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Three men were waiting for her inside the hallway of the building. Two were policemen and were looking decidedly uncomfortable. Only the mortuary attendant was cheerful.


‘Ah! You’re the lady who’s come to identify our little street urchin, are you? I’ll tell you one thing, she’s a sight cleaner than she was when she was brought in here, that’s for certain. The pathologist did a good job on her. Thorough, it was. Afterwards he stitched her up as neatly as though he was making a silk purse for a lady.’


While the mortuary attendant was talking, the small party walked through to another room. There was a smell in here that caused Fanny to wrinkle her nose in distaste. To one side of the room was a large marble slab, on which lay a tiny, sheet-covered form.


Before Fanny even realised what was happening, the mortuary attendant had drawn back the sheet revealing the head of a small child.


The pallor of death served to accentuate the bruises and abrasions on one side of her small face.


Fanny drew in her breath in an involuntary expression of her horror.


‘You knew her, Miss Tennant?’ The prompting came from the police superintendent who had been watching her expression closely.


Fanny’s eyes clouded over with tears, but she nodded her head. ‘Yes,’ she whispered. ‘Yes, I know her.’


Fanny had found the girl she had been seeking in Lewin’s Mead that morning. The girl on the mortuary slab was Eliza Gardener.
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When the bell sounded in the entrance hall of the crumbling chapel, the pupils of the makeshift school rose in a body and fought to be first out to the street.


In Fanny Tennant’s class, more than thirty boys and girls aged between eight and fifteen stampeded for the door, ignoring her half-hearted call for them to leave in an orderly fashion.


At the doorway the youngsters pushed, pulled and jostled each other. One boy, obstructed by a girl a couple of years his senior, seized her by the hair and hauled her head back painfully. Ignoring the obscenities she shrieked at him, he retained his grip. Then, with a final heave that sent her tumbling to the ground, he scrambled past her.


Seated behind a high desk at the front of the class, Fanny watched the scene with despondent resignation. She should have brought the children to order. Made them leave the classroom with at least some semblance of decorum. Exerted her authority over them.


On any other day she would have done so, but not today.


This had been one of those days that was best forgotten. She had woken with a shocking headache that would not be shaken off. Then much of the morning had been spent unsuccessfully tramping through the reeking alleyways of the Lewin’s Mead slum in search of a young child who had not been seen at the ‘ragged school’ for more than a week.


Eliza Gardener was one of her favourites and a promising pupil. Fanny wanted to learn the reason for her absence.


Few men or women who did not actually reside in the back streets of Lewin’s Mead would have dared venture here. Policemen were known to have entered the warrenlike slum twice only.


On the first of those occasions they were in sufficient numbers to wage a small war if the need had arisen. They had entered the maze of streets in order to arrest an escapee from a prison hulk who had murdered more than one victim.


When, a few weeks later, two policemen had entered the dark alleyways in close pursuit of a robber, both constables had been set upon and killed.


Despite this, there was not a single resident, drunk or sober, who would have laid a finger on Fanny Tennant. Although not yet able to open the door to the outside world for the children of the appalling Bristol slum, she had at least shaped a key for them.


At her ragged school Fanny had given a sense of pride to children who would otherwise never have known the meaning of the word. She felt it was vitally important for the pupils of the Lewin’s Mead ragged school to have something in their day-to-day existence they could rely upon.


Her headache had persisted throughout the day. It would have been wiser had she not come to work this evening, but there was no one else available to take the class.


When the children had finally fought their way through the door, she counted the pencils deposited in haste upon her table by the class monitor. There were four missing. Four pencils, new only that day.


Fanny shook her head in despair. It was her own fault. She should have counted them before allowing the children to leave.


Sometimes she did not know why she bothered trying to educate such children. It seemed an impossible task. Every one of them was too dirty, unruly, or just too plain dishonest to be accepted in any other school.


Here, in a near-derelict chapel that had been disused for many years, she worked hard to give such children a glimmer of hope. An opportunity to achieve something outside their miserable existence. To show them that life had more to offer than poverty and dishonesty.


Fanny threw the pencils in the drawer in an angry gesture. She wondered whether the effort and long hours she put in at the school served any purpose at all. Whatever she, or any of the other helpers, did was ultimately to no avail. Every one of the ragged school pupils would eventually be convicted of robbery, thieving, prostitution, or worse, and was destined to spend most of his, or her, life locked inside a prison cell.


She had no doubt they would show far more interest in whatever they might learn there than in anything she could teach them.


Fanny pulled herself up short. This was the very defeatist argument put forward by the many opponents of the ragged school system. An attitude shared by some of the children themselves. It was an argument she was constantly fighting against.


She realised she must be feeling low. She would need to pull herself together and decided the answer might be to have an early night.


Fanny had slept badly the night before. In fact, she had not slept really well for some weeks. A feeling was beginning to creep up on her that life was passing her by. It left her with a discontent she had never known before.


She paused in the hallway and looked at herself in the full length mirror in which the pupils were encouraged to study themselves and improve their appearance. She saw a small, slim woman in her late-twenties, with long, reddish hair, pulled back and secured in what she herself would describe as a ‘severe’ style. She was not unattractive, Fanny told herself, but she looked tired. Extremely tired.


Perhaps this was the problem. She was too exhausted by her work at the ragged school to enjoy a social life.


Outside the old chapel building, Fanny waited for two of her fellow teachers who were following her out. Husband and wife, they passed by in frosty silence, with no ‘Good nights’.


Both were under notice of dismissal – for failing to maintain discipline in their classrooms. Mary Carpenter, the almost legendary Bristol-based reformer who had been the founder of the school, had signed their dismissal notices. It had been as a result of a report submitted by Fanny.


She had denounced them for countenancing the standard of behaviour she herself had experienced in her own classroom that very evening.


Turning the key in the lock, Fanny remembered what she had been subjected to during the lesson. Marbles flicked at her from the back of the class. A steady erosion of her authority which had culminated at one point in a fight between a girl who was defying her and another who took Fanny’s part.


Still thinking about it, she tucked the key inside her purse and set off for the cab rank around the corner, in Stokes Croft.


‘Good evening, Miss Fanny. May I have a word with you, please?’


A tall figure in dark clothing stepped from the shadows of a nearby doorway, touching his fingers to a shiny, black hat that made him loom even taller than he was.


‘Hello, Ivor. You startled me for a moment. I’m not used to seeing policemen in doorways around here. I hope you’ve had a better day than I.’


Fanny had known Constable Ivor Primrose for some years. He was one of the few policemen sympathetic to the aims of a ragged school and had done much to help Fanny and Mary Carpenter on numerous occasions.


‘I’ve had better days, Miss Fanny. I’m afraid the reason I’m here isn’t going to improve yours very much, either.’


Fanny’s heart sank. ‘Oh! Is it something that will keep until tomorrow?’


‘Quite frankly, no, Miss Fanny. I wish I could go home tonight and forget about it altogether. But I can’t, so I want to see someone caught for it, and the sooner the better.’


Fanny frowned in annoyance. ‘You are talking in riddles, Ivor. What has happened, and how do you think I might be able to help you?’


‘A street urchin – a young girl – has been found dead, Miss Fanny. Assaulted and strangled, according to the pathologist. A lady came to the police station early this morning. Said she’d been stopped in the street late last night by a “creature”. A woman with painted face and bold ways.’


‘You mean a prostitute, Ivor?’


‘That’s right, Miss Fanny. She told the lady she was to come to the police station and tell us to make a search of the derelict houses down by the river. The ones where the Irish were staying a year or two back. She said that when we found what was there we should look for the girl’s stepfather, because “he did it”. Those were her very words, apparently. Well, we went there and found this young girl’s body, like I said.’


Fanny was puzzled. ‘It’s very sad, Ivor, but surely it’s quite straightforward. You have the girl’s body. Now you need only go and arrest her stepfather. I can’t see how I can be of any help to you.’


‘Ah! Well, the trouble is that we can’t put a name to the girl. Until we do we can’t arrest anyone. The superintendent said I should come and find you. To see if you can identify her.’


Fanny looked at the grim-faced policeman in open dismay. ‘You mean … you wish me to go to the mortuary and identify this poor girl?’


‘I wish there was another way, Miss Fanny, but you know most of the children who live in Lewin’s Mead. I waited until you finished school until I spoke to you. I knew it wouldn’t go down too well with some of your pupils if you were seen talking to me.’


This was true enough. Almost every one of the children in her class had an undetected crime or two upon his or her conscience. If it was known she had been talking to a constable there would be many empty seats in her classroom tomorrow.


‘When do you want me to go?’


‘Right away, Miss Fanny. The superintendent, the coroner’s officer and the mortuary attendant are waiting in the Quakers’ Friar mortuary right now.’


It was the last thing Fanny wanted to do tonight, but she knew there was no way of avoiding the gruesome task. Nodding to the tall policeman, she said, ‘All right, Ivor. Let’s go there now.’


The mortuary was in an ill-lit courtyard not very far from the ragged school. It was a cold, forbidding building. Not a place she would have visited had she not been in the company of Ivor Primrose.


Three men were waiting for her inside the hallway of the building. Two were policemen and were looking decidedly uncomfortable. Only the mortuary attendant was cheerful.


‘Ah! You’re the lady who’s come to identify our little street urchin, are you? I’ll tell you one thing, she’s a sight cleaner than she was when she was brought in here, that’s for certain. The pathologist did a good job on her. Thorough, it was. Afterwards he stitched her up as neatly as though he was making a silk purse for a lady.’


While the mortuary attendant was talking, the small party walked through to another room. There was a smell in here that caused Fanny to wrinkle her nose in distaste. To one side of the room was a large marble slab, on which lay a tiny, sheet-covered form.


Before Fanny even realised what was happening, the mortuary attendant had drawn back the sheet revealing the head of a small child.


The pallor of death served to accentuate the bruises and abrasions on one side of her small face.


Fanny drew in her breath in an involuntary expression of horror.


‘You know her, Miss Tennant?’ The prompting came from the police superintendent who had been watching her expression closely.


Fanny’s eyes clouded over with tears, but she nodded her head. ‘Yes,’ she whispered. ‘Yes, I know her.’


Fanny had found the girl she had been seeking in Lewin’s Mead that morning. The girl on the mortuary slab was Eliza Gardener.
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‘Are you all right, Miss Fanny?’


Outside the Quakers’ Friars mortuary once more, Ivor asked the question anxiously.


Fanny had made the official identification of Eliza Gardener. She had also been able to tell the police superintendent the name of the man suspected of killing her, and the place where he worked.


She was unable to shut out the memory of that poor, bruised and bloodless face. But she nodded. ‘I’ll be all right tomorrow, Ivor. Just for tonight I’ll grieve a little for Eliza. There’s no one else who cares enough to shed a tear for her.’


It was a sad truth. Eliza Gardener had never known her real father. It was doubtful whether her mother could have identified him with any degree of certainty.


Then, when Eliza was eight years old, her mother had married Charlie Stock, a coal-heaver employed on the jetty at Welsh Back. Less than two years later, Eliza’s mother died. Since that time Charlie Stock had brought a variety of women to the basement rooms that constituted Eliza’s home.


Most of the women left after no more than a week or two, refusing to put up with the violence to which they were subjected at Charlie’s hands. Because of this, Eliza’s fortunes fluctuated wildly, dependent upon the whim of her stepfather’s woman of the moment. It was a recipe for disaster, but no more so than the conditions faced by a hundred or more children who existed in similar, or worse, situations in Lewin’s Mead.


At the end of the road, Fanny turned left instead of taking the road which would have led to the cab rank in Stokes Croft.


When Ivor Primrose expressed his surprise, she said, ‘I’ve decided to walk home, Ivor. I feel I need a little time before I have to face anyone else.’


‘Then I’ll walk along with you, Miss Fanny. If you don’t feel much like talking I’ll follow some way behind you, but the city at this time of night isn’t the place for a young lady to be walking alone.’


Fanny’s inclination was to argue with the constable, but she knew he was right. She gave a wry smile. It was ironic that she was safer in Lewin’s Mead than in the more ‘respectable’ parts of Bristol.


‘Walk with me, Ivor. I’m pleased to have your company. It’s just that I need to think of a white lie to tell my father about being late home. If I tell him the truth, he’ll try to persuade me, yet again, that I should give up my work at the ragged school.’


‘At times like this I’m inclined to agree with him, Miss Fanny, but I doubt if the school would be able to carry on without you and Miss Carpenter.’


The two walked on in silence for a while before Ivor asked, ‘Have you seen anything of our young artist friend recently, Miss Fanny?’


‘Fergus? No, I was thinking only yesterday that I haven’t seen him for some weeks. Have you?’


‘I haven’t seen him since he was on his way home from London and the prostitute was murdered in the house where he and young Becky live.’


Fanny remembered the incident which had shocked the whole city. A prisoner had murdered a guard in an escape from a prison hulk and made his way home to Lewin’s Mead. He had then killed the prostitute after holding her and the unfortunate woman’s landlady hostage. The man was patently insane. This had been the occasion when the police entered Lewin’s Mead in strength.


The siege of the house had ended when the man fell from the window of the room occupied by artist Fergus and his wife, Becky.


‘I was speaking to Charlie Waller, landlord of the Hatchet Inn, recently. He said Fergus could be making good money there if only he’d put in an appearance. It’s not only seamen who want portraits of themselves. Many Bristol men have been there asking for him. His fame has spread far and wide.’


‘I heard from London that his visit there was hugely successful,’ said Fanny. ‘But I have seen neither him nor Becky since his return.’ She had intended calling on them long before this. Time seemed to pass all too quickly. She was also somewhat hurt that Fergus had not contacted her since his return.


Fergus Vincent was a very talented artist who had come to Bristol’s Lewin’s Mead when he was invalided out of the Royal Navy with an injured leg. He painted the misery and the poverty of the people of the slums with a vivid realism that had seized the imagination of thousands who viewed his work.


Recognising the very real talent he possessed, Fanny had introduced him to people able to help his career as an artist. It had not taken long for his talent to capture the attention of those who were influential in the art world.


Before long Fergus was being fêted by all and sundry and had made a couple of journeys to London to fulfil commissions and arrange exhibitions.


Unfortunately, somewhere along the way Fanny had fallen in love with Fergus, although it was something she had admitted to no one. She had been devastated when he suddenly married Becky, a young waif he had befriended in the Lewin’s Mead slum.


Nevertheless, Fanny had continued to do all she could to further Fergus’s career. It was she who had arranged his most recent trip to London.


‘I’ll try to get news of him over the next day or two,’ promised Ivor.


‘Don’t put yourself out too much, Ivor. He’s an artist, remember. When he’s working, neither time nor friends mean very much to him – and he has Becky.’


‘No doubt you’re right,’ agreed the big policeman. ‘All the same, I’d like to know that all is well with him and Becky. I like them both …’


At that moment there was a sudden eruption of noise from a public house farther along the street in which they were walking. Amidst the hubbub there were many raised voices. There was also the unmistakable sound of smashing glass.


Ivor sighed. ‘I’m sorry, Miss Fanny, but I had better find out what’s going on in there.’


More glass was broken inside the building and suddenly people began spilling out on to the street.


Ivor stepped into the road to stop a passing hansom cab. As the vehicle came to a halt, the policeman said to Fanny, ‘I think you’d better be catching this, Miss Fanny. The city is a bit lively tonight.’


‘I’m not for hire,’ protested the hansom driver. ‘I’ve been out since five o’clock this morning and I’m on my way home.’


‘So you may be,’ said the policeman. ‘But you’ll go via the home of Alderman Tennant. In case you’re inclined to argue I’ll remind you that he’s chairman of the Watch Committee. He’s the one who’ll be considering renewing your licence next month.’


The driver of the hansom cab grumbled, but his protest was more subdued now. A moment later he climbed down from his seat to help Fanny inside the vehicle.


‘You’ll be home in no time,’ said Ivor, kindly. ‘Try to forget about what you’ve seen tonight. It’s not going to bring the poor child back. If her stepfather is the guilty party you can be quite sure he’ll pay the penalty for what he did.’


‘Thank you, Ivor.’ Amidst renewed uproar outside the public house, she added, ‘Shouldn’t you be there, putting a stop to the disturbance?’


He glanced in the direction of the public house where two men were locked together in combat, wrestling on the ground watched by fellow customers.


‘It won’t hurt to give them a minute or two. I recognise both the men who are fighting. There’ll be more noise than blows coming from them. I’ll let those about them enjoy it for a few minutes more. By then both the men who are doing battle will be pleased to have me stop them. If they haven’t had too much to drink, a word or two from me will be enough to bring them to their senses. If they’ve been drinking heavily I’ll take them to the police station and tomorrow they’ll appear before a magistrate charged with being drunk and riotous. Seven days in prison should be long enough for them to sober up and reflect on their foolishness.’


Saluting Fanny, Ivor Primrose signalled for the hansom cab driver to whip up his horse and be on his way.
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Fanny was having breakfast with her father the morning after her unhappy visit to the mortuary when a servant came in to the room. After apologising for disturbing them, she told Fanny there was a police constable outside who wished to speak to her.


Alderman Aloysius Tennant frowned in annoyance. ‘Tell him to come back later in the morning. Miss Fanny was out until nigh on midnight attending to ragged school business.’


Turning to his daughter, he added, ‘I’ve told you before, Fanny. It’s high time you gave up your work at that school. You’ve spent enough years there. I don’t want you to end up like Mary Carpenter. She’s an admirable woman, but her good works have come between any chance she might have had of finding a husband and raising a family. That’s not what I want for you. It’s not what your dear mother would have wished, either.’


His last sentence was intended to circumvent any argument Fanny might make. Her mother had died many years before, leaving Fanny to revere the dim memory that was all she possessed.


The Alderman’s ploy was only partly successful. Fanny did not argue with him. Instead, she spoke to the maid.


‘Has the constable told you why he is here?’


‘No, miss – but he told me to tell you it was Constable Primrose.’


Fanny deposited her napkin on the table in front of her and rose to her feet immediately. Ignoring her father’s disapproval, she said to the servant, ‘I’ll come and see him right away.’


Ivor Primrose had taken off his tall, shiny top hat, but he was still large enough to dominate the hall of the Clifton house.


‘Come in, Ivor, we’ll talk in the library. It must be something serious for you to call on me so early in the morning. You can hardly have had any sleep.’


‘There was little sleep for any of us last night, Miss Fanny. It was as busy as any I can remember.’


‘Have you arrested Eliza’s stepfather?’


‘Yes, thanks to you. He’s in the cells right now. When I left him he was sobbing his heart out and swearing that he’d never meant her any harm.’


Accepting a seat in a leather armchair, Ivor looked up at her. ‘But I’m not here about Eliza. When I returned to the station last night a woman named Iris was there. She’d been arrested for prostitution – and not for the first time. She lives in the house where Fergus has a room.’


Ivor had Fanny’s full attention as he continued, ‘I asked her about Fergus and Becky. The question seemed to surprise her. She said she thought everyone knew that Fergus hadn’t been seen in Lewin’s Mead since the night there was all the trouble in the house.’


Fanny was startled. ‘But … that was two months ago! Where is he?’


‘No one knows, although there was some fuss about us going in to try to arrest Alfie Skewes. Perhaps his landlady, Ida Stokes, blamed him for what had happened, him coming back when everything was going on.’


Fanny was not sorry to learn that Fergus had apparently left Lewin’s Mead. The Bristol slum was a totally unsuitable environment for such a promising artist. However, she could not understand why he had failed to inform her of his new address. She was the link between Fergus and the art world of London.


‘Does anyone know where he and Becky have gone? Why hasn’t he told me? There are a number of exhibitions in the offing …’


‘Fergus didn’t take Becky with him. Apparently he’s gone off alone, without saying anything to anyone.’


‘Becky is still in Lewin’s Mead? Fergus has left her?’


Fanny found the news hard to believe. When Fergus had first risen to fame in the art world, he had been prepared to risk all he had and all he hoped for, because of Becky. She had always meant more to him than even his work.


‘Where is the woman who told you about this?’


‘Probably on her way to prison. She’s been convicted and sent away for fourteen days.’


This seemed to rule out the possibility of Fanny’s speaking to Iris and having her confirm what Ivor had just said. But she still found the news difficult to accept.


‘I just can’t believe that Fergus would go off and leave Becky. Why?’


Ivor shook his head. ‘I’ve told you all I know. If I hear any more I’ll tell you, but it’s taken two months for this information to reach me. Unless Fergus gets in touch with someone here …’ He shrugged.


‘Yes … yes, of course. Thank you for coming to tell me, Ivor.’


‘What will you do now?’


Fanny had already reached a decision. ‘Go and see Becky. I’ll do it this morning.’


Fergus and Becky had a room in Back Lane. It was one of the worst of all the alleyways that extended like the tunnels of a warren in this, Bristol’s most notorious slum.


As she walked along the narrow, garbage-strewn street, Fanny wondered, as she had on many occasions, why Fergus had chosen to continue to live here. It was, perhaps, understandable while he was gaining the trust of the inhabitants. He had wanted to paint them at home, at work, in birth and in death. Happy or distraught. But there had been no reason why he should continue to live here once his talent was recognised.


When Fanny reached the house she was seeking, her arrival was witnessed by Ida Stokes. The owner of the house, she occupied a ground-floor front room. There was very little that went on in Back Lane that was not witnessed by the blowsy, overweight woman.


Coming from her room as Fanny entered the house, Ida said, ‘Hello, dearie. Is there something I can do for you?’


‘I’ve come to see Becky. Is she in?’


‘I expect she’s still in bed at this hour of the day. Not that I’m one to interest meself in the comings and goings of me tenants. As long as they pay their rent on time they can do as they please, as far as I’m concerned.’


Eyeing Fanny, she said, ‘You’re the one who runs that school in St James’s chapel, aren’t you?’


‘That’s right.’ Fanny made her way along the gloomy passageway, heading towards the stairs.


Behind her, Ida Stokes sniffed her disapproval. ‘If you was to ask me I’d say that giving schooling to them as lives in Lewin’s Mead ain’t doing ’em no favours, dearie. All it does is give ’em ideas above their station in life. When they find that such learning don’t put shoes on their feet, nor meat in their bellies, they feel let down. Turn to doing what they’d have done anyway. They take what they want from them who have more than they need. The only difference is, they’ve learned fancy names for what they’re doing. If that’s all that learning does for anyone it’s got to be a waste of time, ain’t it now?’


Climbing the uncarpeted, rickety stairs, Fanny thought ruefully that she had heard the same argument put forward, if rather more eloquently, in the houses of her father’s friends, in Clifton and beyond.


She wondered how members of both vastly differing communities would view being allied in this way. In fact neither side had ever put forward an argument to cause her a moment’s doubt about what she and others like her were trying to achieve.


Fanny firmly believed that only by educating both sides would they ever eliminate slums such as this.


She arrived on the first floor to find a number of half-naked and incredibly dirty children staring at her through the uneven gaps between the banisters. Some of the children were small enough to fall through if they were not very careful, but Fanny knew better than to try to point this out to their mother, Mary O’Ryan – even were she in the house.


Fanny smiled at the children but received only blank, faintly hostile stares in return.


There was a door open on the next floor with a bundle of belongings standing inside. Fanny guessed this was the room belonging to Iris, the prostitute who had been arrested the night before.


Finally, a narrow, flimsy staircase brought her to the door of the attic room that had been Fergus’s studio before his marriage to Becky, and to where he had taken his young bride.


Fanny knocked twice before she had a reply in a voice thick with sleep.


‘Who is it?’


‘It’s Fanny Tennant. Can I come in?’


As she spoke, Fanny tried the latch but it seemed the door was bolted on the inside. It was something that was unheard of in this neighbourhood where nobody stole from each other.


‘No … it’s not convenient.’


Fanny couldn’t be certain, but she thought she could hear low voices in the room. It puzzled her. Was it possible that Fergus was in the house after all? Perhaps he was hiding from the world for reasons of his own? There was only one way to find out.


‘Please yourself, Becky. I’ll sit out here on the stairs until it is convenient.’


There was more whispering inside the room and now Fanny was convinced that one voice was definitely a man’s.


‘Wait for me at the ragged school. I’ll come and see you there,’ Becky’s voice came to her through the door.


Fanny was not willing to accept this suggestion. If Fergus was hiding from something, or someone, she wanted to know what it was.


‘I’ve had experience of some of your promises, Becky. If it’s all the same to you I’ll wait here until you come out. You might as well come sooner than later. I can stay here all day if need be.’


There was more whispering inside the room, then silence and Fanny settled down to wait. She hoped she would not have to remain on the stairs for too long. In spite of what she had told Becky she would not wait for more than an hour. Even that would seem longer. The smells rising from the remainder of the house were particularly unwholesome.


Suddenly, there was the sound of a bolt being drawn inside the room. The door opened and a man came rushing out. He turned his face away as he squeezed past Fanny on the dark stairs and she did not have a clear view of his features. However, one thing was quite certain. It was not Fergus. The artist still had a severe limp as a result of his naval injury. He would not have dared to take the stairs at such a speed.


Fanny rose to her feet and entered the sloping-ceilinged attic room.


Becky was shrugging herself into a dress. Not yet twenty, her body was still that of an immature girl. Lifting her long, black hair free of the dress, she looked at Fanny defiantly. ‘Well, now you’ve seen what I’m doing you can go back and tell Fergus that I’ve had a man in our room. You can tell him that he’s only himself to blame. I need to live and he’s sent me no money.’


Fanny’s sorrow was tinged with sympathy, but it was for Fergus, not for Becky. ‘So it’s true, then? Fergus has left you?’


Becky was startled. ‘You mean … You didn’t know? He’s not with you?’


‘I haven’t seen Fergus since before he went to London. I wouldn’t have known he was back had they not told me at the ragged school that he had called there on his return, looking for you. Don’t you know where he is?’


‘He’s just gone away for a while.’ Becky looked at Fanny aggressively. ‘He’s … painting. That’s where he is. He just forgot to leave any money in the house, that’s all.’


‘Do you have any kindling here?’ Fanny became suddenly practical. ‘If we get a fire going I’ll make us both a cup of tea and you can tell me exactly what’s going on between you and Fergus.’


‘I’ve told you. Nothing’s going on,’ replied Becky, defensively.


‘I doubt that, Becky. Fergus thinks the world of you. He’d never have gone off and left you with no money and not saying where he’s gone.’


‘He might not have done before he met all your grand friends, with their talk of exhibitions, and everything.’ Becky was defiant now.


‘I heard he had an argument with your landlady on the night you had trouble in the house.’


‘They had words, yes. So what? He didn’t need to go off without telling me where he was going – or you either, by the sound of it.’


‘It certainly isn’t like Fergus,’ admitted Fanny. Still looking at Becky speculatively, she asked, ‘But where’s that kindling?’


‘I haven’t got any,’ replied Becky, churlishly. ‘Nor no tea, neither.’


It was quite apparent she did not want Fanny in her room, asking awkward questions. But Fanny was not so easily dismissed.


‘Where were you when Fergus returned from London, Becky? You obviously weren’t in the house.’


For a moment, Fanny thought she was not going to receive a reply, but she met the other woman’s defiant gaze and it was Becky’s glance that slid away, uncomfortably.


‘I was out, with my friends. Well … I didn’t know when he’d be home, did I? I couldn’t be expected to sit up here on my own for weeks at a time, waiting for him to come home when he felt like it.’


‘He was working, Becky. Making money for both of you. These friends you were with, were they women – or men?’


‘That’s none of your business!’ Becky flared up angrily. ‘And no one asked you to come up here today. If you hadn’t poked your nose into our business, taking Fergus off to meet all your grand friends, he might be here with me now.’


‘Fergus has a rare talent, Becky. You couldn’t have kept it hidden in Lewin’s Mead for ever. It belongs to the world.’


‘So it might, but Fergus belongs to me.’


For a moment Fanny imagined a hidden meaning in the fiercely made statement. She dismissed it immediately. She had always been very careful to conceal the way she felt about Fergus, especially from Becky.


‘That’s true, and I’ll do my best to find him for you.’ Opening the small purse she had tucked in a pocket of her coat, she took out some money. ‘Here’s twenty-five pounds. That should keep you in food and rent for a while. It’s money that was sent to me for Fergus. Money for some of his paintings that have been used in a magazine.’


It was a lie, but Fanny knew the truth of it would not be questioned by Becky.


She took the money without a ‘thank you’ and Fanny turned to leave. She was halfway down the stairs before Becky called after her.


‘If you find Fergus before I do, you can tell him he should come straight home. You can tell him I’ve got some news for him. Important news.’
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Fergus Vincent sat alone in an enclosed compartment as the sprawling new suburbs of Bristol were rapidly left behind. The train was bound for Plymouth, but its destination was a matter of no importance to Fergus. This was the train that had happened to be standing in the station at Bristol’s Temple Meads, when he arrived there on foot from Lewin’s Mead.


It was an exceptionally slow train. Calling at most of the small stations along the way, it was not due to arrive at its destination until six o’clock the next morning.


The slow progress would suit Fergus. He needed to try to gather together his confused thoughts. With all that had happened to him in recent months, he should have been confident of an exciting future. Instead, his world had been brought crashing about his ears in the last few hours.


The world he had worked so hard to build during some very difficult years …


Fergus had always been a talented artist. When he left his home city of Edinburgh to join the Royal Navy he had continued to sketch and paint. It had provided him with a useful source of extra income. Officers and men were eager for sketched portraits to send home to families they might not have seen for years.


Then came the serious accident when his leg was crushed as he boarded an Arab slave ship off the North African coast, from the man-o’-war on which he was serving. The weather was rough, he lost his footing and his ankle was trapped between the two vessels.


He was fortunate not to have lost the leg. As it was, his sea-going career was brought to an abrupt end. But he still had his art.


Making his way to the Bristol slum of Lewin’s Mead, Fergus sought his early tutor and lifelong friend, only to learn he had drunk himself to death.


In the slum where his friend had died, Fergus discovered tragic subjects for his sketch pad and the work became a crusade.


Thanks largely to Fanny Tennant, Fergus’s work was brought to the attention of those who were influential in the art world and he soon became in demand.


By now, too, Becky occupied a very important place in his life and he was deeply in love with her.


Becky was a true product of the slum. An unloved, unwanted orphan who had never known a surname. She had survived only by using all the means at her disposal at every stage of her young life.


Theirs was a romance that shone like a bright beacon of hope for the slum-dwellers in this, the poorest district of Bristol. Yet, in the end, the evil influence of Lewin’s Mead proved too strong for them.


No doubt the break-up of their marriage would come as no surprise to many who had tried to persuade them to move from the slum. Fanny had been particularly vociferous on the subject.


It had been a stubbornness in Fergus that had kept him in Lewin’s Mead in the early years. Depicting the misery of the men, women and children who lived in the narrow and dirty alleyways had brought fame and a comfortable income. His reluctance to leave his fellow slum-dwellers amounted almost to guilt. It was as though by living elsewhere he would be deserting them.


Now his loyalty to Lewin’s Mead had cost him his home, his future – and Becky.


It hurt Fergus deeply to remember her as he had last seen her. Returning to Bristol from an important visit to London he had expected to find her at home. Instead, he had finally located her in a public house. Laughing and half-drunk, she sat with a man’s arm draped about her neck.


Twice before she had resorted to whoring, but this time he could not forgive her. On the earlier occasions there might just have been an excuse for her conduct, but not now, when life was so much easier for them.


Seeing Becky in the public house had left Fergus feeling sick and quite unable to cope with the situation.


His bags, packed for his London trip, had been left in the attic room at Back Lane. He simply returned to the house, picked them up, and headed for the railway station …


The train had been slowing as it approached yet another station. Now it drew alongside a platform lit by a line of yellow-flamed oil lamps and came to a juddering, clanking halt. At the front of the train steam escaped from the boiler as though the engine was exhaling in a giant sigh of relief.


The platform became a scene of feverish activity, captured in the flickering light of the station’s lamps.


People left the train and mingled with those outside. Through the window Fergus witnessed farewells, and some joyful reunions. Watching the latter made him feel empty inside.


The door opened unexpectedly and a young girl, perhaps some ten years of age, was pushed into the compartment. She was followed by a tall young woman who wore an expression that seemed to express disapproval of the world in general.


Entering the compartment, she fixed Fergus with an unsmiling glance. ‘Are you travelling in this compartment alone, sir?’


When he assured her he was indeed travelling without companions, the woman replied, ‘Then you’ll have no objection to sharing the compartment with a young lady and her governess.’


This time it was a statement, not a question. However, the woman had at least explained her relationship with the rather pretty little girl who smiled up at Fergus as she settled herself in a window seat opposite him.


A porter brought two small travelling cases and placed them on the leather-upholstered seats before adjusting the wicks on the oil lamps in the compartment. This done, he informed the governess that her trunks would be perfectly safe in the guard’s van during the journey to Plymouth.


She thanked him and handed him two penny coins, holding them pinched between thumb and forefinger.


When the door had closed behind the porter, the governess took off her bonnet and that of the young girl and laid them on a seat. She then tidied the little girl’s clothing.


Outside, a whistle was blown and the train jerked into motion. As it got underway the young girl looked directly at Fergus and said, ‘I’m Sarah Cunningham. What’s your name?’


‘Sarah! It is extremely rude to ask such a question of a perfect stranger,’ the governess admonished her charge.


‘Yes, Miss Bell,’ replied Sarah meekly, but the smile she flashed at Fergus belied the spirit of the apology.


‘It’s quite all right,’ he said. ‘We’ll be sharing the carriage for some hours, so we might as well introduce ourselves. I’m Fergus Vincent.’ It was a relief to think about something other than his own situation.


Miss Bell nodded her head in tight-lipped acknowledgement of his introduction. Her expression indicated that she did not approve of such familiarity.


‘That’s a funny suitcase.’


Sarah pointed to a flat canvas artist’s pouch propped up against the back of the seat beside him.


Fergus gave the inquisitive young girl a wan smile. ‘It’s not a suitcase. I’m an artist and it contains some of my sketches. Here, I’ll show you.’


Before the stern-featured governess could object, Fergus lifted the canvas folder to the floor in front of him. The space it had occupied on the seat beside him was immediately filled by the small girl.


As he undid the ribbons tying the folder, the girl chattered happily. ‘What do you paint? I like painting flowers. I painted a horse once, but I don’t think it was very good. My grandfather said it looked more like a kitchen table with a plum pudding falling off one end.’


Fergus smiled again, more warmly this time. This young girl was proving to be a tonic. ‘I expect my horses would look like that too, I haven’t painted very many of them. But … here, this is a sketch of some birds feeding on the windowsill of the room where I live … Where I once lived. Here’s another of a man selling live chickens.’


Soon Sarah was engrossed in the paintings and sketches until, suddenly, she jabbed a finger at one of his sketches and cried, excitedly, ‘That’s my great-uncle George!’


Despite her determined aloofness the governess had been craning her neck in a bid to view the sketches. Now she leaned forward openly and looked closely at the sketch pointed out by Sarah.


It was one of a series Fergus had made for the last portrait he had painted in Oxfordshire, whilst on his way home from London. His sitter had been Lord Carterton.


‘So it is!’ Miss Bell looked at Fergus with a less jaundiced eye as she exclaimed, ‘Now I know who you are! You’re the painter who has been recording life in the Lewin’s Mead slum. I went to an exhibition you held in Park Street, in Bristol. I am honoured to make your acquaintance, Mr Vincent. I believe that what you are doing shows great courage and an uncommon concern for your fellow men. May I too glance through your folio?’


Now Miss Bell had lowered the barriers between herself and Fergus, she chattered almost as incessantly as did Sarah and Fergus learned a great deal about them.


Sarah’s mother had died some years before. Her father was a Royal Navy captain who had only recently returned from service in the Crimea. Whilst home on leave he had been recalled to take command of a new 74-gun ship of the line. Captain Cunningham and his ship were due to sail for China within the week.


The captain had sent word for Miss Bell to bring Sarah to Plymouth immediately. He wanted to enjoy his daughter’s company during his few remaining days in England.


Miss Bell complained to Fergus about the problems of travelling with a child at night, but declared there had really been no alternative. She had very little time at her disposal.


She also spoke of Lord Carterton. He was indeed Sarah’s great-uncle. They were both in the habit of spending holidays in the great house in Oxfordshire where Fergus had painted the peer’s portrait.


Now Fergus had been given the backgrounds of his fellow travellers, Miss Bell turned the conversation towards his own life. He was grateful for the intervention of Sarah, who asked suddenly, ‘Could you draw a picture of me?’


‘I not only can, but will,’ declared Fergus, readily. ‘Go and sit where you were before and I’ll sketch you.’


He had earned a living sketching seamen in dockside public houses in Bristol. They were impatient men and he could have completed the young girl’s portrait much more quickly than he did. But he was in no hurry. Whilst he was concentrating on his work, Miss Bell did not expect him to make conversation.


By the time the sketch was completed, Sarah was having great difficulty staying awake. She livened up briefly when he handed her the sketch, but it was the governess who waxed eloquent about it.


‘It is wonderful, Mr Vincent. A truly extraordinary likeness. I wonder …?’ She hesitated. ‘I do not have a great deal of money, but might I possibly purchase the sketch for Captain Cunningham? He could have it framed and hung in his cabin. It would be a constant reminder to him of his daughter.’


‘I made the sketch for Sarah. It’s a gift. A “thank you” for your company.’


Miss Bell was effusive in her gratitude. Fergus was relieved when she said she would read a story to Sarah, whose eyelids now appeared to be more closed than open.


As the girl sat leaning against her governess, Fergus thought they made a charming picture and captured the moment swiftly on his sketch pad.


Minutes later, Sarah was asleep. The governess laid her gently along the seat before covering her with a travelling rug.


Looking at the sketch he had just made, Fergus realised he had captured an expression on the face of the governess that was totally out of keeping with the image she had projected when she entered the compartment.


Without a word being said, Fergus handed the sketch to her. He felt embarrassed when he saw tears come to her eyes.


‘This is an absolutely wonderful sketch, Mr Vincent. Quite wonderful.’


He was not certain whether the words were whispered in order not to wake her charge, or whether it was the result of the emotion she so obviously felt.


As the governess continued to gaze at the sketch, he said quietly, ‘Please accept that too, Miss Bell. I hope it may bring you pleasure in future years.’


He only escaped the gratitude of the governess when he closed his eyes and feigned sleep. Occasionally he glanced across the compartment through barely opened eyelids. On each occasion Catherine Bell was gazing down at the sketch he had made of her and Sarah Cunningham.





5



[image: image]


‘Where are you staying while you are in Plymouth, Mr Vincent?’


The train had reduced speed as it neared its destination.


Miss Bell asked the question as she folded the blanket which had covered Sarah while she slept. This completed to her satisfaction, she placed it neatly in one of the small travelling bags she and Sarah had in the compartment.


‘I haven’t really thought about it.’


It was hardly a satisfactory reply. In response to a faint upward lift of one of Miss Bell’s eyebrows, Fergus added, ‘I came to Plymouth on the spur of the moment. I … I felt the need to get away from Bristol for a while.’


‘Captain Cunningham has arranged for Sarah and I to stay at the Lord Nelson Inn. I believe it is quite close to the Royal Naval dockyard. You might do worse than stay there too. Captain Cunningham says it is very comfortable, and not too expensive.’


‘I’m not certain of my plans yet …’


‘Please come and stay there. I’ll let you draw … sketch me again, as often as you like, if you do.’


The plea was made by Sarah. Fergus smiled. ‘How can I possibly refuse an offer like that? All right. I’ll see if they have a room for me.’


Sarah clapped her hands in delight and even Miss Bell seemed pleased. ‘Then we might as well share a hackney carriage. Now, as we are travelling to the same destination, may I place the sketch you so kindly gave me in your folder? Perhaps Sarah’s should go there too. They are both far too valuable to suffer the risk of damage.’


The Lord Nelson Inn was a very popular establishment. It appeared to be full, but Miss Bell’s use of Captain Cunningham’s name was sufficient to secure a very comfortable room for Fergus.


Although the sounds of a busy inn were all about him that morning, once the others had gone to their room Fergus felt very lonely. He had been away from Becky for the previous few weeks, but had carried with him the knowledge that he would soon be returning to her, in Bristol. He no longer had that consolation. He doubted if he would ever see her again. What they once had was over.


Finally, when Fergus could suffer the loneliness no longer, he took his sketch pad and left the inn. He walked to the bank of a stretch of the River Tamar, known as the ‘Hamoaze’. Here he found a great many warships anchored in the wide channel of the tidal river. It was a stirring sight and soon he was hard at work sketching, his problems momentarily forgotten.


Most of the warships still relied upon sails for propulsion, but there was also a screw-propelled ship and, churning the water to foam, a paddle-steamer, performing duty as a tug.


A prison hulk was moored on the Hamoaze, closer to the shore. Fergus thought it a sad fate for what had once been a proud man-o’-war. There were iron bars at port-holes where guns had been run out to engage England’s enemies. Other ports were heavily boarded up. Masts that had once carried heavy canvas sails had been cut away at deck level. Taking their place was a haphazard jumble of deck-houses.


Despite the disturbing presence of the prison hulk, Fergus found a certain nostalgia in painting warships. He had painted many hundreds during his service in the Royal Navy.


While he was sketching, an old man came along, leaning heavily on a stick. He stopped beside Fergus inspecting his work. Then he gazed out towards the hulk and remained silent for so long that Fergus felt obliged to say something to him.


‘I didn’t expect to see a prison hulk here. I thought they had all been done away with.’


‘Then you thought wrong,’ said the old man, ungraciously. ‘There are still many hulks moored at Woolwich. Mind you, this one isn’t an ordinary prison hulk. It’s a Royal Navy hulk. A floating hell especially for sailors who’ve fallen foul of regulations – or a vindictive captain.’


‘Do you think it’s really that bad on board?’ Something in the old man’s voice made Fergus want to know more.


‘I don’t think anything, I know. I spent two years on one just like it. You’ll have some idea what life is like on board if the wind changes. It’s the foulest smell you’re ever likely to come across. The stench of hopelessness and despair.’


‘You were a crew man on a prison hulk?’


The old man turned to give Fergus a scornful look. ‘Who said anything about being part of the crew? I was a prisoner. Two wasted years I spent behind the bars of a hulk. Two years of my life living out a nightmare. Sometimes I wake up in a sweat, believing I’m still there. I did my share of time in “the hole”, too. That’s a punishment cell, deep down in the heart of the hulk. They lower you down there by rope. It’s as near to hell as I hope I’ll ever come. No light, not enough room to lie down properly. All a man can do is sit in the straw all day with only the rats and the stench of the bilges for company. It’s surprising what the mind conjures up after a day or two of that.’


‘Why were you sent to the hulk in the first place?’ Fergus thought it must have been something serious for a sailor to be sentenced to two years on a prison hulk by a naval court martial.


‘Deserting in the face of the enemy, is what they said it was. Told me I was lucky I wasn’t hung from the yardarm.’


‘And did you … desert?’


‘Me? I was a gunner’s mate on the Bellerophon at Trafalgar, when we suffered more casualties than any other ship in the fleet. My crew was still firing our gun when every other on the deck had been silenced. Me, desert? I’ll tell you exactly what I did to get two years on a prison hulk.’


The old man sat on the wall between Fergus and the Hamoaze and shook his stick in the direction of the hulk. ‘I was gunner on a frigate in the Mediterranean when we engaged a French man-o’-war that was twice our size. By the time we’d finished we were both in danger of sinking. When the Frenchie came alongside, their marines and our boys fought a battle with no quarter given. I think they must have been sinking faster than we were because some of ’em was abandoning ship. Suddenly from my gun port I saw a woman in the water. A Frenchwoman, she must have been, drifting away between the two boats, shouting and hollering when her head wasn’t under the water. Her clothes were billowing around her like a jellyfish. It seemed I must have been the only one to have seen or heard her. I jumped in and tried to save her, but the sea was a bit too rough. I couldn’t find her, ’though I searched for long enough.’


The old man gazed away from Fergus, face muscles twitching as he relived the happenings of many years before.


‘What happened then?’ Fergus prompted.


The old man came back to the present and his shoulders sagged. ‘We’d beaten the French and they’d struck their colours, but one of the officers had seen me jump overboard while the fighting was going on. I was clapped in irons until we got back to port. There I faced a court martial. By that time there were no Frenchies around to say whether or not they’d lost a woman overboard during the fighting.’


‘And for that you spent two years on a prison hulk?’ Fergus was appalled.


‘That’s right. I was never the same man again, for all that I spent another twenty years in the service.’


‘Tell me about some of the other ships on which you served,’ prompted Fergus. He had begun sketching the old man, with the hulk and the men-o’-war behind him. ‘The happier ones.’


The old man recounted his experiences for more than an hour, during which time Fergus made a number of sketches. One day he knew he would incorporate them in a painting.


Eventually, the ex-prisoner rose stiffly to his feet from his seat on the low wall. ‘It’s been nice talking to you, son, but it’s time I went home, otherwise my sister will have a search party out for me.


‘I should have married before I left the navy,’ he added. ‘If I had, I might have ended up master in my own home. As it is I’m lower on her list than the cat. I swear she’d put me out at night if it wasn’t for what the neighbours would say.’


The dejected old man went on his way, leaning heavily on the stick. It was a picture Fergus was able to capture on his sketch pad before he disappeared around the next corner.
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Fergus worked on for a while after the old sailor had left him, but before long he began thinking about his own troubles once more. Aware that he was not giving of his best to the sketching, he decided to call it a day.


On his way back to the inn, he heard the sound of laughter coming from a public house. Acting on impulse he went inside.


The long, smoke-hazy bar of the public house was crowded with off duty sailors and young women of the town. The reminder of Becky and the life she was now leading hit him like a physical blow. Turning about, he hurriedly left the public house before his presence had even been noticed.


Back at the inn, Fergus was walking across the lounge, engrossed in his own unhappy thoughts, when a young voice called excitedly, ‘Mr Vincent! Mr Vincent!’


The next moment Sarah Cunningham ran across the room to take his hand, saying, ‘We’ve been waiting for your return. Come and meet my father.’


They walked together across the lounge towards a suntanned man wearing the uniform of a naval captain. Beside him was Miss Bell.


Captain Arthur Cunningham rose to his feet and extended his hand in a greeting. ‘I am very pleased to meet you, Mr Vincent. I would like to thank you for the splendid sketch you made of Sarah. It is already framed and hanging on the bulkhead in my sea cabin. It will be a treasured reminder of my daughter when I am far from home.’


Nodding towards the folder beneath Fergus’s arm, he added, ‘I can see you have wasted no time in starting work in Plymouth. May I look at what you have been doing?’


Fergus was slightly taken aback by the unexpected request, but had no objection to anyone looking at his work. He handed the folder containing his sketch pad to Captain Cunningham.


Turning the pages slowly, the naval captain expressed his approval. ‘These are good, Mr Vincent. Very good indeed. Catherine – Miss Bell has been telling me you are something of a celebrity. She also mentioned that you have painted a portrait of my uncle, Lord Carterton. Now I have seen some of your work it is easy to see why you are so much in demand. It also, I hope, provides an admirable solution to a problem presented to me by my fellow officers. Admiral Sir Cuthbert Mallory is due to retire very soon. He is temporarily occupying the office of Flag Officer, Plymouth, but for most of his life he has been an Admiral of the Red. I have been asked to find an artist to paint a portrait of him to hang in the Admiralty, in London. You would be doing me a very great favour if you would accept the commission.’


Fergus needed to think about the offer for only a few moments. The money he would be paid for the commission, added to that which he had already received from Lord Carterton, meant he would not need to worry about funds for a very long time to come. Besides, it might possibly prove an interesting task. He declared he would be pleased to accept Captain Cunningham’s offer.


‘Splendid! I’ll try to arrange the first sitting for tomorrow afternoon, if that is convenient for you? But for now come and have a drink with me. We’ll all have a drink – yes, you too, Catherine.’ Captain Cunningham added the rider when the governess began shaking her head. ‘After all, you have saved me a great deal of work by finding an artist for me so quickly.’


Fergus’s first inclination had been to refuse the offer to have a drink with Captain Cunningham, his daughter and her governess. He believed Miss Bell would take the opportunity to continue questioning him about his life in Lewin’s Mead. However, when the captain heard that Fergus had once served in the Royal Navy the talk was of ships, fleets, and foreign ports.


Eventually, Miss Bell said she needed to change Sarah into clean clothes before dinner. Fergus said he too had things to do.


‘Of course,’ said Captain Cunningham, graciously. ‘But you will join us for dinner?’


Fergus had been watching Sarah during the time her father had been talking to him to the virtual exclusion of the others. He thought she was unhappy at being left out of the conversation Fergus was having with the father she so obviously adored.


‘I think your time with Sarah is far too precious to share with a stranger. I look forward to speaking to you again tomorrow and to beginning the portrait of the Admiral.’


Fergus was doing nothing that evening so had a meal sent up to his room and worked on the sketches he had made that day at the Hamoaze.


Much later a note was sent to his room from Captain Cunningham. It thanked Fergus for his thoughtfulness and agreed he would have all too little time to spend with his only daughter. He ended the note by saying he would collect Fergus at two o’clock the following afternoon to take him to meet Admiral Sir Cuthbert Mallory.
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Fergus was awake early the next morning. Drawing back his curtains he saw there was a light mist hovering above the river, giving a ghostly appearance to the ships anchored there. He dressed quickly and hurried to the Hamoaze. He wanted to capture the composition of ships, mist and water before the sun rose sufficiently high to dispel the mist.


He had chosen his time well. The tide was well out and the mist followed the sinuous line of the channel, its touch softening the lines of the warships and the squat prison hulk.


Fergus worked for some time, only vaguely aware of an object that broke the smooth surface of the glistening mud, halfway between the shore and the water. He had dismissed it as a piece of partly submerged tree trunk, probably washed downriver by the current.


Suddenly his glance fixed on the ‘tree trunk’. From the corner of his eye he had thought he detected a movement. He looked at it intently for a while. Almost convinced that it must have been a bird he had seen – he suddenly saw the movement once more.


With the movement came the revelation that it was not a piece of wood. He was looking at a man! What Fergus had seen was the weak movement of an arm.


There was a large expanse of smooth mud between Fergus and the prostrate figure and he had no way of knowing how deep it was. He looked about him seeking help and saw a boy of about twelve years of age, pushing an empty barrow.


‘Boy! Quick – go and fetch help. There’s a man out there, lying in the mud.’


Releasing the shafts of the barrow, the boy looked in the direction pointed out by Fergus and frowned, ‘That’s not a man. It’s just a bit of old …’


At that moment there was another movement from the object. This time there could be no doubting what it was. A hand waved weakly.


The boy’s face was suddenly drained of blood. He stuttered, ‘I’ll … go and … fetch my dad. I live just around the corner.’


The boy turned his barrow around and ran with it, the wheels’ screeching proclaiming the urgency of his errand.


For what seemed an age, Fergus was at a loss as to what he could do next. Then he realised there was less mud between him and the channel than there had been when he arrived. The tide was creeping across the mud flats towards the feebly moving man.


Fergus deposited his painting gear over a wall in the tiny garden of a nearby house. Then he hurried down some nearby steps to a strip of shingle before stepping gingerly out on the mud.


He had not progressed very far before the mud was knee-deep. By the time he was two-thirds of the way to the trapped man it was halfway up his thighs. Each step became a major effort. Fortunately, it levelled out at this depth, but Fergus was increasingly aware of the limitations placed upon him by his crippled leg.


Before he had reached the now still form he heard a shout. The boy, two men and a woman were at the spot where he had been painting. One of the men shouted something at Fergus, then he and his male companions clattered down the steps to the shingle.


Fergus floundered the remaining couple of paces to the body. So muddy was it, that he was not certain whether it was a man or woman. He assumed it to be a man lying face downwards, head turned to one side.


The water was snaking closer across the mud now and Fergus reached down to take the man’s arms. He would try to pull him towards the bank, hoping the two rescuers would reach him before the water did.


Fergus located one arm, but when he pulled it clear of the mud he made a startling discovery. A shackle and chain linked one wrist to the other. When he checked, he discovered the man’s ankles were similarly secured. He was an escaped prisoner! Most probably an escapee from the naval hulk moored not very far away.


Nevertheless, whoever the man was, or what he had done, he could not be left here to die in the mud of the Hamoaze.


Fergus began desperately tugging, sliding him awkwardly across the mud in the wake of his own slow and laborious progress.


It seemed he had made hardly any at all before the two men from the shore reached him. Both were large and strong.


One of them lifted the chains to show his companion, then, without a word, he swung the prisoner to his shoulder and began the laborious journey to the bank.


The other man stayed with Fergus, helping him through the cloying mud.


By the time Fergus reached the steps he was close to collapse. He was helped up to the road by some of the large crowd which had now gathered.


Someone had thrown a bucket of water over the rescued man’s head, revealing the features of a youngster who could hardly have been out of his teens.


‘What are you going to do with him?’ gasped Fergus.


‘What do you think we’re going to do?’ retorted the man who had carried the escaped prisoner to shore. ‘There’s a reward for escaped prisoners. Mind you, I don’t know whether it’s paid out for dead as well as live ones – and he’s likely to be dead before the police arrive.’


‘You’ll be collecting no reward for him.’ A man walking with the aid of a stick pushed his way through the crowd. Fergus recognised him as the one he had been sketching the previous day. ‘He’s a naval prisoner. They’ll be quite happy to have him die so they don’t have to pay for his victuals. You’ll get nothing from them.’


‘They’ll need to pay me something,’ protested the mercenary rescuer. ‘I’ve ruined a good pair of trousers by going out there.’


‘Then it’s not going to do them any more harm if you carry him into my house. It’s no more than a street away. If a man’s going to die he should be allowed some dignity, at least. He’ll have had precious little of that, out there on the hulk.’


The rescuer protested but was pushed aside by two women who heaved more water over the prostrate escapee. They then persuaded two men to place him in the barrow belonging to the boy Fergus had sent off to find help.


As the still form was borne away, Fergus recovered his paints and sketch pad and followed after the crowd. He too was caked in evil-smelling mud from the waist down, but there was nothing he could do about it immediately.


At the house of the old ex-naval man, the shackled escaped prisoner was laid on the flagstones inside the doorway. In the background, a woman whom Fergus took to be the ex-sailor’s sister protested in vain.


‘Shall I send for a doctor?’ asked one of the women in the crowd which had followed the barrow.


‘Only if you know one who’s prepared to treat a man with these on, without sending for the police.’ The ex-naval man rattled the chains hanging from the young man’s wrists.


‘The police have already been called,’ replied one of the women. ‘Harry Harris didn’t believe what you said about the reward. He’s hoping to get something out of this.’


‘If you’re thinking of getting a sketch of him you’d better do it quickly, artist,’ said the ex-sailor to Fergus. ‘And make it a good one. You won’t often come across a man who’s so desperate to escape that he’d go into the sea wearing shackles and chains and risk death on a mud bank rather than endure life on a prison hulk.’


Fergus had not even thought of sketching the man, but now the idea had been put to him, he decided to act upon it immediately.


He had only just begun the sketch when the rescued man’s eyes opened. He looked about him in terror for a moment or two. Then, in a voice devoid of strength or emotion, he whispered, ‘Where am I?’


‘You’re in a house in Stonehouse. You’ve just been rescued from the Hamoaze.’


The eyes moved once more, but the head remained still. ‘Don’t let them take me back. I don’t want to die on a prison hulk.’


‘You’re not going to die anywhere,’ said the ex-sailor.


‘Yes, I am. Just like the others. But they went quickly. Cleanly.’


‘There are others? More than one of you escaped?’ The question was put by Fergus.


‘Three of us. The other two were washed away in the dark. We misjudged the tide. It doesn’t matter now … but I don’t want to die on board. They’ll put me in “the hole” again.’


For the first time, the man suddenly seemed to be in pain. ‘I … I can’t move my legs.’


‘There’ll be a doctor here soon,’ said one of the women. ‘Someone went for one while they were carrying him ashore,’ she explained to Fergus and the ex-sailor. ‘No one knew he was an escaped prisoner then.’


The prisoner closed his eyes once more and did not open them again until a doctor pushed his way through the crowd and into the narrow passageway.


Looking down at the young man, he frowned. ‘How did he get in this state?’


Everyone spoke at once, but the doctor made enough sense of it to learn the circumstances of the young man’s discovery and rescue.


‘I’ll have a look at him, but I want these taken off.’


He indicated the shackles around the man’s wrists.


‘I’ll go and fetch a smith,’ said the boy whose barrow had provided transport for the ex-prisoner.


The doctor carried out his examination swiftly and methodically. Then, with a suddenness that startled those watching, the young prisoner began to scream.


Standing up, the doctor said, ‘I’m afraid this young man has broken his back. Something probably hit him while he was in the water. It’s incredible that he’s survived this long. All I can do is give him something to ease his pain.’


He rummaged in the large bag he had brought with him and mixed up a brownish mixture. When it was done, he lifted his patient’s head and forced the mixture between the man’s lips, not pausing even when he began choking.


As he laid the man down once more on the stone-flagged floor, two policemen made their way through the crowd to the house. Opening his eyes, the young man looked up and saw them. The fear on his face was something that neither Fergus nor any other artist could ever have captured. ‘Don’t take me back to the hulk.’


‘It’s all right, young man. You’ll not be going back to the hulk. You have my word.’


The two policemen looked uncomfortable. ‘You understand that we’re obliged to take him into custody, sir? He’ll stay at the police station to await the arrival of the naval authorities.’


Still crouching down, the doctor packed away his things in the leather bag. He took his time over the task. When it was done, he stood up and addressed the two policemen. Both constables seemed nervous. They were uncomfortably aware that the crowd outside the door were hostile to them.


‘I am afraid this young man, whoever he is, is outside the jurisdiction of the naval authorities now, Constable.’


Fergus looked as surprised as the constables, but the doctor said, ‘He is dead, and died onshore, not on a prison hulk. There will need to be an inquest and then he will be buried in consecrated ground, here in Stonehouse. All you can do now is ascertain his name, in order that it may be recorded on his tombstone.


The man who had carried the escaped prisoner to the shore had heard what was said and now asked, ‘What about my reward?’


‘Hopefully, it will be a great one,’ said the doctor, preparing to leave the house. ‘I believe great store is put on such things – in heaven.’
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When Fergus returned to the Lord Nelson and entered the inn yard, his muddied state attracted immediate attention. A servant intercepted him at the front door and guided him to the servants’ entrance. Here the inn-keeper met him and heard his story.


The inn-keeper was himself an ex-naval man, and sympathetic to those who fell foul of the over-rigid code of discipline imposed within the senior service.


A bath was ordered to be taken to Fergus’s room. Minutes later, servants were toiling upstairs bearing towels and pails of hot water from the kitchen. Fergus’s clothes were taken away for laundering, with a promise that they would be returned the same day.


Later, when he was soaking in the luxury of a hot bath, a half-tankard of brandy was sent up to the room, with the compliments of the sympathetic landlord.


Fergus took lunch that day with Sarah and her governess. The inn servants had told Catherine Bell of Fergus’s morning adventure, but he had to repeat the details for her. He also found himself being questioned once more about his life in Lewin’s Mead – and about Becky. To his relief, he discovered that the governess had a great interest in ragged schools. He was able to divert the course of her questioning by telling her of the children he had met whilst giving lessons at the Lewin’s Mead ragged school.


He was eventually rescued by Captain Cunningham. The naval officer arrived to take him to the office of the Flag Officer, to commence his portrait.


For today, Fergus took only the sketch pad in which he had recorded the events of the morning. He would buy a canvas and commence the actual portrait on his next visit.


Admiral Sir Cuthbert Mallory had a face that came close to the colour of the ensign he had flown as ‘Admiral of the Red’, and his manner was that of a bluff old sea dog.


Reluctantly following Fergus’s instructions, he seated himself on a chair facing the window. As Fergus began sketching, the admiral grumbled, ‘This is all a load of useless nonsense. Who wants a portrait of me, eh?’


‘Your staff want it, Sir Cuthbert, so that you may be remembered with pride at the Admiralty in London. Officers will point to your portrait and say, “I once served with him.” It’s an honour, sir.’


‘In fifty years’ time everyone will walk past the painting, taking no more notice than if it were a piece of wallpaper. It’s not as though I am Lord Nelson – although I am proud of having fought in his fleet. I was at Trafalgar, you know. A young, fourteen-year-old midshipman, I was then.’


Sketching busily while the admiral was sitting comparatively still, Fergus tried to keep him talking. ‘You are the second man I have met in my two days at Plymouth who has boasted of having served with Nelson. The other man served as a gunner’s mate on the Bellerophon.’


Fergus told the fiery old admiral of his first meeting with the ex-sailor, and of its sequel, only that morning.


Fergus’s disclosure had the opposite effect to that he had intended. There was a break in the sketching while the admiral demanded to look through the sketch pad. It showed the old man, the prison hulk and the escaped prisoner who had died that morning.


Gazing at the sketch of the ex-sailor, Admiral Sir Cuthbert Mallory frowned. ‘The Bellerophon went into action ahead of my own ship. She was in the thick of the battle and her gunners were the pride of the fleet. It’s difficult to believe that one of them would one day desert in the face of a lesser enemy. As for the prison hulk … I knew it had been brought into port, but I assumed it had already left.’


Looking first at the sketch of the hulk, and then at that of the dying escaped prisoner, the admiral, aggressive in defence, said, ‘Are you one of those who say the navy has no need of such prisons, Vincent?’


‘I’ve never held any strong views either way, Sir Cuthbert. I merely sketched what I saw.’


Handing back the sketch pad, the admiral frowned. ‘You’ve done it well. Too damned well. All right, you enjoy sketching prisoners – I’ll give you the opportunity of a lifetime. Leave the sketching of me until tomorrow. We’ll go off and pay a visit to this hulk. See something of the conditions for ourselves. We’ll not be made warmly welcome, you can be damned certain of that, but the ship’s in the Hamoaze and is under my jurisdiction. I want to know how she’s being run.’


The admiral stood up, happier to have something more useful to do with his time than sit still for an artist. ‘Come on, now. If we don’t hurry it’ll be evening before we return and we’ll end up wasting good drinking time.’


There was consternation on board the hulk when it became apparent that a pinnace flying the flag of Admiral Sir Cuthbert Mallory was heading for them.


Watching the flurry of activity as they approached the gangway leading from water level to the deck of the prison ship, Sir Cuthbert said to Fergus, ‘What you’ve heard about prison hulks may or may not be true, but our visit seems to be causing a considerable stir.’


‘It’s the thought of having an admiral visit them, Sir Cuthbert. They’ll be in a state of panic, above and below decks.’


‘Then let’s keep it that way, Fergus. Although, if things on board are all they should be, they have nothing to worry about. You seek out anything that’s not in order and make a sketch while everyone is working hard to keep me happy. If there is anything I should see, let me know immediately.’


The crewmen of the pinnace shipped their oars and the bowman leaped from the boat to the gangway to make the craft fast.


By the time the last turn had been made with the securing rope, the admiral was on the gangway. He made his way to the deck of the hulk at a speed that belied his age.


At the top of the gangway a hastily gathered party of sailors piped the senior officer on board and Sir Cuthbert acknowledged their efforts with a brief salute.


The admiral’s visit had taken everyone on board the hulk by surprise. The ship’s commanding officer was one of the last to appear. He came hurrying from his cabin, fastening the buttons of his tunic as he did so.


Bad weather in the channel had forced the hulk to be towed in to the Hamoaze on its journey to Woolwich from the north. There had recently been a great deal of criticism about the use of hulks as prisons for naval men. It had become a sensitive subject in the corridors of Whitehall.


During the voyage the question of the future role of hulks had been debated in London. The hulk at present in the Hamoaze would remain here until the Admiralty in London made a firm decision about those moored off Woolwich.


While the commanding officer gathered his senior men about him, crew members were sent scurrying to clean up those parts of the hulk where an admiral might expect to be taken.


As all this activity was taking place, Fergus made his way below decks in the wake of a small working party. Here was the accommodation for the naval prisoners. Rows of steel-barred cages extended on either side of a broad gangway. The stench was overpowering enough to make a weak-stomached man gag. It took some moments for Fergus to accustom himself to it.


Meanwhile, the working party, comprised of crew members, had opened a hatch in the side of the ship. From here they were lowering buckets on ropes to the river below. The water drawn up from this source was thrown across the gangway floor. At the same time other sailors were unshackling a double line of naval convicts who had been secured in the gangway.


The light was not good, but it was sufficient for Fergus to make a hurried sketch of the scene. As he worked he became aware that a young man, unshaven but otherwise fairly presentable, was watching him through the bars of the nearest prison cage.


‘How long have those men been chained out here?’ Fergus put the question to the watching man.


‘Since we started our journey from the north. About eight or nine days, I suppose. Today’s the first time they’ve been unshackled.’


The deck inside the cages was sparsely covered with soiled straw, now wet from the activities of the working party, but out here there was nothing and Fergus asked, ‘What do the men have for bedding at night?’


The young prisoner gave a short, derisive laugh. ‘Bedding? You’re standing on it right now. They sleep on the bare deck. We’d have thrown ’em some straw, but there’s barely enough to cover the deck in here. They at least have enough room to lie full-length. That’s more than we have.’
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