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Fergus’s smile hid the pain he felt on her behalf. ‘I wasn’t ashamed of you on that day, Becky, and I never will be.’ ‘It’s easy to say that now, Fergus Vincent, but one day you’re going to be famous. You won’t want a Lewin’s Mead brat hanging round you. Mary Carpenter’s right. I should stay here. There’s no other way to shake off the dirt of Lewin’s Mead. I’ll learn everything she can teach me, and I’ll learn it well. You’ll never have to be ashamed of me, I promise you.’

‘Cross your heart?’ Fergus managed a grin, although he felt closer to tears.

‘Cross my heart and hope to die.’ Becky grinned, too, and it cost her even more. The woman who had brought Becky to the garden was advancing down the garden steps towards them now. It was time for Becky to return to the house.

‘I’ll need your help sometimes, Fergus.’

‘You’ll have it, I promise you.’

Becky nodded briefly but she was unable to prevent tears from welling up in her eyes. Cuffing them away angrily, she said: ‘It’s all right. I don’t cry … never.’ Then, as her eyes filled again, she whispered: ‘But I still wish I was coming home with you.’
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To Celia

for her help and understanding


CHAPTER ONE



WHEN FERGUS VINCENT first saw Becky she was lying amidst accumulated rubbish on the cobbled footway of Lewin’s Mead, the worst slum in the busy port of Bristol, and he could not decide whether she was alive or dead.

No road-sweeper wielded broom or shovel in these streets, nor were there house-servants to clear a space in front of each tall half-timbered house. Prosperous merchants had once lived here, but that had been in the early years of the eighteenth century, more than a hundred years before. Now the tall unsymmetrical houses leaned drunkenly towards each other across a maze of narrow dingy thoroughfares, hiding the dank rubbish-strewn alleyways from the revealing light of the sun.

Stooping, Fergus prodded the rag-clad figure. It sat up immediately.

‘Here! What d’you think you’re doing? Leave off!’

‘I didn’t expect to find anyone sleeping in the street at this hour. It’s hardly evening yet.’

‘What’s it to you when I sleep?’

The girl’s voice carried a broad Bristol accent, and Fergus had an overpowering urge to sketch her as she sat scowling, surrounded by rubbish. The girl’s pinched face was as dirty as any he had ever seen, but dirt could not hide the wary expression in her eyes. It was an expression Fergus had seen in the slums of half a hundred cities.

‘Do you know Back Lane?’

Rising to her feet, the girl peered up at him suspiciously. The light was poor, but Fergus could see she was older than he had first thought. Small for her age, she was probably about thirteen.

‘What do you want in Back Lane? If you’re looking for a tart, I know a young dollymop who’ll serve you well – or you can have me for a guinea.’

Fergus had met younger girls than this one selling themselves and he was more amused than shocked.

‘If I had a sovereign to spend on a woman, I’d want more for my money than a bundle of skin and bones wrapped in rags. That’s not why I’m here. I’m seeking a friend.’

‘A friend of yours in Back Lane?’ The girl studied Fergus from head to toe. She saw a slim thin-faced young man with unfashionably long hair who must have been in his early twenties. From the way he moved it was evident he limped quite badly. His clothes were hardly those of a gentleman but, like Fergus himself, they were clean. This alone set him apart from the residents of Back Lane.

‘What’s your friend’s name?’

‘Henry Gordon.’

‘Jock Gordon? The artist?’

‘That’s right. You know him?’

Fergus was both delighted and relieved to know he had found the right place. In the letter received by Fergus some months before, Henry Gordon had been overflowing with enthusiasm for the many subjects just waiting to be painted in Lewin’s Mead. But Henry Gordon was a man of rapidly changing moods. It would have been in character for him to move on only a few days after telling Fergus of all he hoped to achieve in Lewin’s Mead.

‘I did know him.’

‘He’s gone? Damn! I wrote and told him I’d be here soon.… He couldn’t have got my letter.’

‘It wouldn’t have made any difference.’ The girl spoke almost nonchalantly. ‘He’s dead. It was probably the drink, though some think he caught something that came in on one of the foreign boats, down at the docks. Couldn’t really say, myself. One day when I spoke to him he seemed as right as rain. The next, he was dead.’

Fergus felt deep shock. Henry Gordon had been his best friend – his only friend in earlier days, when Fergus had no one else to whom he could turn. He had known Henry Gordon for as long as he could remember. The artist had been more of a father to him than Fergus Vincent senior.

When Fergus had returned to Edinburgh from one of his sea-trips and learned his dying mother had been taken to an asylum for the chronically insane, it was Henry Gordon who helped Fergus to have her moved. Fergus still had nightmares about those terrifying nights when he had sat beside his mother’s bed in a locked ward, as demons in every conceivable guise moved in to torment the unfortunate inmates of that uncaring and degrading place.

It was Henry Gordon who stood with Fergus at the graveside while his mother was lowered into the ground of a chilly and fog-shrouded churchyard, while Fergus’s own father was accepting consolation – and drinks – from friends in the smoky warmth of an Edinburgh tavern.

From early childhood days, too, it had always been Henry Gordon who encouraged Fergus to sketch, offering his own artist’s materials when there was no money in the Vincent household to indulge what Fergus’s father scathingly dismissed as his son’s ‘nonsense’.

Even in later years when Henry Gordon developed a liking for the bottle and lost his teaching post at the Edinburgh academy, he had always worked hard to encourage the young sailor-artist.

‘You won’t be wanting Back Lane now?’ The girl broke into Fergus’s unspoken grief.

‘What? No.… Not unless Henry’s left any of his work behind. But it will be long gone by now, I expect. When did he die?’

‘Must be a week ago. Ten days at the most. But if you’re talking about his paintings they’re still in his room.’

‘The room hasn’t been let?’

‘Whores who work the docks are the only ones with money in Back Lane, and no drunken sailor’s going to risk a broken neck climbing stairs to Ida Stokes’s attic in the dark. Give me a penny and I’ll take you there. For two I’ll carry your bags.’

Fergus had a small kitbag slung over his shoulder and a large slim canvas satchel tucked beneath his arm. The two bags contained all he owned in the world. He had no intention of trusting either to an unknown Bristol street-urchin.

‘What’s your name?’

‘Becky.’

‘Becky what?’

She shrugged. ‘I ain’t never had no other name.’

For a moment Fergus softened. It was a fleeting emotion. Children who begged for a living were convincing liars.

‘I’m Fergus Vincent. I’m an artist, too. Show me where Henry Gordon lived. If his work is still there, I’ll give you three pence. If it’s gone, you get nothing.’

‘All right.’ If Jock Gordon’s belongings were still in the house, Becky would be three pence better off. If they weren’t — well, the cobbles were no harder in Back Lane than here. ‘His stuff will be there. Ida Stokes gives away nothing that comes her way, and no one with any money’s come to Back Lane since Jock died.’

Fergus did not doubt her words. Little would happen in the closely packed Lewin’s Mead slums that did not quickly become common knowledge. Much of the city’s crime originated here. Any one of the residents of the narrow streets could have quoted time, place and the villains responsible for every unlawful incident. But none would. It was the same in the slums of every city in the land. Such close-mouthed silence had nothing to do with loyalty. A poor man lived by his own laws. Often crude, they were always effective. The secrets of a slum were kept where they belonged.

Becky led Fergus through narrow streets and narrower alleyways that became progressively dirtier as they climbed the hillside away from the quays and docks of the city centre.

As they neared a cheap beer-house which had more sacking than glass at its windows, Fergus could hear the sounds of a noisy argument. He and Becky had almost reached the door when a woman’s screams rose above the din. Suddenly women and children spilled out of the beer-house doorway into the cobbled alleyway. In their midst was a scowling thickset man whose face was black with coal-dust and streaked with rivulets of perspiration. The man’s fists were flailing, and he drove a woman ahead of him.

The crowd parted, and Fergus saw that the object of the coal-heaver’s attentions was a thin scarecrow of a woman, no more than five feet tall. It was she who was screaming as she staggered back before the assault of the angry bully. Around them other women shouted obscenities at the man, while a couple of small children tugged at his clothes and begged him to stop.

Halted by the crowd, Fergus watched in growing horror as the coal-heaver hit the woman yet again. She fell backwards, her head striking the cobblestones with a sound that reminded Fergus of a hen’s egg falling on a hard surface.

The woman lay on the ground unmoving, but her angry assailant had not finished with her. He began to kick her with heavy-booted viciousness, each kick accompanied by an angry oath.

Fergus had seen enough. He was too slightly built to be a fighter, but he would not stand by and watch a woman being kicked to death. Pushing through the futilely shouting crowd, he charged at the coal-heaver just as he aimed yet another powerful kick at the woman.

Caught off-balance, the coal-heaver slipped on the cobble-stones and fell heavily to the ground. He was up in an instant, looking to see who had the temerity to take him on. His glance found Fergus, and with a roar of anger he lunged forward, big coal-blackened fists swinging.

Most of the wild punches missed — but not all. One caught Fergus in the mouth and knocked him to the ground, and now it was his turn to be on the receiving end of the heavy-booted kicks.

As Fergus tried desperately to roll away, a small ragged figure leaped at the coal-heaver and clawed his face, jumping clear before he could retaliate. Taking heart from such unexpected support, the screeching women in the crowd began pummelling at the coal-heaver, the sheer weight of their numbers forcing him to back away along the cobbled alleyway.

Fergus climbed awkwardly to his feet and found Becky standing waiting for him, holding his bags.

‘Come on!’

‘The woman.… She might be badly hurt.’

‘Her friends will take care of her. It’s best to mind your own business when you’re in Lewin’s Mead.’

Fergus dabbed at the corner of his mouth, and his fingers came away sticky with blood. His lip was cut, and it felt as though one of his teeth was loose. But things might have been a great deal worse.

‘Yet you stopped that coal-heaver from giving me a hiding.’

‘If he’d knocked you out, your pockets would have been emptied in seconds. I wouldn’t have got the three pence you’ve promised me.’

Becky thrust the bags at him, then turned and walked away. Smiling wryly, Fergus limped after her.

Minutes later they reached a cul-de-sac that was overshadowed by tall leaning houses. This was Back Lane. The cobblestones here were broken and uneven, and there was more accumulated rubbish than they had encountered in any street or alleyway through which they had passed. It would have been far worse had Back Lane not been on a hillside. As it was, rain pouring from the roofs washed much of the household filth into lower, less fortunate thoroughfares.

Becky led Fergus to a house at the very end of the narrow lane. A nondescript mongrel dog lay inside the door, feebly scratching at a tattered ear with a rear paw. It paused to growl when Fergus stepped over the threshold, but at an admonishment from Becky the sound died in the animal’s throat, its tail beating a tattoo on the stone floor.

Their arrival had not gone unnoticed. Fergus had seen a shadow behind the dirty glass and brown paper of a downstairs window as they came in from the street. Now a door off the hall opened and a woman peered at them through the gloom.

‘Who’s that? If it’s a catchpoll, you’re too late. Irish Molly’s gone back to Ireland. Sailed yesterday from the docks.’ The old crone’s voice was cracked and hoarse.

‘It’s not a constable, Ida. His name’s Fergus. Fergus Vincent. He’s a friend of the artist. The one who died.’

Ida Stokes advanced across the hall. She was an untidy, heavily overweight woman with indifferent eyesight. When she leaned closer to peer into Fergus’s face he smelled cheap gin on her breath.

‘He’s bloody. What happened to him?’

‘He tried to stop Joe Skewes beating his woman.’

‘Joe Skewes? That man will kill someone one day, you mark my words.’ Ida Stokes shook her head disapprovingly. She suddenly snapped at Fergus: ‘Are you here to pay the rent your friend owed when he died?’

‘No. I’ve come to see if he’s left any paintings.’

‘You’re taking nothing until I’m paid what’s owing to me. It’s the law. I’m within my rights.…’

‘I’m here because I’m Henry Gordon’s friend, not his executor. Anything I take will be paid for. Where’s his property?’

Fergus’s manner was curt. The news of Henry Gordon’s death had come as a great shock, and he was fighting hard to hide the grief he felt. He had no intention of wrangling with this woman about his friend’s effects.

Surprisingly, Ida Stokes’s manner underwent an immediate change. The Back Lane landlady had an ignorant woman’s respect for learning – and Fergus’s words branded him as an educated man. He had also mentioned he would pay for anything he took away.…

‘The things are in his room at the top of the house. Wait here. We’ll need a candle; the stairs are dark.’

When Ida Stokes disappeared into her room, Fergus dipped inside a pocket and produced a silver fourpenny piece. Handing it to Becky, he said: ‘Here, use it to buy some food to fill that skinny belly.’

Becky snatched the money as though she feared Fergus might change his mind. The coin disappeared beneath her raised skirt a moment before Ida Stokes reappeared, the land-lady’s hand protecting the flame of a candle-stub against the draught coming through the open street-door.

Ida Stokes set off up the stairs without a word, and Fergus followed, Becky coming with them.

Three young women stood talking together in a doorway on the first-floor landing. They looked curiously at the candlelit procession, and one of them, a thickset, dark-haired girl, hooted with mirth.

‘Will you look at this! Ida’s showing Becky and a young gent to a room. Becky’s finally realised she’s been sitting on an untapped fortune all these years.’ The woman spoke with a strong Irish accent.

Rounding on the speaker, Ida Stokes snapped: ‘Becky’s doing nothing of the sort. She brought this gentleman to the house to check the belongings of his poor dead friend. So start showing some respect — and if any of you idle slatterns have laid your thieving hands on anything from his room you’d better return it now. Then you can get dressed and go out to earn some money; especially you, Irish Molly – you owe me a fortnight’s rent. If I’ve had no money from you by the morning, you’ll be out on the street.’

‘You wouldn’t do that, Ida. You know the beaks are after me because of the misunderstanding about that sailor’s purse.…’

A loud and derisive snort from Ida Stokes interrupted the lament, but only for a moment.

‘If they find me and bring charges, it’ll be Australia this time for sure. Transportation, and me not a well woman.’

‘And I’m not a rich one. Pay your rent tomorrow or there’ll be someone else in your room by nightfall.’

Leaving the Irishwoman grimacing after her, Ida Stokes led the way up another flight of dark stairs. Wheezing laboriously, she said to Fergus: ‘I should never have let that girl inside my house. She’s trouble. All these Irish girls are alike. I’m too soft-hearted, that’s what I am. Always been the same.’

There were several rooms off the next landing, but only one had a door. In one of the rooms a low fire was burning in the grate and a smell of unwholesome cooking pervaded the air. By the light of the fire Fergus could see a motley collection of men, women and crying children, sitting or lying on the bare floorboards. To Fergus’s surprise Becky entered this room and was greeted with a shrill-voiced flow of Irish invective from a woman crouched by the fire.

‘Does Becky live here?’ Fergus asked the question as the landlady gathered herself to tackle yet another flight of stairs, this one narrower and more uneven than the previous two.

‘Live here?’ Ida Stokes echoed his words. ‘Only when she has money to pay for a place in the room. I let it to an Irishwoman, O’Ryan. Never told me her first name. Not that there’s any reason why I should know, not as long as she pays her rent regular. The less I know of them as stays here, the better it is for everyone. If I don’t know names, I can’t tell ’em. Can’t be stood up before the magistrate for what they call “harbouring”, neither. Becky comes here when she can pay her way, like the rest of ’em in there. When she can’t she’s out on the street. There’s no shortage of company for her there, I can tell you.’

‘Has she no family?’ Fergus asked the question even as he was telling himself that Becky was none of his business.

‘None as would admit to being “family”. One of the sailor’s women was once pointed out to me as her mother, but she’s been dead these six or seven years – could even be longer.’

The wheezing old landlady’s words conjured up memories for Fergus of his own childhood. He, too, had lived in a slum — an Edinburgh slum, where families were crowded into tenement buildings, as many as forty people occupying a flat originally built for two.

The cramped overcrowded conditions had bred disease, depravity – and frequent violence. There had been times when Fergus had gone hungry, too, but the one thing that had never been lacking in his life was the love of his mother. This was the thing he remembered most of all about those childhood days. It had provided him with the strength to fight free of his surroundings when an opportunity arose for him to join the Royal Navy.

Ida Stokes laboured up the last few protesting stairs and shook a key free from the jangling bunch worn on a cord about her neck. Inserting the key in the lock of the door at the head of the stairs, she turned it and said: ‘Here you are, young sir. Everything’s exactly as your friend left it – may God rest his poor soul.’

The attic room was long and narrow, with a sloping ceiling and a deep alcove at the far end. It also had two windows and was surprisingly light, even at this hour of the evening. The old house was taller than most of its neighbours, and there was a view from the windows over the adjacent rooftops. Fergus began to understand why Henry Gordon had been content to live in such an insalubrious area. Fergus wondered why the money-conscious landlady had not relet the room. When he put the question to her Ida Stokes was momentarily discomfited.

‘Some mischevious gossip put word about that your friend died of cholera. It’s a wonder I didn’t lose all my tenants. There was no truth in the tale, but I’ll not be able to let the room again until all such foolish talk’s ended.’

‘What did cause Henry’s death?’

Ida Stokes kicked one of the many bottles strewn about the floor. ‘Here’s your answer – but as his friend you’ll know all about his drinking habits. He reached for a bottle as soon as he opened his eyes. Mind you, he never woke before noon on most days.… But that was his business, as I often told him. I don’t go prying into other folks’ affairs. You’ll find his paintings and the like in the alcove, just around the corner.’

Crouching on the floor in the small extension to the room, Fergus sorted quickly through the paintings leaning haphazardly against the wall. One or two had been painted on canvas, but most were on stiff pasteboard. There were portraits of sailors and dockside workers, one or two of inns and taverns – and a number of Becky.

‘Well, what are they worth to you?’

Fergus shook his head. ‘Very little, and I know of no one who’d buy them.’

He looked around the room as he spoke. Paint and pencils lay in untidy profusion on the single grubby table and also about the floor. There were paint-stained rags lying among them, and brushes were crammed inside an old pot on the window-sill. There was also an unfinished portrait on an easel standing close to the window.

‘You might get a pound or two for everything, but no more.’

Fergus did not see Ida Stokes’s disappointment. He was thumbing through a sketchpad which had been thrown carelessly on to the floor. There were many sketches here. Realistic live scenes drawn inside inns, or on the quays of the busy port. There were more sketches of Becky, too. Some were good.

‘Will you give me two guineas for the lot?’

Fergus shook his head. ‘I do my own sketches.’

He looked about him at the room. The walls were grubby, and the bed sagged in the middle like a first-day sailor’s hammock. The bare floorboards were warped and rotten, and the floor sloped at an alarming angle. Above him dark mould-patches on the lath-and-plaster ceiling indicated where rain came in. But the light during the day would be exactly what an artist needed.

‘If I decided to stay in Bristol, how much would you charge me for this room?’

Recovering quickly from her depression, Ida Stokes’s expression resumed its natural cunning. ‘It’s a good room. Folks in Bristol are falling over themselves for places like this. I’d a mind to let it to a ship’s bos’n, or a mate, perhaps.’

‘How much?’

‘I could get four and sixpence for it, easy. Five shillings if I let it to the Irish. They’d sleep twelve here with room to spare.…’

‘I’ll give you two shillings.’

‘Two? That will hardly pay for the wear on my stairs. Four shillings – and I’ll wash your bed-linen once a month, free of charge.’

‘Two and sixpence, paid in advance – and my bed-linen washed once a fortnight. Agree now and I’ll give you a guinea extra for the bits and pieces lying about the place.’

‘I should know better than to dicker with a Scotsman – and mad to consider having another artist in my house. Make it two guineas for the things and the room’s yours when you show me the colour of your money.’

Five minutes later Fergus was alone. Opening the windows to clear the smell of cooking that seeped up from the floor below, he sat on the sagging bed and looked about him with mixed feelings. Henry Gordon had spoken to him many times of living in just such a place as this and of using his talents to show how so many of the subjects of Queen Victoria lived in the mother country. Both men had agreed it was far more worthwhile than painting the dull and overweight wives and children of the more ‘solid’ citizens, as did so many artists of the time.

From the bustling port of Bristol, Henry Gordon had written to tell Fergus he had discovered a slum where he could put his ideas into practice. From Lewin’s Mead he would produce a true and enduring record of the life and times. Not for the first time, he had suggested Fergus should leave the Navy and use his own considerable talents to help in Henry Gordon’s self-appointed task.

The suggestion had raised a smile at the time. The letter had arrived while Fergus was serving on board a British man-of-war in the Mediterranean, with a promising naval career ahead of him. Taught by his mother to read and write, Fergus spent his off-duty hours studying in the narrow confines between decks. He was already an ‘upper yard man’, one of the lower-deck élite, and he had a thirst for learning.

Then Fergus’s career was brought to an abrupt end. Boarding a suspected Arab slave-ship in rough seas off the North African coast, he slipped, and his ankle was crushed between the two vessels. At first the ship’s surgeon feared he would need to amputate the foot, but fortunately decided Fergus should be taken instead to hospital in Gibraltar.

Hospital surgeons were able to save Fergus’s foot, but he would have a serious limp for the remainder of his life. His sea-going days were over.

Convalescing, Fergus transferred the energy he had given his studies to his sketching. He wrote to tell Henry Gordon he would come to Bristol as soon as he received his discharge.

Fergus had limped down the gangplank of a small naval frigate in Bristol’s docks only an hour before, with money and a discharge certificate in his pocket, and his sketchpad beneath his arm – only to learn he was ten days too late. Fergus felt like crying his anguish out loud. Henry Gordon was dead – but his dream could live or die with Fergus.

Reaching out, Fergus picked up his late friend’s sketchpad again. It fell open at a sketch of Becky.

Fergus wondered whether she and the other residents of Lewin’s Mead would accept him if he moved in and painted them as they went about their daily lives. He remembered something Henry Gordon had once told him.

‘A good artist is accepted wherever he chooses to work, but in a slum an artist must observe the rules of the people who live there. Their code. Break it and he might as well pack up his things and leave.…’


CHAPTER TWO



FERGUS WAS AWAKENED by sunlight streaming in through the windows of the attic. Easing himself from the uncomfortable bed, he pulled on some clothes and made his way across the room to a window. A number of sparrows were chirruping happily on the roof outside, and Fergus watched them for a while as he planned the day that stretched ahead of him. He would start by checking how much work Henry. Gordon had done. He picked up one of the sketchpads and looked through it yet again, marvelling at the enthusiasm which escaped from Henry Gordon’s pages.

Fergus was still examining the pad when the door opened and Becky walked in. She asked no permission. Did not even greet him. Crossing to where he squatted on the uneven floor, she stood at his shoulder and looked down at the pad in his hand.

‘I’m in there.’

‘I know.’

He allowed the pages to fall back slowly, stopping when he came to a sketch which showed Becky peering in at a bakery window. Looking up at her, he said: ‘It doesn’t look as though you’ve washed since this was sketched.’

Becky ignored his comment. ‘Can you draw as good as Jock?’

‘He taught me.’

‘Let’s see you draw me, then.’

‘Go and stand over there by the window.’

As Fergus picked up his own pad and a pencil, Becky walked to the nearest window. She struck a stiff self-conscious pose – and then suddenly her attention was captured by three baby sparrows. Perched on the guttering of a nearby roof, they were noisily demanding food from their attentive but overworked parents.

‘Look! Come and look at this.’

Fergus moved to the window and pretended to take an interest in the birds. His pencil moved swiftly over the paper as he worked to capture Becky’s expression. He sketched the face of an innocent young girl, far removed from the product of the slums who had offered to prostitute her body to him for a guinea.

Enthralled, Becky watched the sparrows for many minutes, until a flock of pigeons arrived to take over the gutter in rapidly increasing numbers, their strutting and cooing eventually causing the protesting young sparrows to take to the air in nervous unpractised flight.

When Becky returned her attention to Fergus the moment of uncomplicated innocence had passed – but he had captured it on his sketchpad. Fergus continued sketching for some minutes more, perfecting the shape of an ear, shading in Becky’s high cheekbones, and correcting the angle of her jaw. But the essence of the portrait had been transferred to paper in those first few moments.

Fergus put down his pencil, and Becky looked at him questioningly.

‘It’s done. It’s a sketch, not a full-size portrait.’

Doubtfully, Becky left the window and took the sketch from his hands. She looked at it intently for a long while.

‘Is that me? Really me?’

‘I think it is.’

Becky looked back at the sketch. When she spoke again there was a strangeness in her voice.

‘Jock never painted me that way.’

‘Perhaps he never saw that particular expression on your face.’

She looked up at him again, and there was something in her eyes that made him want to paint her again. Then she shook her head. ‘It’s more than that. You’ve drawn the me that’s inside. Not the me that other people see.’

‘It’s what an artist should do.’

‘I’m not sure I like it.’

Handing back the sketchpad, Becky walked to the door. Pausing with her hand on the latch, she looked back at Fergus. ‘But you’re a good artist. Better than Jock.’

Then she was gone, the door swinging shut behind her.

Fergus spent the remainder of the day tidying the attic room and examining more closely the paintings and sketches produced by Henry Gordon during the last months of his life.

There was a small grate in the room, and Fergus found kindling and coal at the bottom of a nearby cupboard. He lit a fire and at noon stopped to make himself a brew of weak, sweet, but milkless tea, using ingredients he had brought with him in his bag. Afterwards he removed his own drawings and materials from his bags and laid them out on the table.

By the time evening began darkening the room Fergus was feeling hungry. He needed to eat. He would also have to earn some money. He had cash in his pocket, but it would not last for ever. Paying for the room and for Henry Gordon’s effects had made a hole in the money the Navy had paid to him.

Arming himself with pencils and a pad, Fergus made his way down the rickety stairs. They seemed steeper and even more dangerous today. On the first-floor landing he stood aside to allow Irish Molly to pass. Behind the Irish prostitute a middle-aged sailor laboured up the stairs, his face dark-tanned. The Irish girl gave Fergus a cheerful wink, and he knew she would soon have the money to satisfy her debt to Ida Stokes.

It was almost dark outside, and Fergus did not see Becky standing in the deep shadows beside the doorway until she spoke.

‘Where you off to, Fergus? Had enough of your new ken already?’ She used a slang word to describe Ida Stokes’s disreputable house.

‘I’ve a living to earn. I’m off to the quayside. If I’m lucky, I’ll find a few homecoming sailors willing to pay for a sketch to take home with them.’

‘I’ll take you to the Hatchet inn,’ Becky said eagerly. ‘Jock went there sometimes. He made good money, too … but he drank it all.’

Fergus shook off the thoughts her words conjured up of his friend’s lonely death.

‘Lead on, Becky. If I do well, I’ll pay for your supper tonight.’

Fergus fell in beside his ragged companion and they walked in silence for a while. Becky seemed to be deep in thought and suddenly she said: ‘You don’t need to pay me for doing things for you. You’re living here now. You’re one of us.’

Thinking of those residents of Ida Stokes’s house he had seen so far, Fergus was by no means certain he wanted to be ‘one of them’, but he kept such thoughts to himself.

‘That’s very generous of you, Becky. But, then, you don’t need pennies from me when you can command guineas from fine gentlemen.’

Becky looked at Fergus quickly and caught the tail-end of his smile. ‘I could get a guinea. More, if I wanted. There’s one girl I know who’s taken to the houses of posh gents and earns three guineas a time.’

‘But not you?’

‘No.’

The admission was given after only the slightest hesitation.

‘What would you have done had I taken you up on your offer?’

They had left Back Lane behind. The houses they passed were still part of the slums, but some showed lighted oil-lamps in their windows, casting a yellow light on the cobbled footway. As they passed through one of these pools of pale light Fergus glanced at his companion. Her clothes were more ragged than he remembered from their morning meeting, and he was quite certain no water had touched her face since then.

Becky intercepted his glance and, as though reading his thoughts, she pushed a strand of hair back from her forehead.

‘If you’d said you wanted me, I’d have asked to see your money, of course. Then I’d have snatched it and scarpered quick.’

Fergus did not doubt her. Becky had already impressed him as being a straightforward child, even in her dishonesty.

Suddenly the lighted windows were behind them and they were passing through a narrow arched alleyway. When they came out on the other side Becky led him across a steep and narrow street before plunging into yet another maze of dark alleyways.

When they emerged the next time they were in a busier thoroughfare, indifferently lit by an insufficient number of gas-lamps.

Fergus stopped and looked about him. The cries of street vendors vied with the rattle of carriage wheels on the cobble-stone road surface, and here and there a few bold pedestrians took their lives in their hands as they ventured across the busy street.

Suddenly Becky put her hand on Fergus’s arm and pointed to a figure standing a little way back from the nearest gas-lamp, his face barely discernible.

‘Who’s that?’

‘It looks like a constable.…’

Before Fergus could say more Becky had gone, darting back into the maze of alleyways from whence they had just come.

The man who had caused Becky to take to her heels crossed the circle of gas-lit footpath and approached Fergus. Exceptionally tall and powerfully built, he wore the high black hat and blue frock-coat of a police constable.

‘Good evening to you, sir. I think we’re in for a surprisingly cold night.’

‘I hope you’re wrong, Constable. I’ve come out without my coat.’

‘Few folk hereabouts own a coat. But they don’t have far to go before they’re home. You’ll be a stranger here?’

‘I arrived yesterday — on discharge from the Royal Navy.’

‘Ah! Then, you won’t have had time to learn about the places where it’s wiser for an honest man not to walk alone. The Lewin’s Mead rookery is one of them.’

‘“Rookery”? I’m sorry, Constable … I don’t understand.’

‘The area from where you’ve just come, sir. Thieves, vagabonds and cut-throats all have their nests there. It’s as bad a slum as you’ll find in any city – and I should know. Before coming here I was a constable in Whitechapel, in London. A nasty incident occurred in the rookery only yesterday evening. A young woman was viciously assaulted and had her head broken. She’ll be lucky to live.… But didn’t I see a young companion with you a minute ago? She darted back to the rookery a bit quick when she clapped eyes on me.’

‘It was just a young ragamuffin,’ Fergus lied. ‘She was guiding me to the Hatchet inn. Yes, she did go rather quickly.’

‘Then, you’d best check you’ve still got your purse, sir. There are some clever young dips in the city, and young girls is the worst of ’em.’

‘My purse is hidden away safely at home, Constable. I’ve no more than two pence in my pocket. It’s hardly worth the attentions of a pickpocket.’

‘Indeed, sir.… But you said you was going to the Hatchet inn. I’m acquainted with the landlord. Charlie Waller’s not a man to serve ale to young gentlemen unless they’ve money to pay for it.’

Fergus smiled ruefully. He was being subjected to a polite but insistent inquisition by this constable.

‘I’m hoping to earn money at the inn, not spend it. I’m an artist. I want to sketch a few of the Hatchet inn’s customers.’

‘Ah!’ The constable released a satisfied sigh, leaving Fergus with the distinct impression he had just passed some form of test. ‘Well, seeing as how I’ve frightened off your guide, the least I can do is show you the way to the Hatchet inn.’

Limping along beside the other man, Fergus felt very small. The police constable was a big man and, with his top-hat, he towered almost two feet above Fergus. The constable was also talkative.

‘There was another artist painting in these parts recently. As I recall, he was a Scotsman, like yourself.’

Fergus explained about Henry Gordon and of his own reason for coming to Bristol.

Clicking his tongue sympathetically, the constable declared: ‘It’s always sad to lose a friend, especially one who’s been kind to you in the past. But did you say you’d taken his room? That would be in Ida Stokes’s house, along with Irish Molly and some of her friends?’

Remembering his first meeting with Ida Stokes, and her conversation with Irish Molly, Fergus believed the big constable was questioning him again, albeit rather cleverly.

‘Mrs Stokes is my landlady. I don’t know who else stays in the house. Mrs Stokes seems to have a great many lodgers.’

It was the second lie Fergus had told to the constable, without quite knowing why. He owed no loyalty to anyone living in the house in Back Lane.

The constable did not pursue his line of questioning. Instead, he said: ‘There are houses in the rookery more crowded than Ida Stokes’s. The whole place is like a stew, bubbling away in a great cauldron. Every so often I and my colleagues need to skim some of the scum off the top to stop the whole thing going bad, if you understand me. But I don’t think I caught your name, sir.’

‘Vincent. Fergus Vincent.’

‘I’m Constable Ivor Primrose. If you ever need help, or have anything you think I might like to hear about, call on me at the police station opposite the Bridewell. Here we are at the Hatchet inn, now. Charlie Waller is the landlord; tell him I’ve sent you — but whatever you do don’t offend him. Charlie was once a prizefighter, and his temper’s a bit uncertain at the best of times.’

Fergus arrived at a rapid decision. Constable Primrose could prove to be a great friend in the future. In the light from one of the inn windows Fergus made a rapid sketch. Holding it closer to the light, he added a couple more details, then tore out the page and handed it to the constable.

‘You mentioned a girl who was badly beaten yesterday. I witnessed the incident. I’m reluctant to give evidence while I’m living in the “rookery”, as you call it, but this is a fair likeness of the man who did it.’

Constable Primrose held the sketch up to the light. ‘Joe Skewes! I thought as much. He’s never far away when there’s violence in the rookery.’

Folding the paper carefully, Constable Ivor Primrose unfastened two of the buttons on his coat and carefully placed the sketch inside. When his jacket was buttoned again, he said: ‘You can leave this with me, Mr Vincent, but I won’t forget your help.’

Touching a finger to the brim of his tall black hat, the policeman turned and walked slowly away.

It was still early in the evening, but the main tap-room of the Hatchet inn was crowded. There were many sailors here, and a number of women – women like those Fergus had seen talking together on the first-floor landing of Ida Stokes’s house in Back Lane. One of them accosted Fergus as soon as he stepped inside the tap-room door.

‘Hello, my lover. You a sailor? Looking for a good time ashore? I’m just the girl for you. What’s your name, then?’

Fergus shook his head. ‘I’m not a sailor any more, and I’m not looking for a girl. I just want to find a quiet corner, near a lamp.’

As the girl walked away across the smoke-hung room she passed a broad-shouldered bald-headed man. He had just deposited a number of overflowing pewter mugs on a table occupied by four sailors and two untidy women. The man jerked his head in Fergus’s direction and spoke to the girl. She shrugged and gave a brief reply.

Wiping the palms of his hands on the short leather apron tied about his waist the bald-headed man frowned and made his way across the room to where Fergus stood.

‘Can I help you, sir? Fetch you a drink?’

‘Are you Mr Waller?’

The man’s frown deepened. ‘I’m Charlie Waller. Who’s asking?’

‘Fergus Vincent. I’m an artist. I’d like to sketch your customers … sailors.’

‘So long as you’re buying my ale you can do what you like – if it doesn’t annoy my other customers. Now, what can I get you to drink?’

‘I’ll have a porter … but I won’t be drinking much. I’ll be sketching – and selling to your customers, I hope.’

‘So that’s your game! I thought it might be something like that. Well, you’re not welcome in my inn. One of your sort was in here a while ago. I let him stay at first because he spent good money. Trouble was, when he’d had too much he’d start making sketches that my other customers objected to. I put up with him for a while — like I said, he spent money – but he had to go in the end. If you’ve no intention of spending, you’d best leave now. It’ll save us both trouble. Out you go.’

Backing towards the door with the burly landlord in close attendance, Fergus managed to say: ‘I’m a good artist. I might prove an attraction.…’

Charlie Waller seemed unimpressed, and Fergus continued to retreat. He was convinced that, should he come to a halt, the landlord would throw him out. Then, as his feet found the step that led to the street, Fergus spoke in desperation: ‘Constable Primrose said I should tell you I’m here on his recommendation.…’

The menacing advance of Charlie Waller slowed, then stopped altogether. ‘Ivor Primrose sent you?’

‘That’s right.’ Fergus moved aside to allow three noisy sailors to stumble in through the door at his back. ‘I left him outside your door only a few minutes since.’

‘Why didn’t you say so in the first place, instead of wasting my time? I’m always happy to do a favour for Ivor Primrose. Have you seen him fight?’

Fergus shook his head.

‘Likely you will if you come here often enough – especially when there are Yankee sailors around. It’s sometimes necessary to crack a few heads at such times – and there’s no one does that better than Ivor Primrose. He’d have made a dandy prizefighter had he taken to “the fancy”. Personally I can see no sense in putting on a constable’s uniform and becoming a target for anyone with a mind to punch a Peeler. But Ivor seems to enjoy it. He’s honest, too, and that’s more than I can say for some other constables we’ve had about here. A quart of ale and some meat pie in the back room when they come on duty, then they disappear before trouble starts, in case they’re asked to do anything about it. Here.…’

The landlord jerked a thumb at a painted-faced woman who was seated at a small table beneath an oil-lamp which hung from a dark-wood beam. She rose without a word, and Charlie Waller motioned for Fergus to take her place.

‘This is the best-lit seat in the place. It’s not much, but you’ll find there’s enough light to work by. How much do you charge for a sketch?’

‘A shilling. Less if I find someone with a particularly interesting face and he’ll let me make a sketch for my own collection.’

‘I’ll expect a penny ha’penny from each shilling, for the house. You can begin by sketching me, so I can see how good you are.’

Charlie Waller had features to delight any artist, but Fergus took care not to reproduce too many of the symptoms of advancing age he saw there. The landlord was elated with the resulting sketch, and the exercise aroused much interest among the customers. Soon there was a pint of porter on the table before Fergus and he was working on his first paid commission of the evening.

Fergus returned to Back Lane that night with his evening’s work. He had sold eleven sketches and there were more in his sketchpad. Two would one day be transferred to canvas. It was a good beginning to his work in Bristol and boded well for the future.

A noisy quarrel was going on in one of the first-floor rooms of Ida Stokes’s house; but the door was closed, and Fergus passed by to climb the complaining stairs that led to his own room.

Moonlight shone through the attic windows, and Fergus had no difficulty in finding a candle and putting a light to it. He was placing it on the table when he caught a movement in the shadows at the far end of the long narrow room.

‘Who’s that? Who’s there?’ He held up the candle and peered into the gloom.

‘It’s me.…’

A small figure sat up from the floor. It was Becky.

The candlelight fell on her face. There was a bloody graze at the corner of her left eye, and the skin about it was begining to discolour. There was a bruise lower down on her face, too, and the ragged dress had been ripped from one shoulder.

Crouching beside here, Fergus asked: ‘What’s happened to you, Becky? Who did this?’

‘Joe Skewes.’ Becky mumbled the name, and Fergus saw there was blood on her lip, too. Becky had taken a beating. ‘He came to the house. Told me to keep my mouth shut about the fight he had with his woman.’

‘Told you? Joe Skewes has a strange way with words. Come over here.’

Leading Becky to the table, Fergus soaked the corner of a thin threadbare towel with water from a chipped jug and dabbed it on her dirty injured face. She tried to pull away from him, but he made her stand still and persisted in his efforts.

‘I know you’re a stranger to water, but your face needs cleaning.’ There was a deep scratch on Becky’s cheekbone, as though Joe Skewes had been wearing a rough-surfaced ring on one of his fingers.

Becky winced when the area about her bruised eye was touched, and Fergus felt sudden anger well up inside him. ‘Joe Skewes ought to be put away. The man’s worse than an animal. First his own woman, and now you.’

To his surprise, Becky shook her head. ‘She deserved a drubbing. She spends time in beer-houses with sailors while Joe’s at work. She must have known what he’d do when he found out.’

Gently, Fergus began to dry her face. ‘That doesn’t excuse what he’s done to you.’

‘It’s said his woman will die. If she does, and Joe Skewes is taken, he’ll be topped, sure enough. He’s protecting himself.’

‘I doubt whether the hanging of Joe Skewes would stop the world,’ retorted Fergus. ‘I’m surprised he hasn’t tried to find me.’

Becky’s sudden silence expressed more than words. Pausing in his task, Fergus said: ‘He was looking for me, wasn’t he? Did you take a beating for not telling him where I was?’

‘He was more interested in knowing who you were,’ replied Becky. ‘I told him you were some gent from Clifton way who’d come to Lewin’s Mead looking for a woman. I said I was taking you to Irish Molly, but that you’d run off after the fight.’

‘Did he believe you?’

‘He didn’t ask me again. Just hit me around a bit, then left.’

‘If he went away again, what are you doing up here now?’

‘He’ll be drinking again tonight, and I know Joe Skewes. When he’s got enough ale in his belly he’ll be looking around for someone to beat. Folks keep clear of him then. His woman isn’t at home, so he might come looking for me again. Can I stay here tonight?’

‘Stay as long as you like. If it hadn’t been for me, you wouldn’t be in this mess now. Have you eaten? I’ve brought back some ale and half a pie from the Hatchet inn. The landlord gave it to me for sketching his wife.’

‘I haven’t eaten all day.’

Fergus looked at her disapprovingly. ‘What have you done with the four pence I gave you?’

‘I had to give it to Mary O’Ryan. She lives in the room downstairs. I owed it to her. She guessed you’d given me a few coppers to bring you here. She said if I didn’t give it to her she’d get her latest man to strip me to the skin and look for it. He’d have done it, too. He’s tried before now — and he wasn’t looking for money then.’

Fergus shook his head despairingly. ‘God! What sort of place is this I’ve come to?’

‘It’s Lewin’s Mead, Fergus. I don’t suppose it’s any different from anywhere else. Not that I know. I haven’t ever been anywhere else.’


CHAPTER THREE



WHEN FERGUS WOKE and heard breathing in the room it startled him. Then he remembered that Becky was sharing his attic.

She had been wise not to spend the night in the overcrowded room rented by Mary O’Ryan. Joe Skewes had returned to the house in the middle of the night. Fergus and Becky had listened in apprehensive silence as the bullying coal-heaver lurched from room to room, shouting for Becky to show herself. Once it seemed he might climb the stairs to the attic, but the steep stairway defeated him and he made a noisy descent, much to the relief of the two listeners.

This morning Becky slept as though she did not have a care in the world. She lay spread-eagled inside a folded blanket, much of the top half thrown back to reveal her thin arms and upper body. Her head was lying to one side, hiding the bruising around her eye. Fergus stood looking down at her for a few minutes before reaching for his sketchpad.

He was on his sixth sketch before Becky stirred. Opening her good eye, she saw him standing over her and she showed a brief moment of fear before realising what he was doing. Then she smiled and made a move to rise, but Fergus said hurriedly: ‘Not just yet. Don’t move for a few minutes.’

‘Why …?’

‘Don’t ask damn silly questions. Just stay still while I finish this.… No! put your arm back where it was.’

Becky pouted, but did as she was told.

Frowning in concentration, Fergus worked for another ten minutes while from her makeshift bed Becky studied him with great interest.

When he was satisfied, Fergus relaxed and placed his pencil and pad on the room’s small and unsteady table. Smiling at Becky, he said: ‘That’s enough to be getting on with. I’ll not be paying you a model’s fee, but I promise that you’ll have the first canvas I paint of you. For now, you’ll have to make do with a cup of tea. Start the fire while I fetch some water from the yard.’

The pump was in a dark yard hemmed in on all sides by tall buildings. It was shared by at least fifty families, and Fergus joined on the end of a line of bucket-carrying men, women and children, all shuffling towards the pump. There was little conversation. Most of those in the line appeared to be suffering from the excesses of the previous evening. Fergus wondered how they earned the money they spent on drink.

By the time Fergus returned to the attic room Becky had a cheerful fire crackling in the grate and a soot-blackened kettle was already rattling noisily on the coals. When Fergus asked Becky where she had obtained the water, she grinned.

‘From the O’Ryans’, downstairs. They were cleaning up after Joe Skewes’s visit. He fair took the room apart. Fifteen of ’em was in there when he arrived, four of ’em men. Joe had every one out in the street for an hour — except for the one he put to the wide in the hall.’

The smile suddenly left Becky’s face. ‘It’s a good thing I wasn’t there, though. Mary O’Ryan said he’d have killed me for sure.’

‘Is he likely to come looking for you again?’

Becky shrugged. ‘No one knows what Joe Skewes is likely to do next. He ain’t like other men. He’s got a son who lives in Lewin’s Mead, too. The pair of ’em have terrified the place for years.’

‘I think you’d better stay up here with me for a while.’

Becky’s face lit up with pleasure. ‘Can I …?’ She hesitated and the smile left her face. ‘You know what the others will think?’

‘They can think what they like. As long as I’m paying the rent for this room I’ll do as I wish here. Can you cook?’

Becky shook her head. ‘I’ve never learned.’

‘Then, it’s about time you did.’ Fergus flicked a bright silver florin through the air towards her, and Becky caught it instinctively. ‘Go out and buy some things. Eggs, bacon, bread — tea and sugar, too.’

Becky tested the coin between her teeth before replying: ‘You must have had a good evening’s work at the Hatchet. But there’s no need to spend your money. I can pinch what you want. It might take me an hour or two —’

‘I’ll not have you stealing for me. You’ll buy what we need. It’ll be a unique experience for you.’

The proprietor of the first shop Becky entered chased her out through the door without giving her time to prove she had money. It would have been a similar story in the second shop, too, had Becky not opened her hand quickly and showed the proprietor the silver coin clutched in her palm.

Only partly satisfied, the suspicious grocer grumbled that he’d had girls like Becky in his shop before. If he hadn’t turned them out promptly, he would swear they’d have stripped his shop of goods in no more than ten minutes. Indignantly, Becky informed the grocer that just because she had ragged clothes it did not mean she was dishonest.

Unimpressed by her indignation, the grocer kept Becky under close scrutiny while he weighed and wrapped her purchases. Even so, she managed to slip a two-ounce packet of tea into the pocket of her ragged dress without the grocer seeing.

Her shopping completed, Becky handed over the two-shilling piece with a degree of pride. She had never spent so much money at one time before. The grocer was not an unkindly man and he was aware that this was an unusual occasion for her. The purchases totalled one shilling and tenpence halfpenny. Before handing her the penny halfpenny change the grocer took down a sweet-jar from a shelf behind his wooden counter. From inside he lifted out a large, striped, pumpkin-shaped sweet. Handing it to her, he said seriously: ‘Here you are, miss. I always like to give something a little extra to my best customers.’

If Becky felt any pangs of conscience in respect of the two ounces of stolen tea in her pocket, she did not allow it to spoil this moment.

‘I expect you’ll remember me next time I come shopping here,’ she said, with all the ragged dignity she could muster. The shopkeeper held open the door, and she swept from the shop without a backward glance, clutching the groceries tightly to her.

Becky’s feeling of self-importance lasted until she turned the last corner leading to Lewin’s Mead. Not thirty yards ahead of her she saw two men talking. One looked uncomfortably like Joe Skewes. Becky never waited to confirm the rapid identification. Clutching the groceries even more tightly, she turned and ran.

Becky’s intention was to enter the Lewin’s Mead rookery by another alleyway, farther along the street, but her luck ran out when she was halfway there. Passing a doorway, she cannoned into a burly, black-hatted, blue-coated figure. The next moment her thin arm was taken in a strong and painful grip.

‘Not so fast, young lady. Who are you a-running from?’

‘No one. I … I’m in a hurry to get home.’

‘I don’t doubt it. Anxious to get this little lot tucked out of sight, I’m sure.’

The constable lifted a packet of sugar from the pile of groceries. Weighing it in the palm of his hand, he asked: ‘Where did you steal this lot from?’

‘It isn’t pinched. I bought it.’ Her cry was half indignation, half pain as the constable tightened his grip on her arm.

‘Oh, yes?’ There was heavy sarcasm in the constable’s voice. ‘No doubt you pawned the family silver to get the money. You’d better tell me which shop it’s come from, my girl.’

Becky was about to tell him when she remembered the two-ounce packet of tea hidden inside her pocket. ‘I don’t remember.’

‘Now, there’s a surprise,’ said the constable with heavy sarcasm. ‘All right, young lady, you come along to the police office with me. Perhaps your memory will return along the way.’

‘No!’ Becky screamed the word, at the same time kicking out at the constable. Had she been wearing shoes, her struggles might have been effective. As it was, the constable tightened his grip on her arm until she cried out in pain.

‘Struggle as much as you like, you’re coming along with me, young lady.…’

A loaf of bread fell to the ground, and as the constable stooped to retrieve it Becky’s thin bony knee came up and struck him on the nose.

‘You little trollop! I’ll see to it you’re charged with assault as well as with thieving.’ Tucking the loaf beneath his arm, the constable pulled out a handkerchief and held it to his nose. It came away stained with blood, and the constable hooted in anger. ‘You’ll regret this, you mark my words. No one makes my nose bleed — especially some ragged urchin who ought to be thrown in gaol and forgotten.’

His words only made Becky struggle all the more, but the constable retained his tight grip on her arm and Becky was handicapped by the groceries, which she was determined not to lose.

By the time they passed through the doorway to the Bridewell police station Becky was sobbing with anger and frustration, but she was more upset by the thought that she had failed Fergus than by the predicament she was in.

Fergus had found a new canvas among Henry Gordon’s possessions. Setting it up on the easel, he began a painting of Becky, based on the sketches he had already made of her. While he was working, time had no meaning for him. Not until his stomach began to complain of hunger did Fergus put down his brush and wonder for the first time what was keeping Becky.

Squinting out of the window. Fergus looked up at the sky. It was overcast, but as far as he could tell it must have been early afternoon. Becky should have returned long ago.

He frowned as he wiped paint from his hands with a cloth kept by his late friend for the purpose. Becky must have found something to do that was more interesting than shopping. She was a young girl, and time would mean little to her. She was probably using her visit to the grocer as an opportunity to see what the other shops had on display. He would go to the Hatchet inn and have something to eat while he worked.

Before leaving the attic Fergus moved the partially completed portrait closer to the window and gave it a critical appraisal. It was going to be good. Very good. Probably the best painting he had ever produced. Becky’s sleeping pose was entirely innocent and natural. The thought made him smile ruefully. Here he was, living in the heart of one of the most notorious slums in the country, earning a precarious living sketching sailors and their women – and he had found innocence! Taking a last look about him, Fergus closed the door of the attic and set off for work.

The smoke-filled interior of the Hatchet inn quickly brought Fergus down to earth. Three large ships from the West Indies had entered the Bristol docks that day. The inn was crowded with sailors, all of whom had money burning holes in their pockets. Charlie Waller, perspiring heavily, suggested Fergus should forget his sketching and return when business was not quite so hectic. Just then one of the prostitutes saw Fergus and called for him to come to the table where she sat and ‘do a likeness’. Shrugging his shoulders in resignation, Charlie Waller hurried off to fetch another order for the noisy and thirsty sailors.

Fergus had sketched the prostitute the previous day, but now she was with a new ‘friend’ and insisting that he pay for another.

It was the beginning of a busy but lucrative few hours for Fergus. When he eventually left the inn and gratefully gulped in comparatively pure, cold air there were twenty-seven shillings jingling in his pocket and he had drunk more than he was used to.

Entering Ida Stokes’s house, Fergus found Irish Molly arguing with a man in the ground-floor hallway. The Irish prostitute was insisting that her prospective client pay for his pleasures in advance. The man was reluctant, but he grudgingly agreed to part with the Irish girl’s fee as Fergus pushed past the couple and began to climb the stairs.

He had almost reached the first-floor landing when Irish Molly called after him.

‘Have you heard about the police arresting Joe Skewes?’ She pronounced ‘police’ as though it were two words.

Fergus replied that he had not heard the news, but he was relieved for Becky’s sake and he promised to tell her.

‘I’m thinking she’ll know all about it already. She was seen this morning being taken off by a constable.’

‘This morning …?’ Fergus had been so busy at the Hatchet inn it had slipped his mind that Becky had not returned with the shopping she had gone out to buy. He hurried upstairs much speedier than was prudent. His crippled ankle failed him on the uneven attic stairs, and he received a skinned shin for his foolhardiness.

‘Becky?’ He called her name in the darkness of the attic room, but there was no reply. When he found and lit a candle its pale yellow light showed him that the room was exactly as he had left it that afternoon.

Fergus sat down for a few moments to gather his thoughts. Irish Molly’s news might mean nothing at all. Becky could be anywhere. Perhaps she had lost the money he had given to her – or even had it stolen. She might have spent the money and was afraid to return to Ida Stokes’s house and tell him. If so, she could be sleeping anywhere. He knew she did not always spend her nights in the crowded house.

All these possible explanations for Becky’s absence went through Fergus’s mind as he sat in the attic room. Finally he admitted to himself that he believed none of them. The answer to Becky’s whereabouts lay in the news Irish Molly had so casually imparted to him.

It was some minutes before Irish Molly responded to the insistent banging on her door. When she did appear she stood in the doorway, having dressed hurriedly, her lank untidy hair hanging about her shoulders. She carried a lighted candle in one hand and there was fear on her face before she recognised Fergus.

‘What the hell d’you think you’re doing hammering on my door like that at this time of night? Are you wanting to wake the whole house?’

‘You said someone saw Becky with a constable this morning. What exactly did they see?’

‘You got me out of bed to ask about that little urchin? Look, here Whatever-your-name-is, I’ve got a man in my bed and a living to earn. If you’re feeling lonely upstairs by yourself, try Iris in the next room. She’s only had a short-timer tonight. She’ll be free by now.…’

‘Who’s that out there? Get rid of him! I’ve paid you good money.…’ The grumbling voice of the seaman Fergus had seen arguing with Irish Molly came from inside the room.

As Irish Molly began to close the door Fergus said hurriedly: ‘I believe Becky’s been arrested. She might be sharing a prison cell with Joe Skewes right now. Where would the police take her?’

‘Becky arrested …?’ Irish Molly opened the door wide again, at the same time turning back to shout at her unhappy client: ‘Will you shut your gob for a minute! You’ll get your money’s worth when I’m good and ready!’

Returning her attention to Fergus, Irish Molly asked: ‘Why would the police want to arrest Becky?’

‘I don’t know, but I’m certain that’s what’s happened. I sent her out to buy groceries for me this morning and I haven’t seen her since. Where would a constable take her?’

‘To the police station opposite Bridewell prison. Oh, the poor girl. It’s a terrible place. Haven’t I been there myself – and more than once? A child like her shouldn’t be put inside such a place as that – especially if Joe Skewes is there, too.’

‘How do I find the Bridewell?’ Irish Molly’s words had alarmed Fergus.

‘It’s hardly more than a few hundred yards from here, but in the darkness –’

‘Will you take me?’

‘I’m sorry.… I’m too well known to go poking my head inside a police station, and there’s a little misunderstanding about a sailor that’s not cleared up yet. But I’ll tell you how to get there.…’

By the time Irish Molly had given Fergus directions to the Bridewell the sailor in her bed was grumbling once more.

‘I must go now. Do what you can for Becky. She’s a good girl really.… Oh, for goodness’ sake stop your bleating, man. I’m coming back to bed now — and you’d better have something to be making such a fuss about.…’

The door closed, and Fergus was left standing alone on the draughty landing.


CHAPTER FOUR



FERGUS FOUND HIS WAY to the Bridewell police station, but not before he had run the gauntlet of pimps, prostitutes and would-be pickpockets who lurked around the fringe of Lewin’s Mead’s alleyways even at this hour of the night. At the police station he needed to convince the watchman who sat outside that he had a good reason for entering the building.

There was a sergeant on duty in the police office, and behind him the police gaoler sat making a laborious entry in a huge cloth-bound ledger. Fergus quickly established that Becky was being held in the cells, but he was less successful in ascertaining what crime she was supposed to have committed.

‘We’re keeping her in custody pending certain enquiries,’ declared the sergeant enigmatically. ‘May I ask the reason for your interest? Are you a relative of this girl? If you are, perhaps you’ll be kind enough to supply us with her surname. All she’ll tell us is that her name is “Becky”. Short for “Rebecca”, no doubt.’

‘Probably, but “Becky” is the only name she’s ever known, and I doubt if there’s anyone left alive who knows any more about her. As for the rest – I’m a friend, I sent her out to buy groceries for me this morning and I haven’t seen her since.’

Just for a moment Fergus thought the sergeant looked disconcerted, but the policeman recovered quickly. Crossing the room, he returned carrying the huge ledger. Turning back a couple of pages, he studied one of the entries. Eventually he looked up at Fergus and said: ‘The young lady did have certain victuals in her possession when she was arrested, but she refused to tell us the name of the shop where she obtained them.’

‘Wouldn’t tell you — or couldn’t?’ queried Fergus. ‘She doesn’t read.’

‘That will all be looked into, sir, don’t you worry. But she couldn’t give us an acceptable address, so we had to keep her in the cells. There’s also the matter of her assaulting Constable Fitzpatrick, of course.’

‘Assaulting a constable?’ Fergus was incredulous. ‘She’s a child. A mere scrap of a girl. The very idea is laughable!’
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