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As huge sobs racked her body, Sally shook with hysterical shock. ‘How? Why did it happen?’


‘She’s been very ill for a long time, Sally. This could have happened at any time.’


‘But why tonight, Ethan? Why did it have to happen tonight…?’


He tried to draw her to him, but she pulled away once again.


Trying desperately hard to regain a grip on her emotions, Sally cried, ‘No, Ethan! She didn’t just die because of her illness. I know she didn’t. Someone has been here.’


‘You don’t know that, Sally. I know Uncle Charlie thought he heard something, but you can’t rely on anything he says. He probably imagined it, and he’s been drinking, probably for most of the day.’


‘No. No! Someone has been here. Look!’


Bending down, Sally picked up something from the floor. As she lifted it, tiny, brightly coloured pieces of shiny paper fell to the floor.


It was the kaleidoscope she had brought for Ruth. Split open at the sides, it had been crushed almost flat.


‘This is the present I brought for Ruth for Christmas. Someone’s trodden on it. It couldn’t be Ruth, she wasn’t able to get out of bed. Someone has been here, Ethan. I know it. Charlie was right.’


She looked at Ethan, her face contorted with agony. ‘Ruth didn’t just die, Ethan. She was killed! Someone murdered her.’
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‘If your hand comes so close as six inches from that there pie I swear I’ll cut it off, you see if I don’t.’


The barbaric threat was reinforced by a bloody meat cleaver, wielded by Alfie Philpott and waved menacingly at Sally Harrup. The perspiring pie-maker was wearing a grubby, well-worn straw boater and an even dirtier blue-and-white striped butcher’s apron.


‘Is that another of those urchins trying to nick one of our pies, Alfie?’ The disembodied voice came from beyond a doorway draped with a palm-frond curtain, half-hidden behind a long wooden counter piled high with pies and cardboard advertisements.


‘I wasn’t going to pinch any of your bleedin’ pies,’ the young girl protested indignantly. ‘I was … I was just seeing if they was fresh, that’s all.’ She sniffed derisively. ‘I expect they’re all stale, anyway.’


‘I’ll have less of your cheek, young lady, or one of these nights you’ll disappear and end up inside my pies. Then you’ll find out just how fresh they are.’


‘You don’t frighten me, not even with that old knife.’


Despite her display of bravado, Sally took a step backwards. It brought her closer to the door, which led to the cobblestone street outside. Strange rumours occasionally circulated about Alfie Philpott and the contents of his pies.


The palm-frond curtain was pushed aside and the head of the pie-man’s wife appeared. From where she was standing, the woman could see a thin, pinched-face girl, wearing a threadbare brown coat, which was far too small, over a thin gingham dress that was quite unsuitable for early December.


‘Lor’, bless us, Alfie! She’s all tongue and very little else. She wouldn’t make more’n a couple of twopenny pies – and they’d be all gristle.’


‘You think so, Grace?’


‘I do. Tell you what, Alfie. Give the girl a pie. It’ll help put a bit of flesh on her. Add a bit of taste, like, just in case we decide to do something with her sometime.’


‘I’m not sure it’s worth it…’


Alfie Philpott tried to keep up the pretence of being fierce, but he had seen the hungry eagerness on Sally’s face in response to his wife’s suggestion. ‘Oh well, perhaps you’re right. Here, you can have a pie – but just one, mind.’


He added the rider as Sally dived towards a number of hot pies, fresh from the oven, heaped in a pyramid on a large flat dish on the counter.


‘Thanks, mister … missus.’


Sally grabbed a pie hurriedly, afraid the pie-shop owners might change their minds about making such an unexpected and quixotic gesture.


As she turned to leave the shop, the woman called to her, ‘Just a minute, young lady.’


Clutching the hot pie, Sally stopped in the doorway. Some of the earlier belligerence returned to her voice as she asked, ‘What d’you want?’


Whatever it was, she was certainly not handing back the pie.


‘What’s your name, girl? I like to know who we’re giving our pies to.’


‘Sally.’


‘Sally what?’


‘Just Sally, that’s what everyone calls me.’


She had no intention of giving this woman her full name, no matter how generous she appeared to be.


‘Are you honest, Sally?’


‘’Course I’m honest.’ Sally said indignantly. At the same time she crossed her fingers. It was not easy while holding a hot pie. ‘What sort of a question’s that?’


‘I’m asking because, if you’re honest, we can give you work sometimes. Delivering pies.’


‘How much would you pay me?’ Sally asked uncertainly.


‘A farthing for each delivery,’ Alfie said quickly, before his wife got too carried away with her own generosity.


‘And a free pie when you finish work,’ said his wife, ignoring her husband’s frown.


‘Two pies,’ Sally said promptly. ‘One for me, and one for my sister. She’s in bed, sick.’


‘One fresh pie, and one leftover.’


‘All right,’ Sally tried hard not to allow her delight to show. ‘When do you think you might have some work for me?’


‘You can start tomorrow. We’re always busy in the weeks leading up to Christmas – but you’ll need to be here early. No rolling in at midday, or whenever it suits you. And have a wash before you come to work. We don’t want you putting off customers with your dirty looks.’


‘Blimey! You believe in getting your money’s worth, don’t you? All right, I’ll be here early – and I’ll have a wash at home first.’


As soon as Sally had left the shop, Alfie turned to his wife. ‘I don’t know what you were thinking of, Grace, offering work to an urchin like that. She’ll probably run off with the takings, first chance she gets.’


‘I somehow don’t think so, Alfie. The girl was obviously hungry but that doesn’t make her a thief. Anyway, if I’m wrong it won’t be the end of the world for us, will it? We can afford to make the occasional mistake. Besides, how old would our Mary be now, had she lived?’


Carefully placing the meat cleaver on the wooden butcher’s block, Alfie moved to put an arm about his wife’s shoulders. Giving her an affectionate hug, he said, ‘I knew that’s what you were thinking about. Our Mary would have been seventeen. Much the same age as that young lady, I reckon, give or take a year or so.’


‘And if things had been different, would you like to think that someone who could afford it would refuse to give a pie to her, if she was hungry?’


‘Of course not. But if I didn’t stop you, you’d get carried away by every young urchin who put her nose inside the door. That young lady’s probably off somewhere right now, trying to sell her pie to someone else. I doubt if we’ll ever see her again.’


‘What’s that you’ve got stuffed inside your jumper, girl?’


‘Whatever it is has nothing to do with you, Charlie Shields.’


The exchange over, Sally dodged his outstretched hand with an ease born of practice. Charlie spent much of the day sitting on the doorstep of the house where Sally and her sister rented a small back room on the first floor.


A sufferer from chronic asthma, Charlie occupied the two rooms on the ground floor. He was all right most of the time, but Sally knew from experience it was foolish to take any chances with him. Drunk or sober, Charlie’s hand had a nasty habit of wandering up a girl’s leg if she were foolish enough to linger as she stepped through the doorway.


Nevertheless, he was sympathetic enough towards Sally and her sister and would occasionally send up a gift of a piece of fruit, or perhaps some fish. Such delicacies were brought to him by members of his large family, some of whom worked in the Plymouth fruit and vegetable market, and others who were fishermen.


When she reached the safety of the gloomy, narrow passageway, Sally paused at the foot of the stairs and called back, ‘If you really want to know, it’s a meat pie. Alfie Philpott gave it to me.’


‘Alfie don’t give nothing away to no one. I expect you’ve nicked it.’ Charlie gave a short, throaty laugh, which promptly led to a brief but intense bout of coughing.


‘I didn’t need to pinch it,’ Sally retorted indignantly. ‘He gave it to me. What’s more, his missus wants me to work for ’em.’


‘You … work?’ Breathing with difficulty, Charlie cuffed away the tears brought on by his coughing. ‘What sort of work can you do? You ain’t got enough meat on you to do any work.’


‘I do more work than you’ve ever done, Charlie Shields. Enough to pay the rent, anyway.’


Turning her back on the asthmatic ground-floor tenant, Sally ascended the uncarpeted stairs with all the dignity a ragged seventeen-year-old could muster.
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Upstairs, in a small, untidy and sparsely furnished rear room, an emaciated young woman lay beneath a blanket on a narrow bed, where, at night, she slept head-to-toe with her sister. Looking much older than her twenty-two years, the young woman’s face was turned towards an open window.


The window, which was devoid of curtains, overlooked the back of a terrace of identical houses, now hidden by darkness. No more than the lengths of two tiny backyards away, the buildings were oppressively close.


At the sound of the door opening, the young woman turned her head, slowly and wearily. When she saw Sally, her tired smile gave a glimpse of the beauty she had possessed before she was ravaged by disease.


‘Hello, love. What have you been up to today?’ The voice was as feeble as the young woman’s sick body.


‘I’ve brought you something nice to eat, Ruth. It’s still hot.’


Sally put an arm beneath her sister’s wasted body to raise her. At the same time she took the pillow from the foot of the bed and rested it against the iron bed head.


When Sally thought Ruth was comfortable, she took a chipped plate from a shelf and placed the pie on it. ‘Here, eat this while it’s still nice and hot. It’ll put some strength in you. It’s not a stale leftover, either. It’s fresh from Alfie Philpott’s shop, hardly out of the oven.’


‘You haven’t been nicking for me, have you, Sally? If you’re caught they’ll put you away and that’d be the end of me, for sure.’


‘What’s the matter with everyone?’ Sally’s indignation was unfeigned. ‘I come in with something nice for my sister and everyone thinks I must have pinched it! Well, I haven’t. It was given to me by Alfie Philpott and his wife. What’s more, they’ve given me a job too – so there!’


‘What d’you mean, a job? I thought you had one at the cardboard-box factory, over by the station.’


Sally shrugged and averted her gaze from her sister. ‘I got the sack.’


‘Again? What was the reason this time?’


‘The foreman wanted me to work overtime – and it wasn’t to make no boxes, neither. Now, eat your supper before it gets cold. You’d better enjoy it, I’ll be bringing a couple of ’em home every day from now on.’


‘Tell me about this new job of yours.’ As she spoke, Ruth broke the pie in half and put a piece to her mouth. She ate very little these days, but the hot pie smelled delicious.


‘I’ll be delivering for the Philpotts. They’re going to give me a farthing for each delivery and two pies to bring home at the end of each day. I’ll make enough money to pay the rent and be bringing home food too. There’ll probably be enough money left over at the end of the week to buy something special for you, Ruth.’


Ruth took no more than three or four bites from the piece of pie she had in her hand before putting the remainder back on the plate. Pushing it across the bed towards Sally she said, ‘Here, I’ve not touched the one half. You eat it.’


‘Are you sure…?’ Sally’s mouth had been watering as the aroma of freshly cooked beef and gravy wafted towards her. Nevertheless, she waited until her sister nodded before reaching out for the plate.


Watching her sister eat, Ruth said wearily, ‘You’re a good girl, Sally. You deserve a better life than spending all your time looking after a sister who’s never going to get better.’


Ruth looked sadly at Sally and the younger girl reached out with her free hand. Gripping her sister’s fingers, she squeezed them hard.


‘I’ve told you before, you mustn’t talk like that. I want to look after you, the same as you’ve done for me all my life.’


It was true. Their mother had died when Sally was a small girl of seven and Ruth only twelve. The girls had never known their father.


It was not until Sally was much older that she realised how Ruth had earned the money to keep them both. Even so, it had not come as too much of a shock. Prostitution was a fact of life for a great many young girls in the cities of England – and Plymouth was a sailor’s town.


‘You sure you don’t want any more of this?’ Sally had eaten the untouched portion from the plate and was eyeing the remainder hungrily.


‘Quite sure. You have it.’


As Sally gulped down the rest of the pie, Ruth asked, ‘What are you doing tonight?’


‘Nothing. I’ll stay home and keep you company.’


‘No you won’t. You ought to be out with girls your own age. Having a bit of fun.’


‘I seem to remember you’ve always warned me against going out and having “a bit of fun”.’


‘You know very well what it is I’ve always warned you against – and hiring out your body to anyone with the money to pay for it ain’t fun, I can tell you. They’re paying you to give ’em what they want, whether you feel like it or not – and most times I didn’t. No, Sally, it was never my idea of “fun”.’


‘Yet you did it – for me.’


‘I did it because it was the only way I knew to earn a living. For both of us.’


Ruth smiled weakly at Sally. ‘Go on, get out and enjoy yourself for a couple of hours. I’m not really in the mood for talking tonight. Besides, I’ll be fast asleep in half an hour. Off you go.’


‘Well … only if you’re quite sure.’


‘Of course I am … Listen! What’s that?’


‘It sounds like a band, although I’ve never heard one around the Barbican before.’


‘Go and find it, then you can tell me about it tomorrow – but you’d better hurry, it’s already dark out there. Before you go, open that window a bit more. I can listen to the band while I’m getting off to sleep.’


Crossing the bare-board floor, Sally heaved the window up on protesting pulley wheels. She could hear the band more clearly now. It sounded as though it was in the next street, beyond the houses visible from their window.


This was the Barbican, a crowded slum of run-down houses, adjacent to a small harbour that extended almost to the heart of late-nineteenth-century Plymouth.


Sally decided she would go and find the band. Afterwards, she might take a walk to the music hall. A young man who worked there claimed to be a distant relative. He had once been keen on Ruth and would sometimes allow Sally in without paying.


The music hall occasionally had a night when members of the audience were invited on stage to sing or tell jokes. If the audience liked the act they would throw coins on the stage.


Sally possessed a good voice and had once ventured on to the stage. The audience had liked her so much she had come away with more than three shillings clutched in her hand.


She should have had six, but the stage manager had insisted that half the takings were his ‘by tradition’. He had also invited her back to sing whenever there was a similar evening, but had not suggested she would be allowed in free of charge.


Yes, she would go there. Today had been a lucky day. She had landed a promising job at the pie shop, and now she might make some extra money at the theatre – if it was the right night. Then she would be able to buy something really nice for Ruth. Something attractive to look at and bring pleasure to the girl who was confined to a small dark room in Plymouth’s overcrowded Barbican.


A room she was unlikely ever to leave alive.
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Outside the house, in the narrow confines of Pin’s Lane, Sally paused. Charlie Shields, still seated in front of the doorway, said, ‘Off to listen to the band, are you?’


‘I might be,’ replied Sally, determined to be noncommittal. ‘Then again, I might not.’


‘You don’t want to waste your time chasing after them. It’s a Salvation Army band. You won’t find any fun there. You’d get more laughs watching the fishermen unloading their catch on the quay and teasing the Scots herring women. Why don’t you come and sit here a while and chat with me?’


‘No thanks. I’d rather go and watch the fishermen on the quay.’


‘You’ve got far too much backchat,’ declared Charlie. ‘One day you’ll end up the same as your sister, you mark my words. It’s as well your poor mother never lived to see the way the pair of you have turned out. It would have broken her poor heart.’


Sally had a retort ready but it remained unspoken as tears filled her eyes and she turned away. She would not allow Charlie to see that his words had found their mark. It would have revealed a vulnerability he would not be slow to take advantage of in the future.


In the years following her mother’s death there had been many occasions when Sally had cried herself to sleep, longing for her mother. It had proved especially bad on the many occasions when life was treating the young sisters particularly harshly.


Sometimes, especially now Ruth was bedridden, the sisters would talk far into the night about the mother Sally had hardly known. With the passing of time their mother had assumed a piety she had never achieved during her lifetime.


Occasionally, too, during the quiet of the night, when only Ruth’s laboured breathing broke the silence, Sally would wonder about the identity of her unknown father. It was a subject Ruth would never discuss.


She knew her mother had been ‘in service’ – a house servant – working for a rich family when she became pregnant with Ruth. Although she had never returned to work for the family afterwards, she had always maintained that both girls had the same father. It was all she had ever said on the subject.


As a result, Sally would occasionally allow her imagination to run riot. She wondered whether he had been a son of the rich family. Or a friend, perhaps. He might even be a titled gentleman…!


Rounding the corner, away from Pin’s Lane, the sound of the band became much louder. It seemed the musicians were now playing on the quayside, not far from where the fishing boats landed their catches.


But she could hear another sound too. That of a crowd. A noisy crowd. Sally walked faster. This might not be the colourless entertainment Charlie had predicted after all.


There were many who did not share Charlie’s view that the Salvation Army was harmless and boring. Among those most violently opposed to the teetotal Christian organisation were the breweries and the landlords of the country’s inns and taverns. Disturbed that the popularity of the Salvation Army was growing, they had organised their own band of supporters. It was known as the ‘Skeleton Army’ – a name adopted from its skull and crossbones logo – and it attracted the hooligan element from the beer-houses and dockside taverns. Recently there had been a series of violent clashes between the Skeleton Army and the fervent but pacifist evangelists.


When the large, gas-lit cobblestone space beside the quay came into view, Sally could see the uniformed Salvation Army band formed up by the water’s edge. There were about twenty of them, carrying a variety of instruments.


A number of spectators had gathered to listen, but, as was invariably the case when the band played, the Salvation Army’s opponents were here too.


Sally had lived in the waterside Barbican district of Plymouth all her life and she knew its bullies and thugs by sight. She now spotted many in the crowd. Jeering the bandsmen and -women, they attempted to rival them with their discordant rendition of bawdy songs, while banners boasting the skull and crossbones logo were waved enthusiastically.


When word went around the town that the Salvation Army band was playing in the Barbican, landlords of the area’s public houses urged their customers to swell the ranks of the Skeleton Army. As an incentive the drinkers were promised that their mugs would be refilled, free of charge, upon their return.


Already, the rowdy crowd of opponents was more numerous than the Salvation Army band and its numbers were increasing with every passing minute.


It was clear to Sally that there would soon be trouble. She wondered why the bandsmen did not cease playing and make their escape while it was still possible.


But the Salvation Army, created by William Booth, had not been formed only to desert its sacred duty when faced by such opposition. Booth and his followers were pledged to join battle against the devil in an all-out war aimed at winning the souls of men and women. No sacrifice was too great if it resulted in salvation for even a single sinner.


As the band played on, a young woman, wearing a simple black uniform and straw bonnet, began exhorting those in the crowd to give up their wicked ways and turn to Jesus.


By now, the Salvation Army’s opponents outnumbered them by more than two to one. Those at the front of the noisy ranks of the Skeleton Army, many of them innocent bystanders who had brought their young children along to listen to the music and singing, were being forced ever closer to the band by new arrivals exerting pressure from the rear of the gathering.


One young mother had a year-old child in her arms and a pretty four-year-old daughter, who was performing a happy dance in time to the music, beside her. Not until too late did the woman realise that she and her small family were standing between the Salvation Army and their ill-intentioned opponents. Clutching the baby to her, she reached out to take her daughter’s hand and lead her away.


But the young girl, who was thoroughly enjoying the music, was not yet ready to leave. Evading her mother’s hand, she moved away, closer to the band – and also nearer to the quayside.


At the same moment, one of a small group of well-wishers also realised the danger posed by the Skeleton Army. Before scurrying to safety, the man took some coins from his pocket and threw them in the direction of one of the Salvation Army women. But the coins fell short, and a raggedly dressed boy from the ranks of the opposition was quick to seize the opportunity unexpectedly afforded him. Darting forward, he picked up the silver coins before dashing back to the safety of the cheering rowdies.


However, in his haste he collided with the small girl who was escaping from her mother. Knocked off balance, the child staggered backwards, arms flailing in a vain attempt to regain her footing. Then, to the horror of the suddenly hushed onlookers, she disappeared over the edge of the quay and fell into the dark waters below.


The tide was on the ebb and there was a considerable drop to the water. The splash her small body made was lost in the cries of the onlookers – but her mother’s scream was not. Rushing to the edge of the quay, the woman cried, ‘Mary…! MARY…!’


For a few moments there was utter pandemonium among the horrified crowd as the mother hysterically begged for someone – anyone – to rescue her little girl.


To add to the confusion, the band played on uncertainly for a few more minutes, before the sound died away discordantly.


A fisherman on the fringe of the crowd ran to some stone steps a short distance away, which led down to the water. A small boat was moored here. One of the uniformed Salvation Army bandsmen abandoned band and instrument and clattered down the steps to join the fisherman. Scrambling into the boat, they cast off the mooring rope and headed out on the dark waters of the harbour.


Meanwhile, another more enterprising young Salvation Army bandsman – and certainly more courageous than any of the other watchers – flung off his hat and jacket, pulled off his shoes and plunged head first into the harbour.


By now the followers of the Salvation Army and the Skeleton Army, their differences momentarily put to one side, crowded along the edge of the harbour, blocking off what little light was available to those attempting a rescue.


The mother of the unfortunate little girl continued to wail, joined now by her thoroughly frightened young son.


Suddenly, a man’s voice called from somewhere out on the waters of the harbour. ‘Hello, ashore! This is the customs cutter. What’s going on?’


Twenty or more men shouted explanations. Once the customs men had caught the gist of what was happening one of them called back, ‘We’ll come closer and see if we can help.’


Before the cheers of the crowd had fully died away, the voice of the young bandsman who had so courageously dived into the water called from the darkness, ‘I’ve found her. I’ve got her here. Can someone get a boat and take her from me?’


The cheering redoubled and now many voices were calling from the harbour itself. It appeared that the small dinghy manned by the fishermen and the customs cutter had come together in the darkness.


Then one of the two men in the dinghy shouted, ‘We’ve got her on board – and she’s still breathing.’


Now Salvationists and Skeleton Army followers united in a cheer that startled all the gulls night-roosting on the roofs of buildings around the harbour. It was followed by a movement of the crowd towards the steps to which the dinghy would return.


By the time the boat bumped against the steps the small girl had recovered sufficiently to be tearfully calling for her mother. Lifted from the boat she was passed from hand to hand above the heads of the crowd until she was reunited with her sobbing parent.


Only now did one of the Salvation Army women ask, ‘Where’s John? Wasn’t he in the boat too?’ When no one replied, she explained anxiously, ‘He’s the one who dived in and saved the girl. Where is he now?’


‘He’s probably been taken on board the customs cutter,’ said the Salvation Army musician who had helped to man the dinghy.


There was a confused silence before he called into the darkness, ‘Ahoy there! Customs cutter. Do you have the man who rescued the girl on board?’


‘No. We thought he must have been picked up by the dinghy.’ The voice from the darkness called back the chilling news.


The fisherman and the Salvation Army bandsman ran back down the steps to the dinghy. A couple of minutes later the customs cutter also returned to the area.


Soon the two boats were joined by others, but although the search continued for more than an hour, nothing was found of the missing bandsman.


While the search was being carried out, one of the Salvation Army girls hurried to the bandsman’s home, in the forlorn hope that he might have slipped ashore unnoticed and gone home to change.


She returned with the grim news that he had not gone home and no one there had seen him.


There was no more music from the Salvation Army band that evening. Gradually, as hope faded and the search for the missing man was abandoned, they and the members of the Skeleton Army left the scene, their differences temporarily forgotten.


Abandoning all thoughts of going to the music hall, Sally ran home to tell Ruth about the exciting happenings of the evening.
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The next morning, Sally told Grace and Alfie Philpott about the events of the previous evening. Grace made suitably sympathetic noises, adding, ‘Perhaps the young man climbed out of the water unnoticed and went home to change out of his wet clothes.’


Sally shook her head. ‘No, someone checked. Besides, on my way here this morning I spoke to one of the fisherwomen. She said a body was pulled from the harbour at first light this morning. It was probably the Salvation Army bandsman. The men who found him said it looked as though he’d been hit by a boat. He was hit by the customs boat, I expect.’


Alfie was not in a very good mood this morning and was less sympathetic, ‘If this so-called “Salvation Army” hadn’t been there in the first place there would have been no accident. That lot have a lot to answer for, the way they go around, stirring folk up.’


Giving Sally a warning glance, Grace said to her husband, ‘I’m sure you’re right, dear. I must admit though, they don’t seem to do anyone any harm. But then, I don’t know very much about ’em, myself.’


‘You’re none the worse off for that,’ declared Alfie. ‘There’s enough trouble in the world without having hallelujah hooligans making more. Now, can we get some of these deliveries on their way? I’ve taken orders for ten from the brewery, another twenty-five are wanted over at Stonehouse first thing this morning and we’ve got a whole batch of orders for midday … You’d better get moving, girl. If you’re going to work for us you’ll need to learn you don’t keep customers waiting. Without them there’d be no wages for any of us.’


By the end of the day, Sally had earned one shilling and threepence three farthings. In order to achieve this she had delivered hundreds of meat pies and estimated she must have walked at least twenty miles. Her legs were tired, she was footsore and the muscles of her arms ached from carrying the heavy basket.


Nevertheless, the coins jangling in her pocket and two hot pies clutched in her hand were sufficient compensation for her aches and pains.


She had worked hard and earned an honest day’s wages.


On the way home she stopped at a corner shop close to Pin’s Lane. From here, the Italian owner sold ice-cream during the day and fried chips from early evening until well into the night. She bought a pennyworth of chips for Ruth to eat with her pie.


However, when Sally reached the small back room, she saw immediately that Ruth would be eating very little.


‘I’m sorry, Sally,’ the sick young woman said, in response to her sister’s enthusiasm. ‘I’ve had one of my bad days. I don’t think I can eat a thing. It would be wasted on me. You have both of ’em.’


Doing her best to hide her disappointment, Sally said, ‘I couldn’t eat two, not with all these chips as well. But it would be a pity to waste them. I’ll take a pie and some chips down to Charlie. He wasn’t sitting on the step as usual. Perhaps he’s not feeling too well today, either. I’ll do it now, while everything’s still hot. Then I’ll come back and make you comfortable.’


‘I’m sorry, Sally, especially as this is your first day at your new job. I know you’ve bought the chips for me ‘specially, but I really couldn’t eat them.’ Ruth managed a wan smile for her sister. ‘When you come back you can tell me all about your day.’


Carrying a plate of pie and chips, Sally knocked at Charlie’s door. She walked into his untidy, gloomy room, without waiting for a reply. The elderly man was not ill. In fact he was seated at the table quaffing ale from a pewter mug.


He was not alone. Sitting across the table from him was a young man whose face seemed vaguely familiar to Sally.


‘I’m sorry, Charlie, I didn’t know you had company. I just called in to see if you’d like this.’ She put the plate of food on the table. ‘I brought it home for Ruth, but she doesn’t feel like eating tonight. It’d be a pity to waste it.’


‘Bless you, girl. It’s one of Alfie Philpott’s pies, too! My mouth would water every time I walked past his shop, when I got about a bit more, but he was a bit pricey for the likes of me.’


Giving her a wink, he said, ‘I know you’d prefer it if it was just me here, but come and join us anyway. This is Ethan, my youngest brother’s boy. He’s just come visiting and has brought me some ale. No doubt we can find a drop for you.’


‘I’m not stopping, Charlie. I must go back upstairs and see what I can do for Ruth. It worries me, her not being hungry. She doesn’t eat enough these days to keep a kitten alive.’


She nodded at Charlie’s companion, and had reached the door when she turned suddenly and said excitedly, ‘I recognise you now! You’re the bandsman who brought the young girl ashore last night, after she’d fallen in the harbour.’


The young man looked embarrassed. ‘I didn’t do very well, did I? I let poor John Albon drown – and he was the real hero of the night.’


‘That wasn’t your fault. I was speaking to someone this morning who said he’d probably been run down by the customs cutter.’


‘I’ve heard the same – but it doesn’t make me feel any better.’


Ethan had a quiet, self-deprecating manner and Sally realised he was incredibly shy.


‘What’s all this about?’ While the others had been talking, Charlie had been tucking into the pie and chips. He spoke now with his mouth full of food.


‘Ethan will tell you all about it,’ said Sally. ‘I must go back upstairs now and see to Ruth. It was nice meeting you, Ethan. Enjoy your grub, Charlie.’


Shutting the door behind her, Sally returned upstairs to her sister. Ruth listened dutifully as Sally told of her day’s work, her meeting with Ethan and his part in the events of the previous night.


As she talked, Sally ate her pie and portion of chips. When they were gone, she made Ruth comfortable and began tidying up the room.


She was still working when there was a tentative knock on the door. Exchanging a glance with Ruth, Sally went to the door and opened it. Ethan was standing outside.


‘I hope I haven’t disturbed you,’ he said with the same shy manner Sally had observed when she met him earlier. ‘I came to the house with some fresh fish for Charlie. As you very kindly gave him some supper, he doesn’t really need them all – and they won’t keep. I thought your sister might fancy them. They’ll be easier for her to eat than a meat pie.’


‘Who is it?’ Ruth called from her bed.


‘It’s Ethan, Charlie’s nephew. He’s brought some fish for you. He thought you might fancy them.’


‘Well, don’t leave him standing out there on the landing. Bring him in so I can see what he looks like.’ As she spoke, Ruth struggled to sit up in bed and Sally hurried to her assistance.


As Sally lifted her sister, she called to Ethan, ‘It’s very kind of you. Won’t you come in and say hello to Ruth? She doesn’t have many visitors.’


Hesitantly, Ethan came inside the room, nodding a greeting to Ruth as he said, ‘I thought you might find these fish tasty. They’re easier eating than a pie.’


‘Yes … yes, I think I might. Do you know, Sally, I really do fancy a mouthful or two of fish. Why don’t you fry them up for me while I chat with Ethan. I can’t remember the last time I had a conversation with a young man – especially one who’s a hero. Come here and sit by the bed, Ethan. Tell me about what happened last night. Sally came home absolutely full of it…’
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‘How long has your sister been ill?’


Ethan asked the question as he and Sally walked together through the streets that led away from Plymouth’s Barbican district. They were close to Union Street now, the busy thoroughfare that linked the main town with the naval dockyard areas of Stonehouse and Devonport.


Ruth had kept Ethan talking while Sally cooked the fish. She had then eaten a meal that delighted the younger girl. When it was gone, Ruth declared she wanted to sleep. She suggested that Sally should walk at least part of the way home with Ethan, to give her an opportunity to fall asleep without being disturbed.


After leaving the house with Sally, Ethan had explained that he was not going home immediately but was calling on his brother and his wife. They lived in Stonehouse, some little distance away.


At first, as they walked together, Ethan’s shyness made conversation difficult, but as his tongue gradually loosened Sally learned a little of his background. He was the son and grandson of fishermen and it was a life he claimed to enjoy.


Suddenly, he blurted out, ‘You … you don’t have to walk along with me, if you’d rather not.’


‘Why would I “rather not”?’ Sally asked, puzzled.


‘Well … your sister didn’t ask what you wanted to do. She just told you to come and keep me company.’


Sally shrugged. ‘It doesn’t matter to me. I’ve got nothing better to do.’ Aware of the condition and quality of her clothes, she added, ‘Of course, if you’d rather not be seen with me…’


‘That isn’t what I meant,’ Ethan replied quickly. ‘I like being with you, but…’ He made an apologetic gesture. ‘I can’t really talk about much except music and fishing.’


‘That’s all right. I don’t know anything about either of them things, so whatever you say, I won’t have heard it before.’


She had presented him with a chance to tell her about himself and his occupation. But when he failed to take advantage of the opportunity they walked together in silence for a while.


The knowledge that Ethan was shy intrigued Sally. She could think of no other young man of her acquaintance who had the same problem. Most were quite the opposite and would seek any opportunity to attempt far more liberties than Sally was prepared to allow them.


‘Do you have any sisters?’ she asked.


Ethan shook his head. ‘No … but I’ve got five brothers, all older than me.’


‘Five!’ Sally’s expression was one of undisguised envy. ‘I’ve always wished I had brothers – as well as Ruth, of course,’ she added hurriedly. ‘Are they all fishermen?’


‘Every one. We’ve got our own boat too,’ he added proudly.


Sally looked at him as though he’d claimed kinship with Queen Victoria. ‘Charlie’s always bragging about all the people he knows, but he’s never said anything about having rich relatives!’


Ethan smiled. ‘We’re certainly not rich. My pa needed to borrow money to buy the boat. We’re still paying off the loan. I sometimes feel we’d all be better off if we were working for somebody else.’


Sally was unable to comprehend that someone who actually owned something did not consider himself rich. Only rich people owned things like houses or boats.


Suddenly, for no reason she could think of, she asked, ‘Why are you in the Salvation Army? It’s not the sort of thing rich people do.’


In truth, the only thing that Sally knew about the Salvation Army was that it claimed to be concerned for the spiritual and physical well-being of the poor. Therefore it could not possibly enjoy the support of rich people.


Those who had money either ignored the poor or took advantage of them at every opportunity. At least that was what she had heard Ruth and her friends say on many occasions. Nothing had occurred in Sally’s life to cast doubt on such an observation.


Ethan appeared somewhat embarrassed. ‘I feel a bit of a fraud, really. Years ago one of my aunts gave me a flute and I taught myself to play it. I joined the Salvation Army because I wanted to be in their band.’ Even more embarrassed, he added, ‘I haven’t told that to anyone before.’


After they had walked in silence for a few more paces, he continued, ‘Everyone else seems to have joined the Salvation Army because of a burning passion to take religion to those they feel need it most. Men and women who are the greatest sinners.’


Sally frowned. ‘But they only work among the poor. Does that mean rich people don’t sin as much as we do?’


‘I wouldn’t say that.’ Ethan smiled again. ‘Mind you, rich folk probably don’t need to sin quite as much. They don’t have to steal in order to survive, or don’t need to drink to forget the sort of life they lead or the place in which they live.’


Sally looked at Ethan quizzically. ‘You sure you just joined the Salvation to play in their band? You sound just like one of them.’


‘Do I? Perhaps that’s because I’ve just been to visit Uncle Charlie. He doesn’t have very much, and … and then I came up to your room and saw how little you have – and you’ve a sick sister to look after too. Before that I called in to see the family of that little girl who fell in the harbour last night … one of the band knew where they lived,’ he explained. ‘I thought I’d take them some fish too and make sure the little girl was all right.’ He hesitated, before adding, ‘The bandsman also told me that the little girl’s father had once joined the Salvation Army. He didn’t stay for very long though. He’s a drunkard and spends almost every penny he earns on drink.’


Ethan paused. When he spoke once more he chose his words very carefully in an attempt to hide the depth of his feelings. ‘The house was as clean as a new pin, even though there was hardly any furniture in the room. They didn’t have a fire either, and it seems the little girl has only one dress – the one she was wearing when she fell in the harbour. Today hadn’t been a good drying day, so she had nothing to wear. I only gave the woman a few fish, yet you’d think I’d handed her a fortune…’


He stopped speaking and Sally realised that Ethan was both kind and sensitive. He claimed to have joined the Salvation Army for purely selfish reasons, but she felt he was not out of place in its ranks.


During their conversation they had turned off Union Street. Now they heard the sound of raised voices and a small knot of brawling men spilled from a house into the road in front of them.


Ethan immediately took Sally’s arm and led her to the opposite pavement. ‘I think we’d better give them a wide berth.’


‘Why? They’ve got no quarrel with us.’


‘It sounds as though a couple of them are foreign sailors,’ said Ethan, quickening his pace. ‘They’ve probably been drinking so won’t know who’s on their side and who’s against them. Besides, that’s Mother Darling’s house.’


‘Who’s Mother Darling?’


‘She’s someone young women shouldn’t know anything about.’


‘You mean … she runs a whore house?’


Ethan flushed scarlet and was glad the dim gas-lamps hid his hot cheeks. ‘That’s right, and there are some queer goings-on there, I can tell you.’


‘What sort of goings-on?’


‘Oh … all sorts of things.’


‘Well, tell me what, exactly,’ persisted Sally. She was aware that Ethan was embarrassed but, without knowing why, she was taking a perverse pleasure in continuing to question him.


They turned the corner from the street, leaving Mother Darling’s house and the fighting group behind them.


Slowing his pace a little, Ethan said, ‘It’s said that young country girls answer adverts in the newspapers and come to Plymouth thinking they’re coming to work as servants. Many of them end up in Mother Darling’s house. Then they’re shipped off to France, Belgium – or even Arab countries – and are never seen again.’


Resisting an urge to look over her shoulder to ensure they were not being followed, Sally said scornfully, ‘That’s just talk. I don’t suppose anything like that happens at all.’


‘Yes it does,’ Ethan persisted. ‘One of my brothers saw half a dozen girls being put on board a Belgian boat not long ago. He said they all looked dopey; they needed to be helped on board, as though they’d been given something. My brother said he recognised Mother Darling’s son as one of the men helping the sailors take them on board.’


‘I wonder how he came to know Mother Darling’s son,’ Sally said provocatively.


Aware that Sally was trying to embarrass him, Ethan replied, ‘I wouldn’t know that, but I do know that Mary Street is no place for a young woman.’


Sally realised that Charlie could not have explained to his nephew how Ruth had earned her living before she became ill. She decided not to enlighten him, even though she told herself that what Ethan thought of her really did not matter. They would probably never meet again.


‘We’re almost at my brother’s house now,’ said Ethan. ‘Will you come in with me and meet him and his wife, Sophie? You’d like her.’


‘No. I don’t want to be too late back or I’ll disturb Ruth. Besides, I need to be up early tomorrow, for work.’


Hesitantly, Ethan asked, ‘Would you mind if I called in to see you the next time I pay a visit to Uncle Charlie?’


‘Of course not. It’ll be nice for Ruth to have someone different to talk to.’ Sally tried to sound nonchalant. She did not want him to realise he was the first man to express an interest in her. A real interest. She did not count Charlie or the other men like him. Their interest was not in her as a person.


They stopped at a door that opened directly on to the narrow pavement. ‘This is where Albert and Sophie live. You’re quite sure you won’t come in? They’d make you very welcome.’


‘No, I’ll see you again. ’Bye.’


Sally walked away carrying a warm glow inside her. She decided she liked Ethan. She had taken notice of all he had told her too. When she reached the street where Mother Darling lived, she hurried past and took another road that would take her to Union Street and so back to the Barbican.
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The next few days were busy for Sally. At times, it seemed that most of the residents of Plymouth must have taken a sudden fancy to Alfie Philpott’s pies. She was hard-put to keep up with deliveries.


It was taken for granted by the Philpotts that Sally was happy to work full-time for them. Indeed, with Christmas not far away, the pie-shop owners even discussed the possibility of employing another youngster to help with the ever-increasing need for deliveries.


Sally had not seen Ethan since his visit to the Pin’s Lane house, but it was hardly surprising. From discreet enquiries she made when delivering pies to the fish quay, she knew that local fishermen were taking advantage of the current good weather. They were spending all available time at sea in order to meet the huge demands of the London market.


Late one afternoon, she returned to the shop in happy anticipation of finishing work for the day and returning home to Ruth. To her surprise, she found both Alfie and Grace still busily cooking.


‘Ah! There you are, Sally.’ Grace looked hot and flustered. ‘We were beginning to fear you wouldn’t get back in time. We’ve got an order for you to take out right away.’


Sally’s heart sank. She had been looking forward to going home. The weather had deteriorated during the previous night, with a gale sweeping in from the east, and although it had improved somewhat now, it was still too rough for fishing. All the Plymouth fishing boats would have remained in harbour today, and she had been hoping Ethan might take the opportunity to call and see her.


However, she could not refuse to make the delivery. The Philpotts were generous employers. Only the previous night they had given her more than a pound of beef, left over at the end of the day from their pie-making, to take home to Pin’s Lane.


‘Where are they to go to?’ she asked.


‘To Mary Street, just off Union Street,’ replied Grace. ‘I expect you know it.’


Sally’s heart sank. It would take her almost forty minutes to make the return errand, but Grace said, ‘I realise it’s getting late in the day, but there’ll be an extra threepence in it for you and you can go straight home when you’ve made the delivery and take the basket with you. The woman who came in and placed the order would have taken the pies with her, but we were nearly out. I said I’d make some fresh and have ’em delivered.’


As Grace was speaking, Sally had been trying to place the street in question. When realisation came, she asked in sudden concern, ‘Who have I got to deliver them to?’


‘Number fourteen. To a Mrs Darling.’


Sally’s jaw dropped and Alfie said swiftly, ‘What’s the matter, girl, do you know the woman?’


‘No … Imean … yes.’


‘No – yes? What’s that supposed to mean?’


Hesitantly, Sally gave the Philpotts a summarised version of what Ethan had told her and of the fight he and she had witnessed when they passed along Mary Street.


Grace was concerned, but Alfie said scornfully, ‘There are fights right outside this shop most nights – and you don’t want to believe every rumour you hear, girl. If you listened to some folk talking about what we’re supposed to put in our pies you’d never dare deliver ’em, let alone eat ’em. Anyway, you’re going to Mary Street to take the lady some pies, not in response to any newspaper advertisement. But I’ll tell you what I’ll do. If you don’t turn up for work in the morning I’ll go along to the police station and have them search this woman’s house for you.’ With that Alfie went off, shaking his head in disbelief.


But Grace was less sceptical of Sally’s fears. ‘I’m sure Alfie’s right, dear, but you mind yourself when you get there. If there’s the least sign of anything funny going on, you just cut and run. Fortunately they’ve paid us in advance, so you don’t need to worry yourself about that.’


On the way to Mary Street with a laden basket over her arm, Sally almost convinced herself that Alfie was probably right. Barbican rumours were quite often grossly exaggerated – although this one had come, almost first-hand, from Ethan. She doubted very much whether he would have embellished such a story.


Her apprehension increased when she turned into Mary Street. Finally arriving at number fourteen, she hesitated fearfully for a moment or two. Then, telling herself the house was no different to any other in the street, she knocked resolutely on the door.


Much to her relief, the woman who opened the door was the antithesis of all she had been anticipating.


Small, plump and motherly, the woman beamed benevolently at Sally. ‘Hello, my dear, and what can I do for you?’


‘I’m from Alfie Philpott. Delivering the pies you ordered.’


‘Why, of course! Come in, come in. I wasn’t expecting you quite so soon – but that’s Alfie Philpott for you. Not only does he make the best pies in Plymouth, he’s reliable, too. That’s right, bring them through to the kitchen and put them down on the table. You won’t mind if I count them? Not that I think for a moment Alfie would try to cheat me, but he’s human, same as everyone else and we all make mistakes, don’t we?’


‘You’ll find they’re all there,’ said Sally, wondering why she had feared meeting such a homely and ordinary woman. ‘In fact, Grace Philpott has put in an extra pie, to make up for them not being ready when you called.’


‘Well, that was kind of her. Very kind indeed.’


Despite her words, Mother Darling continued to count, until she was able to confirm she had indeed received the full order – plus one.


Before she had quite finished counting, Sally said, ‘It’s a whole lot of pies for one household, are you having a party?’


‘A party? Why, yes dear, that’s exactly it. We’re having a party…’


At that moment a man entered the room. Big and burly, he had a couple of days’ growth of stubble on his face and a long thin scratch extending from the corner of his left eye down his cheek, almost to his chin.


Giving Sally a look that brought back all her earlier fears, he said, ‘Well, here’s a pretty little thing, and no mistake. Has she come to work for us, Mother?’


‘No, Sidney, she’s a local girl who’s just delivered the pies I ordered from Alfie Philpott … for the party.’


‘The party…? Oh yes, the party!’ Sidney chuckled. ‘Perhaps she’d like to stay for it, eh?’


‘She’ll be kept busy enough by Alfie Philpott … but you’re right about one thing. She is a pretty little thing.’


Turning to Sally, she gave her a disarming smile. ‘You know, a girl like you could be earning a lot more money than you’ll ever make delivering pies.’


Uncomfortably aware there was a hidden meaning in Mother Darling’s words, Sally said hurriedly, ‘I’m quite happy working for Alfie and Grace Philpott, thank you.’


‘Well, if you ever change your mind, you come here and see me—’


At that moment there came a scream, followed by a bump on an upstairs floor.


As Sally heard someone running down the stairs, Sidney Darling darted from the kitchen, moving impressively fast for a man of his bulk.


Another scream was immediately stifled, then a muffled voice shouted, ‘I want to go home. Let me go!’


Alarmed, Sally moved towards the kitchen door, intent on discovering what was happening. She found Mother Darling blocking her way.


‘I should stay here for a moment or two, dear.’ Although her words were no more than a suggestion, Mother Darling made it quite clear that Sally would not be allowed past her.


Raising her voice, she called, ‘Who is it, Sidney?’


From somewhere on the stairs, her son responded, ‘It’s that young Rachel causing trouble again.’


‘Oh dear, poor girl,’ Mother Darling replied with apparent sympathy. ‘Put her in the front bedroom – but don’t forget to turn the key. I’ll come up and tend to the poor dear in a few moments.’


Shaking her head sadly, she explained to Sally, ‘It’s my niece, poor dear soul. She recently lost her mother – my sister – and it’s quite turned her mind. We’ve had to call the doctor to her more than once. He’s said the only thing to be done is to keep her under lock and key, in the hope she’ll get her senses back one day. If she doesn’t, he says she’ll need to be shut away in an asylum. I can’t see that happen, can I? Not to my own flesh and blood.’


Sally fervently hoped her expression of sympathy was convincing.


She breathed a big sigh of relief when, a few minutes later, she stood on the pavement in Mary Street and the door was closed behind her by the woman she was now certain was a brothel keeper.


If she needed any further proof, it came only moments later. She was still standing in the street, wondering what she could do to help the girl she was convinced was trying to escape from the house, when she heard breaking glass, the sound coming from somewhere above the spot where she stood. At the same time pieces of glass showered down about her from an upstairs window.


The same voice cried out, ‘HELP! Help me … PLEASE! I’m being kidnapped. They’ve been doing things to me. Help—’


The heartfelt pleas came to an abrupt end, but they left Sally badly shaken. Not least because she had just left the house in which the girl was imprisoned.


As she stood there, undecided what she should do, Sally heard voices from inside the room. It sounded like Mother Darling and her son, cursing the girl who had shouted.


Sally did not wait to hear any more. Taking to her heels she ran from the street and did not stop until she reached the lights of Union Street.


In the house in Mary Street, Sid Darling threw open the door of the room in which the young girl was imprisoned. She was about to use her shoe to break another pane of glass when he caught hold of her upraised arm and threw her back against the wall.


Not attempting to rise to her feet, the girl scrambled for the door on all fours, but Mother Darling was standing, squat and solid, in the doorway, blocking her path.


The next moment, Sid Darling lifted the girl from the ground, an arm about her waist.


‘Let … me … go!’ Her arms and legs were flailing wildly but it made no impression on the big man.


‘We’ve got a lively one here and no mistake,’ said Sid. ‘I think me and Wallace need to give her something else to think about, don’t you?’


‘I was hoping to get a higher price for this one as “untried goods”, Sid, but you’re right. She does need to be taught a lesson and she’s young enough to fetch a decent price anyway. Take her up to the back room in the loft – and don’t let her scream too much. We’ve disturbed the neighbours enough for one night. If we’re not careful we’ll be getting complaints, won’t we?’


The evil old procuress went away chuckling. The residents of Mary Street knew better than to complain about anything that went on in Mother Darling’s house.


The young girl’s screams and sobs would go unheeded.
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In the back room on the first floor of the Pin’s Lane house, Ruth was having one of her better days and she listened in silence to the story blurted out by her excited sister.


‘What do you think I should do, Ruth?’ Sally asked the question anxiously when she had finished.


‘Nothing,’ Ruth replied firmly.


‘What do you mean “nothing”? This girl’s in trouble, Ruth. Real trouble. I can’t just shrug it off as though nothing happened.’


‘You will if you have any sense. You don’t know for certain that what you were told by Mother Darling was a lie. Besides, you’re not just dealing with her. Sid Darling’s her son – and he’s a man to keep well clear of, believe me. Many girls have rued the day they crossed him. You mustn’t get involved in this, Sal. Life’s picked up for you lately. Try to keep it that way.’


‘Supposing it was me who was in trouble? Wouldn’t you want someone to help me, if they could?’


‘It’s not you in trouble, and you can’t go through life taking everyone’s troubles on your shoulders. You’ve got enough to put up with as it is, looking after me. Now, make me a nice cup of tea and forget you’ve seen or heard anything. Then you can go downstairs to Charlie’s room. Your young man’s down there. He came looking for you and was disappointed when he found only me here. Rather than stay and tire me with his chatter, he said he’d wait downstairs for you.’


Sally and Ethan met on the stairs. His obvious delight at seeing her again would have thrilled her on any other occasion, but she still had the fate of the girl at Mother Darling’s on her mind. Choosing to disregard Ruth’s advice she blurted out the story to Ethan.


Much to Sally’s chagrin, Ethan’s immediate response was no different to Ruth’s.


‘You don’t want to involve yourself with any of the happenings at Mother Darling’s. She and her son are a bad lot.’


‘I know they’re a bad lot,’ said Sally, her exasperation showing. ‘That’s exactly why someone has to get involved. They’ve got a young girl locked up in their house. God knows what they’ll do to her…’


Recalling the girl’s last desperate words, she added, ‘In fact I can’t bear to think about what they’ve already done to her. All right, if you won’t help then I’ll go to the police.’


‘You’ll get no help from them,’ Ethan said bitterly. ‘Make a complaint to the police and you’ll most likely end up being the one they arrest. The Salvation Army knows of at least eight brothels in Plymouth. They’ve reported them time and time again. Most of those who’ve made the complaints have found themselves arrested and charged with “obstruction” the very next time they’ve gone out on a parade. Meanwhile, the brothels carry on their business as usual.’


Sally was aware that Ethan’s statement would have come as no surprise to Ruth. She had frequently complained that although the police carried out periodic purges against the prostitutes who worked on the streets or frequented the public houses, the brothels were allowed to carry on their business unhindered. Nevertheless, she was not prepared to ignore what she had witnessed that evening.


Remembering the pitiful cries of the unseen girl, she pleaded, ‘There must be something that can be done, Ethan? I can’t stop thinking about the poor girl in that house…!’


Ethan remained silent for some moments, then he said, ‘I know someone we can talk to. Whether she can help is another matter, but it’s worth a try.’


‘A woman! What can a woman do?’


‘As I said, I don’t know. She’s a Salvation Army captain who hasn’t been in Plymouth very long. She was sent from London to set up a house for women who want to give up that sort of life. She’ll be at the meeting in Central Hall right now. Do you want to go and speak to her?’


Sally shrugged resignedly. ‘I can’t see that she’ll be able to do anything, but it’s better than doing nothing at all.’


Captain Eva Cassington was a small, dark-haired, lively woman, but Sally was dismayed to find she was hardly older than Ruth. She had been expecting a mature, formidable woman. Someone capable of brow-beating Mother Darling and her burly son.


Nevertheless, coaxed by the Salvation Army captain, Sally told her what she had seen and the other woman listened in attentive silence.


When Sally ended her story, Eva Cassington said, ‘What makes you think prostitution is involved? That the circumstances are not exactly what this woman says they are?’


Sally looked to Ethan and he repeated what his brother had told him, adding that the house in Mary Street was a notorious brothel.


‘You are of the opinion the police will do nothing if we go to them?’


‘Certainly not at the request of anyone in the Salvation Army,’ confirmed Ethan.


‘I see. Then we’ll need to do something about it ourselves, won’t we? How long ago is it since you were at this house, Sally?’


‘It’s more than two hours now.’ Sally was impressed by the decisiveness of the Salvation Army captain. ‘But what can we do without the police? Mother Darling’s son is a big man. From all I’ve heard about him, he actually enjoys fighting.’


‘Then we’ll need to take someone with us who’s even larger and enjoys fighting more than he does. I know just the man. He’s on his knees in the hall right now, giving thanks to the Lord for his salvation. Wait here while I go and fetch him.’


When Captain Eva had passed from view, Sally asked Ethan anxiously, ‘Do you think she knows what she’s doing? Mother Darling’s not going to admit what’s been going on – and her son’s hardly likely to let us search the house to find the girl.’


‘I’m more worried about what might happen if they recognise you,’ said Ethan, his concern showing. ‘It will be obvious you’re the one who’s reported them. They know you work for Alfie Philpott, so it wouldn’t be hard for them to find you.’


Sally was still pondering this problem when Captain Eva returned. A giant of a man lumbered along behind her. His skin was as black as the Salvation Army captain’s bonnet and he had a grin that displayed even, white teeth.


There was a gasp from Ethan and he said quickly, with awe in his voice, ‘It’s Zulu Joe!’


Wasting no time on introductions, Captain Eva said briskly, ‘There’s a girl out there in need of help. Let’s go and set about the Lord’s work.’


On the way to Mary Street, Ethan told the young Salvation Army captain of his fears for Sally’s future safety if she were to be recognised by either of the Darlings.


‘It’s something that can’t be ignored,’ she agreed. ‘Sally, tell me the story of this girl once again and explain exactly where she was when she last attracted your attention.’


When Sally had repeated her story, Eva said, ‘If this Mother Darling and her son are all you say they are, then it will be better if both you and Ethan stay out of sight. I’ll take Joe to the house with me and say a passer-by heard the commotion and repeated it to me.’


Mary Street was not very far and they were soon there. As agreed, Ethan and Sally remained behind in Union Street, while Eva and her large bodyguard went on to tackle the two Darlings.


Many of the shops in the busy Union Street thoroughfare were closing as the notorious area prepared to give itself over to less savoury activities. An unwritten law existed whereby respectable women passing along the street kept to the pavement on the north side. This left the south side to the women, now putting in their nightly appearance, who earned a living selling themselves to the sailors of different nationalities who frequented the public houses.


There were still enough respectable people using the street to ensure that the young couple would not be troubled.


The chill easterly wind that had been blowing all day had eased off considerably, yet it was still cold enough to make would-be revellers hurry to seek the warmth and companionship they hoped to find inside one of the street’s public houses.


‘That Zulu Joe doesn’t say very much, does he?’ commented Sally, as they gazed in the window of a pawnbroker’s shop, which would remain open for business until late in the evening.


‘He can’t,’ replied Ethan. ‘It’s said that when he was a small boy, he and his mother were captured by Arab slavers. He kicked up so much fuss when the slavers attacked his mother that they cut out his tongue to shut him up.’


‘That’s a horrible story!’ Sally shuddered. ‘But how does anyone know what happened if he can’t tell them?’


‘He can write in English,’ replied Ethan. ‘He was taught by a missionary who brought him to England some years ago. The missionary became very friendly with William Booth, the Salvation Army’s general. When the missionary died, the Army looked after Zulu Joe. He came to Plymouth from London with Captain Wardle, the officer in charge of the Plymouth corps.’


Warming to his subject, he continued, ‘Bits and pieces have been added to his story recently. A soldier who came to Central Hall claimed that Zulu Joe isn’t really a Zulu at all, but got his name by scouting against them for the British when he and the missionary were in Africa. I don’t know how true it is, but he’s no stranger to a fight. When Captain Wardle first came to Plymouth he gave a talk and described how Zulu Joe would see off gangs of roughs in the East End of London. Since Captain Eva came here, Zulu Joe seems to have taken to her.’


‘Well, I hope he’s tough enough to rescue that girl and give Sid Darling what he deserves,’ Sally said fervently.
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When twenty minutes had passed and Captain Eva and Zulu Joe had not returned, Sally and Ethan began to grow concerned. They were greatly relieved when the pair turned the corner into Union Street – but the girl who had called to Sally for help was not with them.


In answer to Sally’s question, Eva said, ‘She wasn’t anywhere in the house. In fact there were only two other people there, two prostitutes who seem to be sharing a back room. I know this is so because Mother Darling proved surprisingly accommodating. She allowed us to see all over the house.’


‘But … I was telling you the truth, honest I was. The girl was there. I heard her. She was terrified and begging for help.’


‘I don’t doubt you, Sally. Mother Darling’s son wasn’t in the house and she made everything far too easy for me. Had she been entirely innocent she would have been filled with indignation at having me prying into her business. She certainly wouldn’t have thrown the house open to me. Besides, there had been people in the house – a large number of them, I’d say. How many pies did you deliver?’


Puzzled, Sally said, ‘Two dozen. Mother Darling said they were having a party.’


‘There was no sign of a party, but I estimate there had probably been as many as twenty people in the house recently. Whether or not they were willing guests, I wouldn’t like to say, but I did notice one thing that struck me as very strange and which tends to confirm your story. There were keys in the locks of every upstairs room, where I believe the girls to have been, and all were on the outside of the doors!’


‘Where can the girls have gone?’ asked Sally. ‘And what’s happened to the one who was so desperate for help?’


‘Again, I don’t know – although I did see the broken window pane in the upstairs front room. Perhaps Ethan can help us. You told me your brother once saw this Sidney Darling putting girls on board a boat. Was it a passenger vessel?’
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