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Mistaken Identity


Even for November, the night was cold. It was late and the whole of London was shrouded in smog – thick, choking smog, a real pea-souper. It brought a filthy yellow mist which crept up the nostrils and stung the eyes, choking throats and killing off the sick and vulnerable. People out in a night of smog, the population of the great city, would wrap scarves over their mouths in order to breathe, anxious to prevent the evil air creeping down into their lungs as they hurried home from their offices and factories to their warm household fires and hot food. It was impossible to see further than a few inches.


 


On this night, the buses had stopped. A long line of them was halted at the roadside. ‘All change!’ the conductor called to the last passenger – a man who had fallen asleep on the top deck.


The man awoke with a start. ‘Where are we?’ He peered out of the window but could see nothing.


‘We are at Aldgate, sir,’ the conductor replied. ‘But we’re not moving any more tonight. The fog is too thick.’


The passenger got up from his seat and stumbled down the stairs. ‘What the devil do you mean?’ he demanded. ‘I was supposed to get off at Baker Street. How am I going to get back there?’


‘Sorry, sir,’ returned the conductor with a shrug, ‘it’s been a hazardous journey tonight and I’ll be very pleased to pack up and go home.’


The passenger stood looking confused and then the bus driver joined them on the platform. An irate and tired little cockney, he was not so polite. ‘Are you getting orf, mate? I’ll tell yer, this bus ain’t movin’ no more tonight.’


‘Damn and blast,’ said the passenger. ‘Where’s the tube station?’


‘It’s that way,’ said the conductor, pointing out into the thick yellow air.


‘You won’t arf be lucky,’ cackled the driver. ‘It’s past midnight by now.’


The man jumped from the bus and stood for a moment on the pavement, as he tried to get his bearings. His shoulders drooped wearily and his short straggly beared was covered with drops of moisture from the thick fog. He was tall and thin with long limbs and sensitive long-fingered hands. His broad face was drawn and tired, the skin taut over his cheek bones. In one hand he carried a battered old leather briefcase. ‘What a fool I am,’ he muttered. ‘How could I have slept through my bus stop? I must have been so tired. I shouldn’t have stayed so long correcting those exercises. Damned illiterate hooligans! I don’t know why I bother.’


Joe Walowski was a teacher at a sixth-form college in a run-down part of Paddington. Towards the end of term he often became so exhausted that he would drop off into a deep sleep as soon as he sat down. To relax meant to doze off. It was most annoying. And now he had the long dreary journey back to his lodgings ahead of him. What a miserable life!


Dejectedly, he pulled up his coat collar and set off. Lost in his melancholic thoughts, he took little notice of his surroundings. People stumbled past, voices drifted through the yellow haze. It was like a lost world.


Suddenly a high-pitched note pierced the freezing air. It was the sound of a ship’s siren. That must mean that he was near the river. Joe made his way towards the siren noise, but found himself up against a brick wall. ‘Oh blast!’ he exclaimed. Turning round in confusion, he did not know where to go.


 


It was then that the woman appeared, smiling at him like a phantom from the night. Overhead, the light from a yellow lamp tried valiantly to compete with the gloom. And there she was, sauntering slowly towards him, small and slim, wearing a short miniskirt, a tight blouse, and a black leather jacket.


To Joe, standing forlornly beside the brick wall, she was a warm and pleasant sight. As she came closer, he could smell the cheap perfume she wore. The mysterious effect was spoiled somewhat when she opened her rosy mouth. ‘Christ!’ she said, with a strong cockney accent. ‘Ain’t it foggy? I can’t see a bleedin’ thing.’


Joe was too surprised to answer. He simply stared straight at her, fixated by her violet eyes and the deep cleavage where her plump white breasts nestled in her blouse.


‘Come on then,’ she said, grabbing his arm. ‘Let’s go down the café, it’s cold out here.’


Astounded, but more than willing, Joe went along with her. He was being picked up, and it was just as well, he thought, since this girl clearly knew the narrow back streets very well indeed.


They made their way through the fog and at last a glint of pale light crossed the path ahead. Squinting up, Joe could just make out the words: Fred’s Café.


Inside the dingy room, there were a few marble-topped tables, a juke box and a one-armed bandit. They all seemed to crowd the grubby grey linoleum floor. At the far end, behind the cramped counter, and standing near a dirty steaming urn, was the proprietor, Fred. A big fat man, rat-faced, grimy and unshaven, he was slowly pouring boiling water from the urn into a blue enamel teapot.


‘Thank Gawd!’ exclaimed Joe’s blonde companion. ‘It ain’t arf flamin’ foggy out there.’ She rubbed her hands together to restore the circulation in her fingers.


Feeling rather bewildered, Joe hesitated in the doorway.


‘Come in, guv’nor!’ called the woman. ‘Put the wood in the ’ole!’


As Blondie was pointing at the door, Joe realised that he was supposed to shut it. This he did nervously as Blondie took his briefcase from him and placed it on top of the counter. ‘We’ll have a cuppa first. The boys’ll be here soon and we can sort out the loot then.’


Joe did not understand what she was talking about but he was happy to be able to wrap his hands around the heavy mug of tea that was handed to him. As his hands warmed up, Joe sat blinking his eyes which were red and sore from the ravages of the smog. In confusion, he watched Blondie carefully and tried to follow what she was saying. He generally prided himself as someone who was good at languages. Being of Polish origin but brought up in New York City, he spoke several languages fluently. But this cockney accent at full speed was impossible to translate.


Blondie suddenly went off into a cascade of giggles which sounded like dirty water going down a drain. It was infectious. Joe found himself smiling as he sipped the steaming brown tea and watched her with amazement.


Blondie abruptly stopped laughing and reached into her jacket pocket. Her hand came out empty. ‘Nuffink in here,’ she said with a grimace. ‘Got a tenner, mate?’ she asked Joe. ‘By the way, my name’s Maisie.’ She smiled sweetly at him.


Joe considered for a moment and then put his hand into his trouser pocket to produce two six-penny pieces. Maisie took them from him and put them straight into the juke box. She selected some music, and within seconds the café was filled with the stereophonic sound of pop music. Maisie began clicking her fingers and dancing in time to the music. She cavorted about the small floor space, with her arms waving and her hips swinging.


Joe closed his eyes wearily and sighed. He loathed pop music. This racket was the last thing he needed. He opened his eyes slowly and stared with puzzlement at Maisie. She was still bopping to the music but had sidled up to the counter. She glanced surreptitiously at Joe, who pretended to have his eyes closed still, then she leaned over the counter and produced another briefcase which looked identical to his. What was she doing? Joe rubbed his eyes and looked again. There was one case on the counter. Had he imagined that there were two or not? Was he suffering from double vision in his exhaustion? The sooner he got home to bed, the better. The music was awful, and made his head throb. Then at last it was over, the money in the juke box had run out. Now Maisie was at the door arguing with someone. Joe turned to see a thin-faced youth wearing a black leather jacket decorated with what looked like a swastika. In his hand he swung a crash helmet.


Maisie was quite agitated. ‘Where have you been, Nosher?’ she demanded. ‘Supposed to look after me, wasn’t yer?’


‘I got lost in the fog, Maisie,’ Nosher whined. ‘Let me just sit down and have a cheese sandwich,’ he said. ‘I’m starvin’.’


‘That’s it, all yer fink about is eating,’ Maisie declared belligerently. ‘I done the job all on me own, and where was you?’ she yelled.


Nosher lowered his voice. ‘Where is he?’ he asked.


‘Over there.’ Maisie jerked a thumb in Joe’s direction.


Joe listened to this exchange and wondered what it was all about. But he was too tired to care. He gazed out of the grimy window and was relieved to see that the smog was clearing a little. The shadows were becoming a pearly grey and the yellow clouds were dispersing as the rain won its battle with the fog.


By now Maisie and her friend had left the café and crossed the road to the telephone box. Peering through the window, Joe could just see Maisie’s golden hair as she and Nosher both squeezed into the red kiosk. From their gestures, the two of them seemed to be quarrelling.


Joe had had enough of the night’s events. It was time to part company with new acquaintances. He picked up his briefcase, nodded to Fred, who was wiping the tables, and slipped out into the street.


 


As Joe Walowski headed home, a lively scene was being enacted in Fred’s Café. A few minutes after Joe had left, another young man arrived. He was huge, broad-set and smartly dressed in a well-cut suit and polished brown shoes. On his large square head he wore a little trilby hat, and a large cigar was balanced in the corner of his mouth. He puffed at it calmly, rarely taking it from his thick lips, even when he spoke.


Fred leaned on the greasy counter and yawned. ‘Hello,’ he said to the newcomer.


The other man grunted. ‘Where are all those bleedin’ kids?’ he demanded.


Fred leaned down and from behind the counter produced Joe’s brown leather briefcase. This he handed to the man while at the same time pointing towards the door where a terrified-looking Maisie stood next to her friend.


The beefy young man frowned and carefully opened the briefcase. Looking inside, he let out a loud roar like an angry bull. Swearing furiously, he tipped up the briefcase, scattering Joe’s papers and exercise books all over the floor. ‘What the hell has gone on? The job was called off because of the weather,’ he yelled. ‘Trust you stupid buggers to muck it up.’ Red-faced, he turned to Maisie who was now cowering in the corner. Nosher backed away and moments later had roared off on his motorbike.


‘I d . . . done it,’ stuttered Maisie in terror. ‘I fought he was the bloke, it was ever so foggy.’


‘That’s why the real geezer never came off the boat, you silly cow!’ the man roared.


‘Oh,’ cried Maisie. ‘Who was that bloke then?’


‘Most likely to be a copper, you bloody fool. Where is he now?’


‘Nosher’s gone after him,’ Maisie replied.


The man snorted. ‘A lot of good he will be if the Old Bill are waiting down there. Now he’s got the briefcase with all the money and we ain’t got the dope. Come on, let’s get him!’


The pathetic little blue exercise books of Joe’s students lay face upwards on the dirty café floor as the burly man and Maisie ran like the devil was after them through the misty back alley-ways.


 


Joe trudged on. Ahead of him he could see traffic lights which indicated that he was approaching a main road. And now at last he could hear the distinct whine of traffic on the move. Too tired to think, he swung his briefcase as he walked. Thank God it was Friday. Tomorrow he could have a good long sleep and a lie-in. Perhaps he and Anne could go for a walk in the park . . .


But unfortunately for Joe, the night wasn’t over yet. Suddenly he heard the roar of a motorbike travelling at high speed behind him. But before Joe had time to turn his head, a hand reached out and snatched the briefcase. The motorbike then roared off into the night.


Joe was astonished. He stood rooted to the spot, his mouth open but speechless. Moments later, he was attacked a second time. A burly man charged at him, knocking him off his feet and dragging him by the collar into a narrow opening between two high walls. Winded and shocked, Joe gradually realised that he was lying flat on the ground with something heavy pressed down on his chest. Looking up, he saw the burly man who was kneeling on him and holding a gun against his temple. Joe stared at the large head and mean eyes that glared at him.


‘Cough up, copper,’ a voice croaked. ‘What’s yer game?’


‘Get off, if you want an answer,’ Joe gasped.


The burly man got up, pulling Joe with him, and pushed him violently against the wall.


‘I think Nosher got the briefcase.’ Joe recognised the whining tones of Maisie.


‘I’m not a policeman,’ he said, his courage now returning.


‘Well, what are you doing down here, then?’ demanded the bully. He waved Joe’s now empty briefcase in front of him.


‘I got lost in the fog,’ explained Joe. ‘I’m a school teacher. Your little girlfriend picked me up and took me to the café.’


An image of the blue exercise books left back in the café flashed through the bully’s mind. He looked worried. He was good with his muscles but in this sort of situation he was out of his depth. He turned to glare at Maisie. ‘You picked up the wrong bloke,’ he accused her. She was huddled against the wall, her blue eyes big with fright.


The bully suddenly lost all confidence. ‘I don’t know what to do,’ he said, scratching his head under the small hat. ‘You take care of him. I suppose I’d better run down to Queenie’s and tell the Gaffer.’


‘But what will I do with him?’ demanded Maisie, pointing at Joe.


‘Keep him until I come back,’ the man growled at her.


‘But he might punch me up,’ whimpered Maisie.


The man sighed impatiently. ‘Well, take the bleedin’ gun, then, but be careful. Don’t let it go off or you’ll have all the Old Bill on the manor down here.’ Dropping the briefcase, and handing his gun to the white-faced Maisie, the man slid off into the night.


 


Leaning against the wall, Joe was praying that this was not really happening. It all seemed like a corny movie. It had to be a nightmare. He rubbed his eyes with his hand and peered at Maisie.


A striking change had taken place in this woman. She no longer cringed and whimpered like a scared pup. Now she was all confidence. With one hand in her pocket and the other holding the gun, she placed a slim leg upon the low wall and said in a growl, ‘Don’t move, or I’ll fill you full of lead.’


She sounded so absurd that Joe burst out laughing.


Maisie scowled. ‘Shut up! What are yer cackling at?’ she demanded.


‘You, my dear,’ replied Joe. ‘Either that thing’s not loaded or you’ve seen too many gangster films.’


Maisie smirked. ‘Got a fag?’ she asked. Joe handed her his cigarette case.


‘Help yourself,’ he said, ‘then get my briefcase and allow me to go home.’


‘Can’t do that,’ stated Maisie, lighting a cigarette and pocketing Joe’s case. ‘I got to keep you here till the Gaffer says what to do with you.’


‘Now, Maisie, give me back my cigarette case,’ said Joe, reaching out for it. ‘It was a present.’ He continued to hold out his hand but Maisie tossed her head defiantly and waved the gun under his nose as she moved a little closer. Joe could see right to the top of Maisie’s black silk stockings. It was obvious that she was wearing nothing under the miniskirt.


‘You ain’t so bad looking for an old bloke,’ she said, peering at him through narrowed eyes. ‘Got any money?’ she asked suggestively.


‘Are you telling me that for a price you’ll let me go?’ Joe half smiled in a cold angry way. Inside he was hot with rage. It was ridiculous being held prisoner by this stupid chit of a girl.


‘No,’ replied Maisie, shaking her head slowly, ‘I can’t do that, the Gaffer would get me done over. As for you, he’d shoot your balls off!’ She let out an unearthly cackle and poked the gun straight at Joe’s groin.


This was the last straw for Joe. The rage boiled over. ‘You bloody little whore!’ Joe snarled. Feeling courage and strength surge up inside him, Joe let out a fist and punched her full in the face. Now Maisie went down like a sack of spuds. The gun went off with a loud bang and fell clattering to the ground.


Looking down at Maisie as she lay on the dirty ground, her mouth open and eyes closed, Joe felt ashamed. She was a woman after all. He bent down and was about to pick her up when the sound of footsteps running in his direction alarmed him. This was too much. With a sudden panic, Joe bounded over the wall into someone’s back garden. He then clambered over several more fences until he finally reached the main road. Ahead of him were those welcome traffic lights. At last his luck had returned. An empty taxi was waiting for the lights to change. Breathlessly, Joe threw himself into the cab. ‘Baker Street,’ he said, falling back into the seat with relief and exhaustion.
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British Justice


In the pinky-grey light of dawn, Joe paid off the taxi driver. He could barely keep his eyes open as he climbed the stone steps of his lodgings. He had become like a damned dormouse, he cursed himself. He used to be able to stay up studying all night without any trouble. That was age for you. And if he could have kept awake on the bus in the first place, he would never have become involved with those young gangsters.


An image of Maisie lying on the pavement flashed before him. Joe was worried. She had only been knocked out, he was sure of that, but what would happen when her bully-boy colleague found her?


Shivering with cold and fear, he put his latch key in the door, and crept up the carpeted stairs, anxious not to wake the rest of the boarding house.


But Anne heard him. She had been lying awake worried, for it was not like Joe to stay out all night. Now she stood framed by the lighted doorway of her room. She was dressed in a blue dressing gown, her long blonde hair hanging free. Joe was pleased to see her friendly face after his ordeal. He was extremely fond of Anne. They lived in separate rooms in the house but there was a strong bond of understanding between them and their feelings for each other were much more than just affection.


‘Whatever’s wrong, Joe?’ Anne cried. ‘You look as though you’ve seen a ghost.’


‘Fog held me up,’ muttered Joe dejectedly. ‘I’m going to turn in. See you tomorrow.’ Turning his own door handle, he went straight into his room.


Anne watched him disappear into his room with concern. Joe looked ghastly, she thought. He ought to take a holiday. Perhaps she would get away at the end of term, and then they could take a trip to Scotland. That would restore them both. She quietly made tea and settled down to write her weekly essay. There was no point in going back to bed now. In her spare time from her teaching job, Anne was studying for a sociology degree and worked hard at her studies.


A couple of hours later, the essay finished, Anne was sitting on her sofa reading a text book. Suddenly outside her door she could hear the tramp of heavy feet on the stairs. That was unusual, she thought. In fact, there seemed to be a lot of activity out there for a Saturday morning. Something was going on.


Getting up, she opened her door and peered out. Two men in raincoats were knocking loudly on Joe’s door, but there seemed to be no response from inside. Joe was sleeping a deep sleep of exhaustion. Anne could see a couple of uniformed policemen standing by the stairs.


‘Can I help you?’ she asked tentatively.


The men stopped banging on the door and looked at her. ‘We wish to contact Mr Joe Walowski. We are police officers,’ one of them said.


‘I’ll go in and wake him,’ Anne said, her hand on the door handle.


But the detective pushed her rather unceremoniously away. ‘Sorry, madam, that’s our job. Stand back, he may be dangerous.’


Anne momentarily looked amused. Dangerous? Her Joe? What were they talking about?


Now the men had opened the door and entered the room cautiously. Anne followed them.


Joe had woken up and was sitting on the edge of his bed in striped pyjamas. He was blinking furiously, his hair flopping over his eyes. ‘What the devil’s going on?’ he yelled. But as he did so, the policemen pounced and yanked him to his feet.


‘You are under arrest!’ cried one. ‘Come quietly.’


Anne ran to him. ‘Joe, Joe, what’s wrong? Whatever’s happened, my love?’


Joe smiled at her calmly. ‘It’s all right, dear, I know what it’s about,’ he said. ‘Pass me my trousers and my shoes, will you?’


The policemen stood waiting while Anne helped Joe dress. ‘I’ll get a solicitor for you, Joe,’ she said. ‘What’s all this about?’


‘I’m cautioning you,’ declared the detective, ‘that anything you say will be taken down and may be used against you in evidence.’


‘I know,’ muttered Joe. ‘Don’t make such a song and dance of it. Let’s go.’


Anne was very upset. She was weeping as she ran after the police. ‘Please, what is it? Tell me what you are charging him with.’


‘Murder,’ replied the policeman gruffly. Anne closed the front door and collapsed on the stairs as her knees went weak under her. By now the rest of the household was awake. The other tenants came from their rooms to offer solace to her.


‘Don’t panic,’ said one, ‘get legal aid. The police can make mistakes, you know.’


Amid the babble of voices, Anne tried to think clearly but all the time a voice shouted at her inside her head – not Joe, quiet studious Joe. He would not get mixed up in anything shady.


 


Joe sat in a cell in the police station. Outside the early edition of the evening paper screamed its excited headline:


 


BLONDE GIRL FOUND MURDERED IN EAST END ALLEY.


 


The police were busy filling out forms. Within an hour Joe would officially be charged with murder. It was an open and shut case as far as the police were concerned. Joe had not been difficult to find. His briefcase had been handed in to the police, having been discovered beside the dead woman’s body. Also on the body, in the pocket of the woman’s black leather jacket, was Joe’s cigarette case.


‘Is this your property, sir?’ the sergeant had asked him earlier.


‘Yes, that’s mine, and I can explain,’ Joe replied.


‘So you want to make a statement?’ asked the policeman.


Slowly and in a nervous halting manner, Joe told of his strange adventure in the fog that previous night. ‘I know I struck her,’ he said, after he had described what happened, but it was a straight left on the chin. She was only unconscious when I ran away.’


The detective rolled his eyes. ‘Don’t play silly boys with me, guv’nor,’ he said wearily. ‘It was more than a slug on the jaw that killed that poor silly kid.’


Joe stared at him incredulously. ‘You mean she is dead?’ He could not believe what he heard.


Someone brought in a photograph. ‘Come here, mate, take a look at your handiwork.’ The photographs were laid out on the table in front of him. Joe stared down with horror at what he saw. There was Maisie, only just recognisable because much of her face had been shot off.


Joe gave a gasp of horror and covered his face with his hands.


‘Not a pretty sight, is it?’ declared the detective as he gathered up the prints. ‘Take him down to the cell,’ he told the two constables.


As the uniformed men took Joe’s arms, he suddenly lost all control. ‘I never did it, I swear it,’ he screamed.


The sergeant nodded. ‘That’s all right, mate, you’ll get a chance to prove your innocence. Now, take him away!’


Joe was remanded in custody for twelve weeks while the police made further investigations. Then came the day of the trial, and in spite of Joe’s defence, it was a waste of time. Everything was against him. Fred the café owner had seen the defendant with Maisie that evening. That Maisie was a bad character, there was no doubt. She often picked up men and her activities included prostitution. Her ponce was Nosher and more often than not they mugged the client. ‘Down there,’ Fred said, ‘you was like the three wise monkeys, see all, know all, say nuffink.’ This remark raised a laugh in the court room but poor Anne sitting quietly in the public gallery did not smile. She stared over at Joe’s worn face and inwardly cried. How could he have been so foolish as to get mixed up with such people?


The newspapers were having a field day. The headlines became more and more sensational:


 


SCHOOL TEACHER ON MURDER CHARGE.


PROSTITUTE SLAIN IN ALLEY.


 


And up there on the bench was the dreaded woman judge. She was small, stout, middle-aged and very hard looking. Anne scrutinised the formal wig and the brown eyes behind the steel-framed spectacles but felt hopeless. In the past she had always admired this woman, thinking how hard she must have worked to become a judge. But now she hated her. She held the life of poor old Joe in her hands and showed very little emotion.


The prisoner admitted attacking the girl but as his lawyer pointed out, there had been no blood on his clothes and no weapon had ever been found. The police did manage to trace Nosher but to no avail. Nosher was found in a coma beside his motorbike in Epping Forest and never recovered consciousness.


The taxi driver was produced as a witness for the police. He remembered Joe, he said, because he had had a job to wake him. ‘Fell into the cab, he did,’ he said, ‘like the devil was after him, he looked so scared.’


Towards the end of the week as the trial dragged on, Joe had become increasingly withdrawn. He sat with his hands over his eyes and his elbows resting on his knees. He did not look about or talk very much to his lawyers. He just seemed to shut out what was going on about him. He had given up.


Anne was afraid for him, terrified that the fine academic mind was breaking under the strain. From across the room, she watched his lips move and knew he was reciting poetry as he often did in moments of stress. The great works of Shelley and Shakespeare would console him in these times, she knew. Joe had memorised many, many lines by those writers. But Joe was beaten, Anne knew that, and her heart ached as she thought what prison would do to him.


The jury had reached a verdict: not guilty of murder – well, that was a relief – but guilty of manslaughter. The judge passed the sentence. ‘I have no doubt that the victim was of doubtful character, but that does not excuse her terrible death. That you were suffering from some obvious mental strain is plain to see. You are an educated man with no previous convictions and I do not believe that you are a great danger to society. But you must be punished for what you did. I sentence you to six years in prison for manslaughter and recommend that you take psychiatric treatment.’


It was over. Joe was taken off to the cells and Anne remained sitting in the court room long after the judge and jury had left. A happy phase of her life was over: her time with Joe, her fellow lodger, with whom she shared so many interests. Never again would they meet up to drink cocoa together in her room and discuss poetry late into the night, leaving her alert and stimulated as if she had been injected with some drug to excite the senses as well as the intellect. Never again. And what made her saddest of all was that the key piece of evidence against Joe was the silver cigarette case which had been found on the dead girl’s body. This, the prosection argued, was clear proof of Joe’s guilt. He had been involved with a prostitute, got into an argument about payment, and killed her.
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