with anger. ‘They committed a heinous crime and must be punished for it. Getting themselves killed in action would help them to escape justice and I’d hate that to happen. I want these men, Joe,’ he emphasised. ‘I want the pair of them behind bars where the bastards belong.’ 108
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