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            Chapter One

      
      London 1910

      
      ‘You must be a whore. You live in a brothel!’

      
      Fifteen-year-old Belle took a step back from the red-haired, freckled-faced boy and looked at him in consternation. He’d run
         after her down the street to return her hair ribbon which had fallen off. That in itself was unusual enough around the teeming
         streets of Seven Dials, where practically everyone would pocket anything not nailed down. But then he’d introduced himself
         as Jimmy Reilly, the recently arrived nephew of Garth Franklin who owned the Ram’s Head. They chatted for a while and Jimmy
         asked if he could be her friend. Belle was thrilled; she liked the look of him and she guessed he was close in age to her.
         But then he had to spoil it by asking if she minded being a whore.

      
      ‘If I lived in a palace I wouldn’t necessarily be a queen,’ she retorted angrily. ‘It’s true enough that I live in Annie’s
         Place, but I’m not a whore. Annie’s my mother!’

      
      Jimmy looked hard at Belle, his tawny eyes repentant. ‘I’m sorry if I got it wrong. My uncle told me Annie’s was a brothel,
         so when I saw you come out of there …’ He broke off in embarrassment. ‘I really didn’t mean to hurt your feelings.’

      
      Belle was even more confused then. She didn’t think she’d ever met anyone before who cared whether they hurt her feelings.
         Her mother certainly didn’t, or any of the girls in the house. ‘It’s all right,’ she replied somewhat uncertainly. ‘You weren’t
         to know, you haven’t lived around here long enough. Is your uncle treating you well?’

      
      Jimmy shrugged.

      
      ‘He’s a bully,’ Belle stated, guessing that Jimmy had already been introduced to his uncle’s fists, for it was common knowledge Garth Franklin was hot-tempered. ‘Do you have to stay with
         him?’

      
      ‘My mother always said I was to go to him if anything happened to her. She died last month and Uncle paid for her funeral
         and said I was to come here to learn the trade.’

      
      Belle surmised by his gloomy tone that he felt obligated to stay. ‘I’m sorry about your mother,’ she said. ‘How old are you?’

      
      ‘Nearly seventeen. My uncle said I’ve got to do some boxing to build up muscle,’ Jimmy responded with a cheeky grin. ‘Ma always
         said it were better for a man to have brains than muscle, but maybe I can have both.’

      
      ‘Just don’t assume all girls are whores or you won’t live to build up muscle,’ Belle said teasingly. She was warming to him;
         he had a lovely smile and a softness to him which was very different to all the other boys around the area.

      
      Seven Dials wasn’t far from the smart shops of Oxford Street, the theatres of Shaftesbury Avenue or even the grandness of
         Trafalgar Square, but it was a million miles from gentility. Great swathes of its higgledy-piggledy tenements and rookeries
         might have been demolished in the last twenty years, but with Covent Garden fruit and vegetable market still at its heart,
         and so many narrow lanes, courts and alleys all around, the newer buildings had soon become just as shabby as the old. Its
         residents were in the main the underbelly of society – thieves, prostitutes, beggars, rogues and thugs – living alongside
         the poor who worked in the very lowliest of jobs – street sweepers, scavengers and labourers. On a grey, frosty January day,
         with many people bundled up against the cold in little more than rags, it was a depressing sight.

      
      ‘Next time I rescue a pretty girl’s hair ribbon I’ll be really careful what I say to her,’ Jimmy said. ‘Your hair is lovely,
         I’ve never seen such shiny black curls before, and you’ve got pretty eyes too.’

      
      Belle smiled because she knew her long, curly hair was her best feature. Most people thought she must curl it up nightly and
         put oil on it to make it shine, but that was the way it was naturally – all she did was brush it. Her blue eyes had come from
         Annie, but Belle had to assume she had her father to thank for her hair for her mother’s was just light brown.

      
      ‘Well, thank you, Jimmy,’ she said. ‘Go on flattering girls like that and you’ll be a huge success around here.’

      
      ‘Back in Islington, where I come from, girls wouldn’t talk to someone like me.’

      
      Belle had barely been out of Seven Dials, but she knew Islington was where the respectable, middling sort lived. She assumed
         by his last remark, and what he had said about his uncle paying for the funeral, that his mother had been in service there.

      
      ‘Was your mother a cook or housekeeper?’ she asked.

      
      ‘No, she were a dressmaker, and she made a good living at it till she got sick,’ he said.

      
      ‘And your father?’

      
      Jimmy shrugged. ‘He cleared off around when I was born. Ma said he were an artist. Uncle Garth called him an arse-wipe. Anyways,
         I don’t know him and don’t want to. Ma always said it was lucky she were a skilled seamstress.’

      
      ‘Or she might have had to come and work at Annie’s Place?’ Belle said impishly.

      
      Jimmy laughed. ‘You’re quick, I like that,’ he said. ‘So can we be friends?’

      
      Belle just looked at him for a minute. He was an inch or two taller than her, with fine features and a good way of speaking.
         Not posh like a gentleman exactly, but he didn’t have the rough speech peppered with London slang that most lads around Seven
         Dials adopted. She guessed he’d been close to his mother, and had been protected from the kind of excesses of drinking, violence
         and vice which went on around here. She liked him, and she was as much in need of a friend as he was.

      
      ‘I’d like that,’ she said, and held out her little finger in the way that Millie back at Annie’s Place always did when offering
         friendship. ‘You have to give me your little finger too,’ she said with a smile, and as his little finger wound round hers,
         she shook his hand. ‘Make friends, make friends, never, ever break friends,’ she chanted.

      
      Jimmy responded with a soppy-looking grin which told her he liked what she’d said. ‘Let’s go somewhere,’ he suggested. ‘Do
         you like St James’s Park?’

      
      ‘I’ve never been there,’ she replied. ‘But I should get back really.’

      
      It was just after nine in the morning, and Belle had done as she often did, slipped out for some fresh air while everyone
         else in the house was still sleeping.

      
      Maybe he sensed that she wasn’t anxious to go home and was tempted by an outing because he caught hold of her hand and tucked
         it into his arm, then started walking. ‘It’s really early still, we won’t be missed,’ he said. ‘The park’s got a lake and
         ducks and it will be good to have some fresh air. It isn’t far.’

      
      A little bubble of excitement welled up in Belle. All that was waiting for her at home was emptying slop buckets and hauling
         coal for the fires. She didn’t need any further persuading to go with Jimmy, but she wished she’d put on her best royal blue
         cape with the fur-trimmed hood. She felt so dowdy in her old grey one.

      
      As they hurried through the back alleys to Charing Cross Road, then down to Trafalgar Square, Jimmy told her more about his
         mother, and made her laugh with little stories about some of the wealthy women she made dresses for.

      
      ‘Mrs Colefax was the one that used to make Ma really mad. She was colossal, hips like a hippopotamus, but she made out Ma charged her for too much material and used the leftovers to make something for herself. One day Ma couldn’t hold back any
         longer and she said, “Mrs Colefax, it takes all my ingenuity to make a dress for you out of six yards of crêpe. What’s left
         over wouldn’t make a jacket for a grasshopper.” ’

      
      Belle giggled, imagining the fat woman standing there in her corset being fitted for a dress. ‘What did she say to that?’

      
      ‘ “I’ve never been so insulted.” ’ Jimmy imitated Mrs Colefax by speaking in a high, breathless voice. ‘ “You would do well
         to remember who I am.” ’

      
      They paused to look at the fountains in Trafalgar Square, then hurried across the road towards the Mall.

      
      ‘Isn’t the Palace grand?’ Jimmy said as they walked through Admiralty Arch and saw Buckingham Palace in all its pale splendour
         ahead of them at the far end of the Mall. ‘I love to get away from the Ram’s Head and see beautiful places. It makes me believe
         I’m worth something more than being my uncle’s errand boy.’

      
      Until that moment Belle had never considered that beautiful places might inspire anyone, but as they walked into St James’s
         Park and she saw how the frost had turned bare branches, bushes and grass into a glittering spectacle, she understood what
         Jimmy meant. Weak sunshine was breaking through the thick cloud, and the swans, geese and ducks on the lake were gliding effortlessly
         through the water. It was a different world to Seven Dials.

      
      ‘I want to be a milliner,’ she admitted. ‘I spend all my spare time drawing hats. I daydream of having a little shop in the
         Strand, but I’ve never told anyone that before.’

      
      He took her two hands in his and drew her closer to him. His breath was like smoke in the frosty air, warm on her cold face.
         ‘Ma always said that if you want something hard enough you can have it,’ he said. ‘All you have to do is work out how you’ll
         achieve it.’

      
      Belle looked at his smiling, freckled face, and wondered if he wanted to kiss her. She had no experience of such things; boys
         were something of a mystery to her as she’d grown up with only women. But she had such an odd feeling inside her, like she
         was melting, and that was ridiculous as she was freezing cold.

      
      ‘Let’s just whizz round the park, then I really must go home. Mog will be wondering where I am,’ she said quickly, for the
         strange feeling was making her nervous.

      
      They began to walk fast across the bridge over the lake. ‘Who’s Mog?’ he asked.

      
      ‘I suppose you’d call her the maid or the housekeeper, but she’s more than that to me,’ Belle replied. ‘She feels like mother,
         aunt, older sister all rolled into one. She’s always been the one who took care of me.’

      
      As they walked briskly round the park, Jimmy talked about how nice it would be in summer, about books he’d read and about
         the school he went to in Islington. He didn’t ask Belle anything about her home; she guessed he was afraid to, for fear of
         saying the wrong thing.

      
      All too soon they were back in grimy Seven Dials, and Jimmy said his first task when he got in would be to wake his uncle
         with a cup of tea, and then scrub the cellar floor.

      
      ‘Can we meet again?’ he asked, looking anxious as if he expected her to refuse.

      
      ‘I can get out most mornings at this time,’ Belle replied. ‘And usually about four in the afternoons too.’

      
      ‘I’ll look out for you then,’ he said with a smile. ‘It’s been nice today. I’m really glad your ribbon fell off.’

      

      
      
      Chapter Two

      
      Belle felt a bit flat as she watched Jimmy walking on down Monmouth Street. For the last hour she’d felt free and happy, but
         she knew as soon as she went in it would be back to a series of chores, including emptying chamberpots and clearing and lighting
         fires.

      
      They had more in common than Jimmy realized. He had his bad-tempered uncle to contend with; she had a bad-tempered mother.
         They were both surrounded by people, but it was clear that Jimmy was as lonely as she was, with no friends of his own age
         to talk to.

      
      The sun that had come out fleetingly while they were in the park had vanished behind black clouds, and as they’d passed the
         man who sold matches on the corner, he’d called out it was going to snow later. Reluctant as Belle was to go in, it was too
         cold to stay outside any longer.

      
      She knew very little about the world beyond Seven Dials. She’d been born in the same house she still lived in. The story was
         that her mother had delivered her alone upstairs, put her baby in a drawer wrapped in an old quilt and gone down to the parlour
         again with the other girls as if nothing had happened.

      
      Belle had learned at a very early age that she had to be virtually invisible. Her place, once she was too big to sleep in
         the drawer, was down in the basement of the house, and she must never, ever venture up the stairs after five in the evening,
         or ask her mother questions about what went on up there.

      
      She had gone to a little school in Soho Square from the age of six until she was ten, where she learned to read and write and do sums, but that ended abruptly after some kind of
         disagreement between her mother and her teacher. She then had to go to a much bigger school which she hated, and was very
         relieved when she was allowed to leave at fourteen. But since then she’d found the days long and dreary. Yet when she voiced
         this thought aloud one day her mother rounded on her and asked how she’d like to be a scullery maid or selling flowers on
         the streets as so many girls of her age were forced to do. Belle wouldn’t like to do either job: the girl selling flowers
         further along the street was so thin and ragged that she looked as though a gust of wind could blow her away.

      
      Annie didn’t approve of Belle doing what she called ‘raking the streets’ either. Belle wasn’t sure whether this was because
         her mother thought she’d get into mischief, or because she didn’t want her daughter to hear gossip about her.

      
      In one of her rare nostalgic and communicative moods, Annie had told Belle that she’d been the favourite of ‘the Countess’,
         who ran the house at the time Belle was born. If it had not been for the woman’s affection Annie would have been thrown out
         on to the streets and ended up in the workhouse. She explained that the Countess was given the nickname as she had a grand
         manner, and because she’d been a real beauty in her younger days, with male admirers in high places. It was one of these,
         rumoured to be a member of the royal family, who had set her up in the house in Jake’s Court.

      
      When Belle was still just a small child, the Countess became ill and Annie nursed her for over a year. Before the woman died,
         she made a will and left everything she had to Annie.

      
      Annie had run the house ever since. She hired and fired, acted as hostess and took care of the money. It was often said around
         Seven Dials that she ran a good house, even if she was as hard as nails.

      
      Belle had heard the word ‘brothel’ all through her childhood but she didn’t know its precise meaning, only that it was something you didn’t talk about at school. Annie’s Place was
         also known as a ‘whorehouse’: years ago Belle had asked her mother what that meant and was told it was a place of entertainment
         for gentlemen. Just the way Annie rapped out her reply told Belle she shouldn’t question her further.

      
      Around Seven Dials any common woman or girl who dressed in a vulgar manner, acted a bit flighty or saucy, and liked a few
         drinks and a dance was likely to be called a whore. It was a derogatory term, of course, but as it was used so often there
         was an almost affectionate ring to it, in the way people called someone ‘a minx’ or ‘a witch’. So until a few months ago Belle
         had believed that her mother’s business was just a nightly party where gentlemen could meet saucy, fun girls for drinking
         and dancing.

      
      But recently, through bawdy songs, jokes and overheard conversations, Belle had come to realize that men had some kind of
         urge and it was for the satisfaction of this urge that they came to places like Annie’s.

      
      The details of what this entailed Belle hadn’t discovered. Neither Annie nor Mog could be drawn on the subject, and the girls
         themselves were much too afraid of incurring Annie’s wrath to divulge any secrets to Belle.

      
      At night, lying in her bed down in the basement, sounds of merriment filtered down to Belle; the piano played with spirit,
         clinking glasses, guffaws of male laughter, thumping, dancing feet and even singing – it sounded such fun. Belle sometimes
         wished she dared creep up the stairs and peep around the door.

      
      Yet however much she wanted to know the entire truth about her mother’s business, something told her that there was also a
         dark side to it. On occasions she’d heard crying, pleading and even screaming, and she was well aware that the girls were
         not always happy. There were many days when they came down for their dinner with red-rimmed eyes, and ate their meal in sullen, heavy silence. Occasionally one of them
         would have a black eye or bruises on their arms. Even on the best of days the girls were always pale and wan. They were not
         very kindly disposed to Belle either. Mog said this was because they felt she was Annie’s spy, and that they were jealous
         of her. Belle couldn’t imagine what they were jealous for – she didn’t get anything more than they did – but they never included
         her in their conversations and would stop chatting to one another when she came into the room.

      
      Only Millie, the oldest girl, was different. She smiled at Belle and liked to chat. But then Millie wasn’t the full shilling;
         she flitted from one subject to another like a butterfly, unable to sustain a meaningful conversation with anyone.

      
      Mog was in reality Belle’s only friend, and far more of a mother to her than Annie. Her real name was Mowenna Davis, and she
         came from the Welsh valleys. Belle hadn’t been able to say Mowenna when she was a baby and had called her Mog, and the name
         had stuck with everyone. She had told Belle once that if she were called Mowenna now she wouldn’t recognize it as her name.

      
      A plain, slight woman in her late thirties, with dull brown hair and pale blue eyes, Mog had worked in the house as a maid
         since she was twelve. Maybe it was her plainness that kept her cleaning rooms and lighting fires, wearing a black dress and
         white apron and cap rather than the gaudy satin and beribboned hair of the girls upstairs. But she alone in the house was
         constant. She didn’t throw tantrums, argue or fight. She went about her household duties with serene happiness, her loyalty
         and devotion to Annie and her love for Belle unwavering.

      
      The front door of Annie’s Place was in Monmouth Street, at least tucked back in a small alley off it, but it was only the
         gentlemen callers who entered that way, up four steps to the front door and into the hall and the parlour. The entrance used by all the residents was around the corner in Jake’s Court,
         and they came into the small yard, then down six steps to the back door into what was a semi-basement.

      
      Mog was cutting up some meat on the kitchen table as Belle came in through the scullery. The kitchen was a big, low-ceilinged
         room with a flagstone floor, dominated by the vast table in the centre. A dresser along one wall held all the china and on
         the opposite side was the stove, saucepans and other pans hanging above it on hooks. It was always warm because of the stove
         but a little dark because it was in the basement. During the winter months the gas lighting was on all the time. There were
         also several other rooms on this floor, a laundry room, Belle’s and Mog’s bedrooms, and several storage rooms as well as the
         coal cellar.

      
      ‘Come and warm up by the stove,’ Mog said as she saw Belle. ‘I don’t know what you find to do out on the streets! I can’t
         bear all that noise and pushing and shoving.’

      
      Mog seldom went further than the immediate area because she had a fear of crowds. She said that when she went to watch Queen
         Victoria’s funeral procession nine years earlier, she was so hemmed in by people that she got heart palpitations and thought
         she was going to die.

      
      ‘There’s a lot of noise here too but that doesn’t seem to bother you,’ Belle pointed out as she took off her cape and scarf.
         From upstairs she could hear Sally, the newest girl, screaming about something.

      
      ‘That one won’t last long,’ Mog said sagely. ‘Too much fire in her belly!’

      
      It was rare for Mog to make any comment about the girls and Belle hoped that as she’d said this much, maybe she could get
         her to continue.

      
      ‘What do you mean by that?’ she asked, warming her hands on the stove.

      
      ‘She thinks she ought to be the top girl,’ Mog replied. ‘Always arguing, always pushing herself forward. The other girls don’t
         like that, or the way she plays up to the gentlemen.’

      
      ‘In what way?’ Belle asked, hoping she didn’t sound too obvious.

      
      But Mog stiffened visibly, clearly suddenly aware she had been talking about something her charge shouldn’t know of. ‘That’s
         enough, we’ve got jobs to do, Belle. As soon as I’ve put this stew on I want to give the parlour a real bottoming. You’ll
         help me, won’t you?’

      
      Belle knew that she didn’t really have a choice, but she liked the way Mog always put orders to her as if they were requests.

      
      ‘Of course, Mog. Have we got time for a cup of tea first?’ she replied. ‘I’ve just met Garth Franklin’s nephew. He’s a really
         nice boy!’

      
      Over the tea Belle told Mog all about Jimmy, and how they’d gone for a walk in the park. She always told Mog everything, for
         she was far closer to her than to Annie. In most people’s eyes Mog was an old maid, but Belle saw her as very modern in many
         ways. She read the newspapers and was keenly interested in politics. She was a supporter of Keir Hardie, the socialist MP, and of the suffragettes who were campaigning for votes for women. Hardly a day passed when Mog didn’t comment on their latest
         meeting, march on Parliament or story about them being force-fed in prison because they’d gone on hunger strike. She often
         said she’d like to join them.

      
      ‘I’m glad you’ve found a friend,’ Mog said fondly. ‘But you mind he don’t take no liberties with you or he’ll have worse than
         Garth Franklin to deal with! But we’d best get on with the parlour now.’

      
      Annie boasted that she had the finest parlour outside of Mayfair, and it was true that she had spent vast sums of money on
         the Italian mirrors, crystal chandelier, Persian carpet and beautiful velvet curtains at the windows. But with upwards of twenty gentlemen a night visiting, the girls in and out and
         cigars and pipes being smoked, along with drinks spilt, it needed spring-cleaning frequently.

      
      Belle thought the parlour might look good by night, but she didn’t think much of it by day. The curtains were hardly ever
         drawn back or the windows opened, and the gold paper on the walls just looked a dirty yellow when daylight entered. Likewise,
         the plum-coloured curtains had dust and cobwebs on them, and a stale odour of tobacco clung to them. But Belle liked spring-cleaning
         the room. There was something really satisfying about removing a month of dirt from the mirrors and seeing them sparkle, or
         beating the rug outside until the colours became bright again. And she liked working alongside Mog because she was a happy
         soul who worked hard and appreciated the help of others.

      
      As always in a spring-clean, they stacked up the sofas and tables in one corner first, then rolled up the Persian rug and
         carried it downstairs between them.

      
      The parlour took up most of the ground floor. There was a small area for hats and coats by the front door, which Mog answered
         when the bell was rung. Behind the staircase which led to the other three floors was what they called the office, which was
         an L shape, and was also Annie’s room. Tucked in here too, behind a door, were the stairs to the basement. Mog had often remarked
         that the layout of the house was ideal. Belle supposed she meant that Belle never saw who came calling, and the gentlemen
         never saw how they lived.

      
      There was a lavatory on the ground floor too. It had only been installed a couple of years ago; before that everyone had to
         use the outside privy.

      
      Belle often felt aggrieved that the girls didn’t always go to this lavatory, using their chamberpots in their rooms instead.
         She felt that if she could make her way on a wild, cold night to the outside privy and not use the pot under her bed, they could at least go down a couple of flights of stairs inside the
         house.

      
      Yet Mog never backed her up when she grumbled about having to empty the pots. She just shrugged and said perhaps the girls
         had been caught short. Belle thought that was absurd; after all, if they were entertaining the gentlemen in the parlour it
         would take far longer to go to their bedrooms for a pee in a chamberpot than to use the lavatory by the parlour.

      
      It was bitterly cold as they lifted the rug over the washing line in the back yard, their breath like smoke in the icy air.
         But once they began beating the rug with the bamboo paddles, they were soon warm again.

      
      ‘We’ll leave it here till the floor’s dry,’ Mog said when they’d finished and they both had a grey film of dirt all over them.

      
      It was only as they went back upstairs that Belle saw her mother. As always in the mornings, Annie was wearing her dark blue
         velvet dressing-gown over her nightdress and she had her curlers covered by a lace cap.

      
      Mog was close in age to Annie, both being in their late thirties, and they had formed what Mog called an alliance as young
         girls because they came to this house when it was owned by the Countess at around the same time. Belle often wondered why
         Mog didn’t say they had become friends, but then Annie was not a very warm person, so perhaps she didn’t want a friend.

      
      Dressed up, with her face painted, Annie was still beautiful. She had a tiny waist, a firm, high bosom and a queenly air.
         But in her dressing-gown her complexion looked grey, her lips thin and bloodless, her eyes dull. Even the shapely body was
         gone without her corset. The spiteful way she often spoke to her girls suggested she resented that her own looks were fading
         while they were still in their prime.

      
      ‘Hello, Ma,’ Belle said from her position on her knees scrubbing the floor. ‘We’re giving it a spring-clean, and not before time, it’s filthy.’

      
      ‘We’ll leave the rug outside till we’ve finished,’ Mog added.

      
      ‘You should give the girls some instruction on cleaning,’ Annie addressed Mog tartly. ‘Their rooms are like rats’ nests, they
         do no more than make the bed. It’s not good enough.’

      
      ‘That’s not good for business,’ Mog replied. ‘No point in keeping the parlour beautiful, then taking a gentleman into a midden.’

      
      Belle was still looking at her mother as Mog was speaking, and she saw Annie’s eyes widen in shock at the remark about taking
         gentlemen into a midden. Mog saw the look too and blanched, and as Belle glanced from one to the other she realized her mother
         hadn’t wanted her to know the gentlemen went to the girls’ rooms.

      
      Belle had learned long ago that if she wanted to keep on the right side of her mother it was best to pretend she was too dumb
         to understand much of what was said around her. ‘I could spring-clean the girls’ rooms,’ she offered. ‘I could do one each
         day and get them to help.’

      
      ‘Let her do it,’ Mog said. ‘She likes to keep busy.’

      
      For a few seconds Annie just stood there, looking down at Mog and Belle, not saying a word. It seemed to Belle she was trying
         to find a way of dealing with the information which had slipped out.

      
      ‘A good idea. She can make a start on Millie’s today because that’s the worst. I doubt Millie will be much help though, she
         can’t stick at anything for long.’

      
      By half past one, with the parlour now gleaming and smelling fresh, Belle embarked on cleaning Millie’s room at the top of
         the house. Millie had gone out somewhere with Sally, and the other girls were in one of their rooms downstairs. Belle had
         had a huge bowl of soup for dinner, followed by treacle tart, and the appeal of spring-cleaning was waning fast. But it had just started to snow so she couldn’t go out, and Millie’s room was the warmest in the house as all the heat
         from the many fires wafted up there.

      
      Millie held a unique position in the house. Although she was much older than all the other girls, around twenty-eight, she
         was still outstandingly lovely, with silky, long blonde hair, wide blue eyes and a soft, childlike mouth. Being slow-witted,
         she had everyone’s affection: indeed it was perhaps because of her childlike, naive nature that everyone cared about her.

      
      Millie was also the only girl remaining from the days when the Countess ran the house. Belle sensed that both Annie and Mog
         tolerated her laziness because of a shared past. It had also been said on many an occasion that she was very popular with
         the gentlemen because of her sweet nature.

      
      Belle was equally fond of Millie. She liked her sunny, friendly temperament, and her kindness and generosity. She often gave
         Belle little presents – a few beads, a hair ribbon or some chocolates – and would hug her tight if she was hurt or sad.

      
      Millie’s room reflected her childlike nature. She had cut up chocolate box lids with pictures of kittens and puppies and tacked
         them to the walls. She had tied a lace parasol to a chair back with a length of pink ribbon and beneath it sat several dolls.
         Some were rag dolls in gaudy cotton dresses which looked as if she might have made them herself. But there was also a rather
         grand doll with a porcelain face, wavy blonde hair and a pink satin gown.

      
      As Belle looked around she saw that Millie had ten times more possessions than any of the other girls: china ornaments, silver-backed
         hairbrushes, a wooden toy train, a cuckoo clock that didn’t work, and many ribbon-trimmed cushions.

      
      Belle got to work, making the big brass bed first, then covering it with a dust sheet before piling on to it as much of the
         furniture and other items as she could.

      
      The floor was thick with dust, and the only rug a small one which could be shaken from the window. Once she’d cleaned out the fire grate and swept and washed the floor, she laid a fire
         and lit it to dry the floor more quickly.

      
      An hour later she was almost finished, shelves cleaned and dusted, mirrors and windows gleaming, all Millie’s possessions
         arranged carefully again.

      
      It was dark now and still snowing hard. Looking out of the window on to Jake’s Court, Belle saw the snow had transformed it.
         Seven Dials was notorious in London for having the most brothels, gambling dens, public houses and other low dives within
         a square mile. With the Covent Garden market starting its day in the middle of the night just as the drinkers and gamblers
         were going home to their beds, there was never a silent time. It was always being said that the slums in London would soon
         be a thing of the past, and it was true that many such areas were being cleared, but no one in the government took into account
         where the residents of a cleared slum would go. At present they were flocking here, finding a modicum of shelter with hundreds
         of other desperate men, women and children in the many courts, fetid alleys and narrow winding lanes. Even to Belle, who had
         never known anywhere else, it was a dirty, stinking, noisy place, and she could understand how terrifying it must be to anyone
         who stumbled into it by accident when they’d taken a wrong turning from the neighbouring smart streets.

      
      But now, in the yellow glow of the gaslight, the Court looked enchanted and beautiful under a thick blanket of snow. It was
         also deserted, a very unusual occurrence, and Belle guessed the house would remain very quiet tonight.

      
      The room was very warm now and, with the curtains closed and just the light of the fire and the gaslight turned down low,
         it was so cosy that Belle couldn’t resist lying down on the bed for a rest. She expected Millie to come in at any minute,
         and be thrilled to find her room looking so nice.

      
      She felt herself growing drowsy and attempted to rouse herself to go back downstairs, but she was too warm and comfortable
         to move.

      
      The sound of feet on the stairs woke her with a start. She had no idea what the time was, but the fire was almost out, which
         suggested it was now evening and she’d been asleep a long time. Her stomach lurched with anxiety, for the rule that she was
         never to go upstairs after five was one of Annie’s strictest. Belle could still remember the beating she’d got at six years
         old for daring to disobey it.

      
      It was just blind panic which made her jump up, straighten the covers and slip underneath the bed. Once there, she told herself
         that if Millie was alone she could explain why she was there and get her to smuggle her back to the kitchen without anyone
         else seeing her.

      
      But her heart sank as the door opened and Millie came in, followed by a man. Millie turned up the gaslight and lit a couple
         of candles too. From her position beneath the bed, Belle could see no more than the lower half of Millie’s pale blue dress
         with its lace flounces, and the man’s dark brown trousers and side-buttoned boots.

      
      ‘Why did you pretend not to be here last week when I called?’ the man asked. His voice was gruff and he sounded cross.

      
      ‘I wasn’t here,’ Millie replied. ‘I had a night off and went to see my aunt.’

      
      ‘Well, I’ve paid for the whole night with you tonight,’ he said.

      
      Belle’s first reaction was shock that he’d paid to share Millie’s room. But then her stomach lurched when she realized that
         meant she was trapped. How was she going to get out? She couldn’t possibly stay here, but then she couldn’t possibly come
         out from under the bed, apologize for intruding and then leave, either.

      
      ‘The whole night,’ Millie repeated, and it sounded as if she was as horrified by the idea as Belle was.

      
      There was silence then, and Belle guessed they must be kissing as they were standing close together. She could hear heavy
         breathing and the rustling of clothes and all at once Millie’s dress was tossed to the floor just a few inches away from Belle.
         A petticoat fluttered down too, and then the man’s boots and trousers came off, and it finally dawned on Belle exactly what
         a whore was. Men paid whores so they could do that thing they were only supposed to do to their wives to have children. She
         couldn’t understand why she hadn’t worked that one out before. But now she had, it sickened her to think that Jimmy and other
         people she knew believed she was allowing men to do that to her too.

      
      Millie was down to her chemise, stockings and white lace-trimmed drawers. The man had removed his jacket along with his trousers
         and boots, but he’d kept his shirt on and it came down almost to his knees, exposing very muscular, hairy legs.

      
      ‘Let me put some more coal on the fire, it’s nearly out,’ Millie said suddenly. As she bent over to put the shovel into the
         coal bucket, Belle thought of trying to signal to her so she’d get the man to leave the room, but before she could even attempt
         it, the man moved and grabbed Millie around the waist from behind, pulling her drawers off so roughly that they ripped.

      
      Belle was so shocked that she felt her heart might stop beating. From her position she could still only see the couple from
         the waist down, but that was far too much. She didn’t want to see Millie’s plump, dimpled thighs and buttocks, or the man
         forcing her to bend over so he could push his cock into her. Belle had only seen a couple of cocks in her life, and they had
         belonged to small boys being cleaned up by their mothers under a street pump. But this man’s had to be seven or eight inches
         long and as firm as a barber’s pole. She could see by the whiteness of Millie’s knuckles as she supported herself on the fireplace that he was hurting her.

      
      ‘That’s better, my lovely,’ he said breathlessly as he hammered into her. ‘You love it, don’t you?’

      
      Belle closed her eyes to shut out the sight but heard Millie reply that she loved it more than anything else in the world.
         This was clearly a lie, for when Belle opened her eyes again Millie had moved enough so she could see her face sideways on,
         and it was strained with pain.

      
      Suddenly Belle understood why the girls so often looked sullen and dejected. She had been mystified by this for the parties
         sounded so much fun. But clearly they didn’t get a jolly time in the parlour for long. Instead they were whisked away to their
         rooms to be subjected to this kind of ordeal.

      
      As the man bent down further over Millie’s back, Belle saw his face in profile. He had dark hair, slightly grey at the temples,
         and a thick, military-style moustache. His nose was quite prominent, with a slight hook. She thought he might be around thirty-two,
         though she always found it hard to guess men’s ages.

      
      The couple moved on to the bed then, and the twanging sound of the springs just inches from her head, and the foul things
         he was saying to Millie, were horrible. Worse still, she could see them reflected in the mirror above the fireplace. Not their
         faces, just from their necks down to their knees. He had a hairy, very bony backside and he was holding on to Millie’s knees
         and seemed to be forcing them further apart so he could drive himself further into her.

      
      It went on and on remorselessly, the slapping sound of flesh against flesh, squeaking springs, grunting, swearing and panting.
         From time to time Millie would cry out in pain – at one point she even urged him to stop – but he carried on regardless.

      
      Belle realized that this was what ‘fucking’ was. She heard the word daily out on the streets where it was mostly a swear word – some men used it in every sentence they uttered – but
         she had heard it used in relation to men and women too, and now she understood this was its real meaning.

      
      She hated being witness to it and was tempted to take a chance and crawl out from under the bed to the door. But common sense
         told her there would be hell to pay if she did, from the man and Annie too. She wondered as well why Mog hadn’t noticed she
         was missing and come looking for her.

      
      Just when she thought Millie’s ordeal was never going to end, all at once the man appeared to be reaching some kind of crescendo,
         for he was panting furiously and moving even faster. Then it stopped abruptly and he rolled off Millie and sank on to the
         mattress beside her.

      
      ‘Wasn’t that splendid?’ he asked.

      
      ‘Oh yes, dear,’ Millie replied, her voice so weak and feeble it was hardly there at all.

      
      ‘So let’s have no more of this shilly-shallying,’ he said. ‘You’ll leave here tomorrow morning and come with me to Kent?’

      
      ‘I can’t,’ she said weakly. ‘Annie won’t let me go, she needs me here.’

      
      ‘Rubbish! Whores are ten a penny, and most far younger than you. And why did you lie to me about last week?’

      
      His voice, which had never been tender with her, was now becoming positively menacing.

      
      ‘I didn’t lie to you,’ she said.

      
      ‘You did. You never have a night off from here and you have no aunt. You purposely avoided me last time I came. And you never
         intended to come and live with me.’

      
      Millie denied it. Then a sharp crack punctuated by a cry revealed that he’d hit her. ‘That will show you what happens when
         I’m lied to,’ he hissed at her.

      
      ‘I avoided you because of this,’ she cried out. ‘Why do you hurt me when you say you want me to live with you?’

      
      ‘A whore must expect such things,’ he said, as if surprised by her protest. ‘Besides, you love me fucking you.’

      
      All at once Millie jumped off the bed and Belle saw she was wearing nothing but a little lace-trimmed camisole, her big soft
         breasts billowing over the top, and her abundant pubic hair showing beneath. ‘I don’t love it at all. I pretend to because
         that’s what I’m supposed to do,’ she said defiantly.

      
      Belle instinctively knew such a statement was not going to please this man, and that Millie might even be in danger from him.
         She willed her to run to the door and get out now while she could.

      
      But before the girl could even think of fleeing, his arm reached out to grab her and he hauled her back to him on the bed.

      
      ‘You bitch,’ he snarled at her. ‘You led me on with your sweet talk, fed me lies and more lies. I’ve made plans for us, and
         now you say you were pretending!’

      
      ‘Us girls are told to be nice to our customers,’ Millie argued.

      
      He hit her again and this time she yelped with pain and begged him to let her go.

      
      ‘I’ll let you go all right,’ he responded. ‘Straight to the devil where you belong.’

      
      Just the crazed way he spoke suggested to Belle that he was going to kill Millie. She so much wanted to be brave, to get out
         from under the bed and whack him over the head with the chamberpot before alerting Annie to what was going on. But she was
         frozen with fear and unable to move a muscle.

      
      ‘No, please!’ Millie pleaded, and there was a sound of thrashing around as if she was trying to get away from him. But gradually
         the sound abated, and as Belle could hear heavy breathing above it she thought her fears had been groundless because he was
         kissing Millie again.

      
      ‘That’s better,’ he said softly as finally the struggling stopped. ‘Just give in to me. That’s how I like it.’

      
      In her fear Belle had retreated to the centre of the bed, so she could no longer see them in the mirror. But the way the man
         spoke suggested that the nastiness was completely over and he was about to start fucking Millie again. Belle thought she would
         wait for the thumping, slapping sound to begin again and then she would creep out and make a run for the door.

      
      But some little time passed and there was no thumping, just the heavy breathing, so she wriggled to the side of the bed so
         she could see their reflections in the mirror. What she saw was so shocking that she almost cried out.

      
      The man was kneeling up on the bed, completely naked now and rubbing his cock while holding it to Millie’s face. Her chin
         was jutting upwards, exposing her white neck, but she wasn’t reacting to what he was doing. Her eyes seemed to be almost popping
         out of her head and she looked as though she was screaming, only there was no sound coming out of her open mouth.

      
      Belle forgot her own terror in her fear for Millie. Silently she turned beneath the bed until she was facing the door, crawled
         down to the end of the bed, then gathered herself while still out of his line of vision for the last dash to the door.

      
      In one swift movement she leapt to her feet and to the door to pull back the bolt. She heard the man roar out something, but
         by then she had the door open and she raced down the two flights of stairs two at a time.

      
      ‘A man is hurting Millie! Save her!’ she shouted as she got to the last landing and saw Annie coming out of her office.

      
      For just the briefest second her mother’s expression was so fierce Belle thought she would strike her. But without saying
         a word she moved swiftly towards the parlour.

      
      ‘Jacob!’ she called out. ‘Come with me to check on Millie.’

      
      The bald, burly man was a newcomer to the house, Belle had seen him just once about a fortnight earlier when he was putting a new washer on the tap in the scullery. Mog had said he’d been hired to do odd jobs, but also to make sure there
         was no rowdiness upstairs during the evenings. He looked smart tonight in a dark green jacket, and he responded swiftly to
         Annie’s order, racing up the stairs.

      
      Annie followed, but she paused, looking down at Belle and pointing to the door to the basement. ‘Down there, and stay there.
         I’ll deal with you later,’ she barked.

      
      Belle sat at the kitchen table, her head in her hands, wishing that Mog would come down because she knew she could explain
         how this had all come about much more easily to her.

      
      The kitchen clock said it was ten past ten. Clearly she’d been asleep in Millie’s room for much longer than she’d imagined.
         But she couldn’t understand why she hadn’t been woken up by the girls getting ready for the evening, or why Mog hadn’t come
         upstairs to find her when she didn’t return from cleaning the room. Mog was like a mother hen; she normally got frantic if
         Belle was missing for just an hour, and they always had tea together around six, before Mog had to go upstairs to prepare
         for the evening ahead.

      
      The evenings were normally very tedious to Belle because she had to spend them alone. She would wash up the tea things, then
         read a newspaper if one of the gentlemen had left one upstairs on the previous evening. If there was no paper to read, she
         sewed or knitted. But she was usually in bed by half past eight because she couldn’t stand her own company any longer. Tonight,
         however, she wasn’t just lonely, she was terrified. Not for herself, though she was scared of what Annie would do to her,
         but for Millie. She could see her face so clearly in her mind’s eye, that silent scream, the way her head was tipped back
         and her eyes bulging. Had the man killed her?

      
      There was no sound coming from the parlour upstairs, so maybe there had been no one but Jacob in there as she came down the stairs. That was understandable considering the snow,
         but she wondered where the girls and Mog were. Aside from Millie there were seven other girls, but even if they were all in
         their rooms, with or without a gentleman, surely some of them would have looked out when Annie and Jacob went running up the
         stairs?

      
      Yet over and above her fear for Millie, and the possible repercussions of tonight’s events, were the shock and disgust she
         felt about what had been going on nightly above her head. How could she have been so stupid as not to know what was going
         on in the house she lived in?

      
      How was she ever going to be able to hold her head up out on the streets now? How could she be friends with Jimmy without
         wondering if he’d want to do the same thing to her? No wonder Mog had said he wasn’t to take any liberties with her!

      
      Belle heard a loud yell from out the back, quickly followed by banging and clattering, as if someone had knocked over the
         dustbins, then even more shouting from several different people. She ran into the scullery and towards the back door. She
         didn’t unlock it and go out, for she knew she was in enough trouble already, but she looked out of the window next to it.

      
      There was nothing to see, just the snow covering all the old crates and boxes out there, and it was still coming down hard,
         the wind blowing it into drifts.

      
      ‘Belle!’

      
      Belle wheeled round at her mother’s voice. She had come into the kitchen and was standing by the table, one hand on her hip.

      
      ‘I’m sorry, Ma, I fell asleep in Millie’s room. I didn’t mean to be up there.’

      
      Annie always wore black in the evenings. But this long-sleeved silk dress had a wide swathe of ornate silver embroidery from her shoulders right around the low neckline. She had her hair fixed up with silver combs, and with diamond bobs in her
         ears she looked regal.

      
      ‘Come with me. I want you to quickly tell me exactly what you saw,’ she said hurriedly.

      
      Belle thought it very strange when instead of shouting at her or accusing her of wrongdoing, Annie took her hand and led her
         into Belle’s tiny bedroom. She ruffled up the bed and indicated that Belle was to undress, put on her nightdress and get into
         it. She even helped Belle with the buttons on the back of her dress and slipped her nightdress over her head. It was only
         once she’d got her daughter beneath the covers that she sat down on the bed beside her.

      
      ‘Now tell me,’ she demanded.

      
      Belle explained how it had come about that she was there when Millie came in with the man, and that in panic she’d hidden
         under the bed. She didn’t know how to tell Annie what the couple were doing, so she referred to it as kissing and cuddling.
         Annie waved her hand impatiently and asked that she move on to what the man had been saying to Millie.

      
      Belle repeated everything she could remember and how he had struck Millie, then how it all went quiet and she looked out from
         under the bed. ‘He had his …’ Belle broke off to point at her belly. ‘It was in his hand, by her face. She wasn’t moving,
         and that’s when I ran for it. Is Millie all right?’

      
      ‘She’s dead,’ Annie said curtly. ‘It looks as if he strangled her.’

      
      Belle stared at her mother in horror. She might have already wondered if the man had killed Millie, but it was something very
         different to have it confirmed. She felt her head might explode with the shock, for this was the worst kind of nightmare.

      
      ‘No! She can’t be dead.’ Belle’s voice was just a whisper. ‘He hurt her, but surely that wouldn’t kill her?’

      
      ‘Belle, you know me better than that, I wouldn’t say it if it wasn’t true,’ Annie said reproachfully. ‘But we haven’t got
         much time. The police will be here soon, I sent Jacob for them. You have to forget that you were in that room, Belle!’

      
      Belle didn’t understand and could only stare at her mother blankly.

      
      ‘Look, I’m going to tell ’em that I found Millie. I’ll say I went up to her room because I heard a noise of someone climbing
         out the window,’ Annie explained. ‘You see, I don’t want them to question you. So I’m going to say you were in bed down here.
         So if they do ask to speak to you, that’s what you must say. You got into bed here at half past eight and you only woke up
         a little while ago because of a noise outside. Can you do that?’

      
      Belle nodded. It was such a rare thing for her mother to speak to her in a kind and gentle fashion that she was prepared to
         say anything she asked. Of course she didn’t understand why she couldn’t tell the truth, but she supposed there had to be
         a good reason.

      
      ‘Good girl.’ Annie put her arm around Belle’s shoulders and squeezed them. ‘I know you’ve had a shock, you’ve seen things
         I never wanted you to see. But if you were to tell the police you were in that room and saw what happened it would turn into
         the worst nightmare you can imagine. You’d have to be a witness at the man’s trial and be interrogated. They would say all
         kind of vile things to you. You would be in the newspapers. And you could be in real danger from the man who did this to Millie.
         I couldn’t put you through all that.’

      
      Having expected to be punished severely, only to find instead that her mother wanted to protect her from further harm, made
         Belle feel a little better.

      
      ‘Where’s Mog?’ she asked.

      
      ‘I let her go and see her friend in Endell Street as I knew it’d be quiet because of the snow,’ Annie said, pursing her lips. ‘A good thing, as it turned out. But she’ll be home soon.
         Now, just you mind you stick to the same story to her too.’

      
      Belle nodded. ‘But when the police catch the man he might say I was in the room,’ she whispered.

      
      ‘They won’t catch him because I shall say I didn’t know him,’ Annie said. ‘But you mustn’t concern yourself with anything
         about this business. Only Jacob and I know you were up there, and Jacob won’t tell.’

      
      ‘But if the police don’t catch the man he won’t be punished for killing Millie,’ Belle said.

      
      ‘Oh, he’ll be punished, make no mistake about that,’ Annie said fiercely.

      

      
      
      Chapter Three

      
      Belle was still wide awake when she heard Mog’s distinctive step on the stairs. She had a stiff knee and came down slowly.

      
      ‘Mog!’ Belle used a stage whisper because she wasn’t sure whether the police were still upstairs. She’d heard them clonking
         around earlier and had braced herself for them coming down to her at any minute. ‘Will you come and see me?’

      
      ‘Oh ducks, what a to-do!’ Mog exclaimed as she came into the room. There was no gaslight in Belle’s room so she struck a match
         and lit the candle. ‘Yer ma told me what happened tonight. The police had just gone when I got back. Fancy Millie being murdered!
         All the girls are scared now, I dare say some of ’em will scarper tomorrow. But I told ’em this place is safer than anywheres
         else, lightning don’t strike twice in the same place.’

      
      Mog’s lack of hysteria was predictable; she never got really worked up about anything. ‘Poor Millie,’ she went on, her eyes
         glinting with unshed tears. ‘She were a sweet, good soul, it ain’t never right she were took.’

      
      She perched on the edge of Belle’s bed then and smoothed back her hair from her face. ‘You all right, my lovely? Must ’ave
         shaken you up sommat chronic.’

      
      ‘I didn’t know nothing about it until Ma came down here with the policeman,’ Belle lied.

      
      Mog looked at her sharply. ‘Never! You with ears like a bat! You didn’t even hear the geezer shinning down the drainpipe into
         the back yard?’

      
      ‘Well, I did hear sommat,’ Belle admitted. ‘But I just thought it were a cat getting scraps from the bins.’

      
      Mog sat on the bed silently for a moment or two, her face looking younger and softer in the candlelight. ‘You was still up
         in Millie’s room when I left. What time did you come down?’ she asked eventually.

      
      Belle shook her head. ‘Don’t rightly know, I didn’t look at the clock. It wasn’t late, the house was quiet.’

      
      ‘Annie let the girls go to the music hall, ’cos of the snow. She only kept Millie and Dolly back. I was still here then and
         the girls made enough noise to wake the dead when they was leaving, all excited and that. Funny you never heard that and come
         on down!’

      
      Belle felt very uncomfortable now. Mog knew she was lying, just as she always did.

      
      ‘You fell asleep up there, didn’t you?’ Mog said worriedly. ‘I was going to come up and find you, but I thought yer ma might
         larrup you if she saw you up there. Reckoned you’d slink down later when it was all quiet.’

      
      Belle could feel tears welling up. She could never be sure her mother had any real feelings for her, but she had always felt
         Mog’s love thick and strong just by the way she spoke and looked at her. It was hard to lie to her, even though Annie must
         have had good reason to insist she should.

      
      Suddenly Mog’s eyes widened in horror. ‘You saw what happened!’ she exclaimed, clamping her hand over her mouth. ‘Oh, sweet
         Jesus! And your ma told you to say nothin’?’

      
      ‘Don’t,’ Belle said weakly. She so much wanted to blurt it all out, to cry and let Mog cuddle her till the fright went away.
         But when Annie gave an order, everyone had to obey. ‘Just accept I was here asleep.’

      
      Mog caught hold of Belle’s two hands and her small, normally twinkly eyes were cold and serious. ‘No good will come of lying
         about a killing,’ she insisted. ‘I shall tell Annie that tomorrow and I don’t care how much of a fuss she makes. Aside from
         it being wicked to let a murderer get away with his crime, any woman should know a young girl needs to talk about something like this, or it will give her nightmares.
         But I understand you made your ma a promise and I won’t force you to break it tonight.’

      
      Belle took that to mean she was going to give up questioning her for now and she felt both relief and disappointment in equal
         measures. The relief was because she knew if Mog was to keep on asking her things she would buckle and tell her the whole
         story, and Annie would be furious with her. But at the same time she was disappointed Mog wouldn’t go against Annie’s wishes
         because she so much wanted to talk about what she’d seen.

      
      ‘Go to sleep now.’ Mog nudged her back on to the bed and pulled the covers up to her ears, tucking them in so tightly Belle
         could barely move. ‘Tomorrow things may look different for everyone.’

      
      The snow lay even thicker the next morning as there had been a fresh fall during the night, concealing any tracks made by
         the killer. Millie’s body was collected by the mortuary van early in the morning, and the first lot of policemen arrived soon
         afterwards to search her room thoroughly.

      
      Annie ordered Belle to stay in the kitchen. She didn’t even want her upstairs to clean, lay the fires or empty chamberpots.
         She was grim-faced and sharp-tongued, though Mog pointed out that this was partly because she’d been forced to get up and
         get dressed at what she considered an unearthly hour.

      
      Mog remained upstairs, whether this was because she was asked to do so by the police or because she chose to keep a close
         eye on the girls, Belle didn’t know. She heard the girls being called into the parlour for questioning, one after another,
         and when Ruby, one of the youngest, came down to the kitchen to get a cup of tea, she said the police were asking about the
         men who especially liked Millie.

      
      ‘I told ’em they all liked Millie,’ Ruby said with just a touch of bitterness. She wasn’t very pretty, her skin was bad and
         her brown hair dull. ‘I’m buggered if I know why they chose someone as old as her. And she were soft in the head!’

      
      ‘She were nice though,’ Belle said. ‘Kind and smiley.’

      
      Ruby grimaced. ‘Smiling shows she were soft in the head, there ain’t a lot to smile about in this place, I can tell you! The
         bluebottles had Dolly in there for ages just because she didn’t come with the rest of us last night. She said she went to
         bed ’cos she had one of her bad heads and never heard nothin’.’

      
      It was unusual for Belle to get this long talking to any of the girls; Annie discouraged it. Now that Belle had a chance to
         talk to Ruby she was determined to find out more about the activities upstairs.

      
      ‘Funny she didn’t hear anything,’ Belle said.

      
      ‘Well, she likes her la-la medicine, don’t she! A coach and horses could come galloping through the house when she’s on that
         and she wouldn’t wake up.’

      
      ‘La-la medicine?’ Belle asked.

      
      ‘Laudanum,’ said Ruby, looking quizzically at Belle as if surprised she had to ask what it was. ‘The brown stuff what makes
         the day a bit smoother.’

      
      Belle had heard of laudanum, but she thought doctors only gave it to people when they were in pain. ‘Does it hurt a great
         deal when you do the thing with the gentlemen then?’ she asked.

      
      Ruby tittered. ‘Ain’t you done it with nobody yet?’

      
      Belle was about to retort that of course she hadn’t when Annie appeared at the top of the stairs and ordered Ruby upstairs
         again.

      
      ‘I just wanted a cup of tea,’ Ruby replied.

      
      ‘You’ll have one when I say you can have one,’ Annie snapped. ‘So come on up. Belle, you can iron that pile of bed linen.’

      
      Belle put the flat iron on the stove and laid the thick blanket over the table ready to start ironing. But on hearing a policeman
         call Annie into the parlour, she crept up the stairs and opened the door into the hall just a crack so she could listen to
         what was being said.

      
      The policeman asked several general questions, about who lived in the house, what Annie knew about each of them, and how long
         they’d worked there. After that he moved on to ask her about the gentlemen callers and whether they picked out the girl they
         liked best, or if she selected a girl for each man.

      
      ‘When it’s the man’s first visit he’s often shy, so I usually pick someone for him,’ Annie replied. ‘But by the second or
         third visit they mostly like to come in here and have a drink and a chat with the girls. If I’ve got a pianist they dance
         too. Then they pick who they want out of the ones that are free.’

      
      ‘And Millie, did she get chosen often?’ A different, gruff-voiced policeman asked this question; until then Belle had thought
         there was only one policeman with her mother.

      
      ‘Oh yes, she was my most popular girl,’ Annie said without any hesitation. ‘I’d say nearly all of my gentlemen have asked
         for her at some time. But I told you last night she wasn’t killed by any of my regulars, the man that done it had never been
         here before.’

      
      ‘Will you describe him for me?’ the gruff policeman asked. ‘And try and think about it a little harder than you did last night,’
         he added sarcastically.

      
      ‘I already told you it wouldn’t do to study a man too closely on his first visit or he’d never come again,’ Annie said sharply.
         ‘He weren’t no more than twenty-five, I’d say. Slender, well-dressed, with brown hair and clean-shaven. Looked like he worked
         in an office – he wore a bowler hat and a wing collar.’

      
      Belle frowned in puzzlement at her mother’s description of the man as it was about as far from the truth as she could possibly get. She sort of understood why her mother didn’t want her to tell the police about what she’d seen, but now she
         seemed to be sending them off on a wild goose chase looking for a man who was nothing like the real killer.

      
      Mog came stomping down the main stairs at that point, so Belle had to close the door and rush back to her ironing. Strangely,
         Mog hadn’t said anything more to Belle yet, no questions, no warnings, nothing. Whether that was because Annie had warned
         her against it, or because she didn’t want to say anything while the police were in the house, Belle didn’t know.

      
      Another strange thing was that Jacob was nowhere to be seen, and although Belle couldn’t be certain, she didn’t remember him
         being there last night when the police arrived. It seemed to her that Annie must’ve told him to call the police, then clear
         off and not come back until this blew over.

      
      It struck Belle that in the last twenty-four hours her whole life had changed. Yesterday morning she hadn’t even understood
         the nature of what went on upstairs. She understood that now and it disgusted and shamed her. She’d also witnessed a murder
         which had terrified her. But now she was hearing her mother lie through her teeth and that didn’t make any sense at all to
         her.

      
      The police tramped in and out of the house until after four in the afternoon, and Mog grumbled bitterly about the snow they
         kept bringing in with them.

      
      ‘Up and down the stairs, in and out the parlour, not a thought to what they’re doing to our carpets. Why can’t they come in
         and stay in? Men! Useless articles! I wouldn’t give them house room!’

      
      Belle sensed that Mog wasn’t worried so much by the mess as about everyone she felt responsible for. Belle had found herself
         jumping at sudden noises, feeling weepy and scared. She’d gone over what she’d seen again and again, and still it didn’t make sense that the man would kill Millie just because
         she didn’t want to go and live with him. She really needed to talk about it, to rid herself of the ugly pictures in her head,
         and the one person who should be there to listen, to comfort and to explain things, was her mother.

      
      Anger was building up inside Belle minute by minute. She felt let down and bitter that Annie appeared to care more about ‘her
         girls’ than her own daughter, and that Belle was expected to act as if nothing had happened and get on with normal chores.

      
      ‘Ma wouldn’t have much of a business without men,’ she sniped, half hoping that would provoke Mog into continuing what she’d
         started last night.

      
      Mog didn’t rise to it and continued stirring the chicken stew she was making for supper, but her pale, strained face showed
         that she was every bit as troubled as Belle.

      
      ‘Good girl,’ Mog said appreciatively when she looked round to see Belle was folding up the ironing blanket having finished
         the huge pile of laundry. ‘We’ll have a sit down and a cup of tea now, I think we’ve earned it.’

      
      Throughout her short life Belle had observed that Mog’s way of dealing with any problem was to make a pot of tea. If the girls
         upstairs fought, if it rained on washday, the kettle went on. She never spoke out about the problem until she’d gone calmly
         through the ritual of laying out the cups and saucers, the milk jug and sugar basin, and filled the teapot. It was only once
         the people involved were sitting down at the table and she was pouring the tea that she felt ready to air her views.

      
      But she wasn’t calm this time, for as she took the cups from the cupboard they rattled because her hands were shaking; even
         her walk across the kitchen was slightly unsteady. When she opened the drawer under the table to take out the teaspoons, she dropped one on the floor. Belle guessed that she was struggling to control her emotions, and that she was
         every bit as confused, afraid and perplexed as she herself was.

      
      Mog was just putting the red knitted tea cosy over the filled teapot when they heard Annie come through the door at the top
         of the basement stairs. They both jumped as if they had been caught red-handed in some wrongdoing.

      
      ‘It’s all right, I’m not going to bite,’ Annie said. She sounded bone-weary. ‘A cup of tea is just what I need, I’m all in.’

      
      Belle hurried to get another cup and saucer from the cupboard.

      
      ‘Are we open tonight?’ Mog asked cautiously.

      
      Annie sat down, looking thoughtful for a second or two. ‘No, I think we’ll stay closed. Out of respect. Millie was a good
         girl and we’re all going to miss her.’

      
      ‘What about her folks?’ Mog asked. ‘I know she had a family. Who’s going to tell ’em?’

      
      Belle noted the sharp tone to Mog’s voice and sensed she had things she wished to say to Annie, so she took the tea poured
         for her and went over to sit in the easy chair by the stove to let the two women talk.

      
      ‘Not me, I suppose the police will,’ Annie replied, and for once she sounded very unsure of herself. ‘Will they have to tell
         the truth about how and why she died? That’s a terrible thing for a mother to hear.’

      
      ‘It certainly is,’ Mog agreed.

      
      Now that Belle understood what Millie was, and that her mother made a business out of girls like her, she found it somewhat
         surprising that Annie cared about what Millie’s family would be told.

      
      ‘Maybe you could write a few words to them?’ Annie asked Mog.

      
      ‘Even if I knew where they lived, what could I say that would make it any better for them?’ Mog asked plaintively, and Belle saw that a tear was rolling down her cheek. ‘I did write
         a letter for Millie once when she first come here making out she were my housemaid and that she was a good girl. Millie begged
         me to do it as her mother would worry about her and she couldn’t write herself. But her ma never wrote back and although Millie
         was always saying she was going to go home when she’d saved some money, she always spent it.’

      
      ‘I was thinking you could say she took a fever, or was knocked down by a cab,’ Annie suggested. ‘But if you don’t remember
         where her folks lived you can’t do that anyway.’

      
      ‘This is the kind of gory story that gets slapped on the front page of all the newspapers,’ Mog reminded her in a sharp tone.
         ‘They’ll find out the truth anyway!’

      
      ‘Don’t be like that, Mog,’ Annie said reprovingly. ‘I feel bad enough about this without you sniping at me.’

      
      ‘That’s right, you feel so bad about it that you won’t let your daughter tell the police what she saw, and told them a pack
         of lies about what that killer was like too.’

      
      Belle was astounded that Mog could be so bold and brave. She looked ready for a real fight, sticking her chin out defiantly.
         Luckily Annie just looked crumpled, as though she hadn’t got the energy to make a scene.

      
      ‘I didn’t say a word to Mog,’ Belle blurted out, afraid her mother would blame her for telling tales. ‘Mog guessed.’

      
      ‘That’s right, I did. As soon as I saw Belle I knew – she can’t lie convincingly like you can.’

      
      ‘Watch what you’re saying,’ Annie warned.

      
      ‘What are you gonna do? Throw me out? I could go to the police and tell them what I know, and you’d be for the high jump then.
         Just tell me why you are shielding this man. I take it he is the one the girls call Bruiser?’

      
      ‘I don’t want to talk about it in front of Belle,’ Annie hissed.

      
      ‘She’s already found out in the worst possible way what goes on in this house,’ Mog said fiercely, holding a clenched fist up at Annie. ‘I begged you to send her away to school,
         I told you again and again that it were only a matter of time before she found out. But you knew best! You thought if you
         kept her down here she’d never know. God knows it never crossed my mind she’d find out in such a terrible way, but even someone
         with half a brain would see that a girl as smart as Belle would figure it out for herself any day.’

      
      ‘You’re taking liberties, Mog,’ Annie warned, but the usual starch in her voice was missing.

      
      ‘I dare take liberties because I love you and Belle.’ Mog’s voice rose. ‘In case you’ve forgotten, it were me what talked
         the Countess into not throwing you out when you found you were up the duff. I helped Belle into this world, washed and fed
         her, loved her like she was me own to leave you free to soft-soap the Countess. I’ve been with you both every step of the
         way, worked for you, lied for you, cried for you, and supported you when things were blackest. You might be the mistress of
         this house, Annie Cooper, but I’m the glue that’s held your life together.’

      
      Belle had never heard quiet, gentle Mog stand up to anyone before. It made her feel braver too.

      
      She moved until she was standing right in front of her mother. ‘Give me a good reason why I shouldn’t tell the police what
         that man really looked like and that I saw everything,’ she asked, looking her mother in the eye.

      
      Annie dropped her eyes first. ‘Because he’s a very dangerous, well-connected man. Even if the police were to catch him tonight
         and lock him away, he’d find a way of hurting us. I can’t take that risk.’

      
      A cold chill ran down Belle’s spine. That wasn’t what she had expected to hear.

      
      ‘Why didn’t you refuse to let him in after the first time he was rough with one of the girls?’ Mog asked, but her voice had lost its hard edge as if she already felt defeated.

      
      ‘I tried, but he threatened me,’ Annie replied, eyes still cast down and winding her fingers together on her lap. ‘He’d found
         out something about me. When he kept asking for Millie and she didn’t seem to mind his roughness I thought he’d get bored
         in time and move on to another house.’

      
      ‘I think he loved her,’ Belle volunteered. ‘He said he wanted her to go and live with him.’

      
      ‘Men like him don’t love anyone,’ Annie exclaimed contemptuously. ‘A pretty, dumb girl like Millie would be used and then
         discarded once he’d grown tired of her. She’s better off dead than in a life with him.’

      
      Belle couldn’t help feeling her mother was talking with the voice of experience.

      
      ‘What’s his name?’ Mog asked.

      
      ‘He called himself Mr Kent, but I happen to know the name he’s known by in other circles is “the Falcon”. But enough of this.
         The girls have been cooped up in their rooms all day with nothing to eat. It’s time they came down for supper. Not a word
         to any of them about this, either of you. I shall speak to the police sergeant tomorrow and ask whether they know where Millie
         came from. If they don’t, I’ll arrange a funeral for her. That’s the best I can do for her.’

      

      
      
      Chapter Four

      
      It was four days after the night of Millie’s murder before Belle got a chance to leave the house again. The police had kept
         calling round at different times to ask more questions and Annie was a bag of nerves. Her fright was not merely about the
         police, but also that a newspaper man was said to be sniffing around Seven Dials asking questions. She was afraid he might
         try to get into her place undercover and print a sordid story about it, so she hadn’t opened up for business again.

      
      Rose and May had left two days after the murder. They said they were afraid and were going home to their mothers but Mog was
         convinced they’d just gone to another brothel to work. As for the other girls, with too much time on their hands they veered
         from saying they were afraid to be alone with any man to complaining because they weren’t earning any money. Every hour or
         so there was a heated argument or squabble for Mog to sort out. She said they were behaving like children.

      
      Belle felt she’d held herself quite well in the immediate aftermath of the murder. She hadn’t become hysterical or blurted
         out anything she shouldn’t. She hadn’t even felt afraid either, despite everyone else in the house being convinced they were
         all in mortal danger. But it seemed as if the shock had just been delayed, for on the third day she woke before it was light
         from a nightmare of Millie’s death. It had been as if it was in slow motion, every little detail magnified and stretched out,
         making it a thousand times more terrifying. All that day she’d found herself dwelling on it further, not just the murder but the nature of the house she lived in.

      
      The word ‘fucking’ kept running through her mind, just a swear word she had heard daily since she was a tiny child, but now
         she knew that was what men came to the house for, it had a sinister ring to it. Some of the girls were only a few years older
         than she was, and she couldn’t help but wonder if her mother intended her to become a whore as well.

      
      Before Millie’s death she scarcely ever gave a thought to her mother’s business. Maybe that was just because she’d grown up
         with it, the same as children of a butcher or a public house landlord. Yet now that business was on her mind constantly. She
         found herself looking at the girls differently, wanting to ask them how they felt about it and why they chose to do it.

      
      It seemed to Belle that her mother must have been a whore too, and in all probability her father was one of her customers.
         That sickened her, yet it could be the explanation as to why Annie was always so chilly with her. Young and inexperienced
         as she was, Belle realized that a baby had to be the last thing any whore wanted; it would just make their life twice as hard.

      
      Before all this had happened Belle had felt secure and even a little superior to her neighbours. Her home was clean and tidy,
         she could read and write well, she was well dressed and healthy and everyone remarked on how pretty she was. Her dream of
         having a little hat shop had always seemed attainable, for she’d filled a whole pad with sketches of hats she designed. She’d
         intended to go into the milliner’s in the Strand one day and beg them to take her on as an apprentice so she could learn how
         to make hats.

      
      But her confidence was gone now. She felt as low and worthless as any of the street urchins who slept underneath the railway arches in Villiers Street or in the abandoned boxes around Covent Garden market.

      
      As if the hat shop owner would take on the daughter of a brothel keeper!

      
      It struck Belle too that all this time she’d been acting a bit superior, many of the shopkeepers in Seven Dials must have
         found it hilarious that a brothel keeper’s daughter had the cheek to put on such airs and graces. She blushed to think of
         what they were saying about her; maybe they were even laying bets on how long it would be before she was selling herself.

      
      She tried to talk to Mog about this, but Mog was quite short with her. ‘Don’t take that attitude about your mother, Belle,
         you’ve got no idea how hard it is for a woman to make a living,’ she said tartly. ‘Cleaning, dressmaking, serving in a shop,
         they all pay so little and the hours are so long. I don’t always approve of what your mother does, but I won’t have you turning
         your nose up at her running this place. She did what she had to do, to get by. I hope you never find yourself in a position
         like that.’

      
      The walls of the house seemed to be closing in on Belle; however hard she tried to banish it, the image of Millie’s eyes popping
         out of her head, and that dreadful man holding his cock against her cheek, wouldn’t leave her. She desperately needed fresh
         air, the sound of something other than the girls squabbling upstairs, or the sight of Annie’s haunted expression.

      
      Above all she wanted to see Jimmy. For some reason she couldn’t attempt to rationalize, she felt he would understand what
         she was going through.

      
      She put on her old grey, fur-trimmed cloak and her stoutest boots, and slipped out of the back door. No more snow had fallen
         in the last three days, but it was still too cold for the snow and ice to melt. It was no longer a beautiful sight; the snow
         on the roads and pavements was now black with filth, strewn with horse droppings and furrowed by wagon and cab wheels. Many of the shopkeepers had sprinkled sand and salt
         outside their establishments for safety, and that added to the ugliness.

      
      Belle picked her way carefully along Monmouth Street, lifting her skirts up a little away from the filth. It was just on nine
         in the morning, another grey, very cold day, and it seemed to her that the sun hadn’t shone for weeks.

      
      ‘Belle, wait on!’

      
      At the sound of Jimmy’s voice from behind, her heart quickened and she turned to see him racing recklessly along the street
         towards her, then going into a slide on an icy section of hard-packed snow.

      
      He was wearing a shabby blue jumper that looked a couple of sizes too small for him, and his grey trousers were a little too
         short. He had a checked muffler round his neck but no coat. Belle suspected he didn’t own one.

      
      ‘How are you?’ he panted out as he reached her. ‘It’s a terrible thing about the girl being murdered, everyone is talking
         about it. But someone said you’d been sent away. I would’ve been glad for you if it made you feel better, but I didn’t like
         that I might never see you again.’

      
      Belle’s eyes filled with tears involuntarily for he was the first person to sound concerned about her. Even Mog had avoided
         all reference to her ordeal, and she knew just how much Belle had seen.

      
      ‘Yes, it was terrible,’ she admitted. ‘I liked Millie and it’s all been such a huge shock.’

      
      ‘Don’t cry,’ he said, stepping closer to her and taking one of her gloved hands in his. ‘Wanna talk about it? Or shall I try
         and distract you?’

      
      His tawny eyes were full of concern for her yet he gave an impish grin which showed a dimple in his chin.

      
      ‘Distract me,’ she said.

      
      ‘Then let’s go down to the Embankment,’ he suggested. ‘The snow’s still pretty there in the gardens.’

      
      Holding her hand tightly, he made her run and slide with him down through Covent Garden, past porters carrying boxes of fruit
         on their heads and others wheeling trolleys laden with sacks of vegetables. He took her into the flower section of the market
         and the banks of brilliant colour along with the perfume immediately lifted her spirits.

      
      ‘Where do they get flowers in the middle of winter?’ she asked. He had picked up a pink rosebud from the floor and was sniffing
         it.

      
      ‘Hot countries maybe,’ he replied, coming closer to her and pushing the flower through the fastener of her cloak. ‘Or perhaps
         they grow them in hothouses. I dunno really. But I love to come here and see ’em an’ smell ’em. It makes me forget all the
         ugliness around me.’

      
      ‘At your uncle’s?’

      
      He nodded and looked thoughtful. ‘Yeah. The men who drink away the money they ought to take home for their wives and children.
         The ones who boast of hitting their wives to keep them in line. The thieves, pimps, liars and thugs. I’m beginning to think
         there isn’t an honest, good-hearted man in Seven Dials. I don’t even know that Uncle Garth is one.’

      
      ‘He can’t be all bad. He took you in and paid for your mother’s funeral,’ Belle reminded him. ‘My mother isn’t what you’d
         call a good woman either, but perhaps neither of them had any choice in it.’

      
      ‘You might be right. I suppose it is pretty hard to claw your way up to get a business of your own. Don’t suppose many people
         could do it and remain whiter than white,’ Jimmy said with resignation.

      
      As they walked across the Strand and then down to the Thames Embankment Jimmy told her how in the Ram’s Head they’d got news
         of the murder the same night it happened. ‘We didn’t know what girl it was then, but someone said they hoped it wasn’t Millie because she was a good girl. If I hadn’t
         met you I wouldn’t have thought anyone from a brothel could be good. I kept thinking about you that night, wondering if you
         were safe, how it would be for you and your mother.’

      
      The little garden on the Embankment looked very pretty. The snow on the paths was trampled but it was thick, crisp and white
         on the trees, bushes, grass and iron railings. It was a reminder for Belle that just a few short days ago she’d been as innocent
         as a fresh snowfall, but that evil man had trampled on that purity of mind and shown her harsh reality.

      
      She needed to try to make Jimmy understand how it was for her, but it was so hard to put into words.

      
      ‘I really didn’t know what went on in the house,’ she said hesitantly, blushing furiously. ‘I mean, not until that night.
         I just thought it was a kind of private party that men paid to come in to.’

      
      Jimmy nodded in understanding. ‘I told my uncle I’d met you, and he said you’d been kept well away from it. He said it was
         credit to your ma that she brought you up so well. But maybe she should have explained a bit about it. It must have been an
         awful shock to find out the truth?’

      
      ‘It was, and worse still because it was Millie. She was the only one of the girls I felt I really knew,’ Belle said, her voice
         shaking.

      
      Jimmy swept snow off a bench and suggested they sat down as Belle launched into the story that she’d been told to give. Jimmy
         was very attentive and it was so good to be out in the fresh air, but the prettiness of the gardens, even a little robin who
         kept hopping about in front of them, made her feel she would choke on her lies about being in bed when it happened. She stopped
         mid-sentence, tears welling up in her eyes.

      
      ‘Don’t cry,’ Jimmy said, putting his arm around her shoulder comfortingly. ‘It must have been so shocking to have all that going on over your head. But don’t say any more if it’s upsetting.’

      
      She leaned her face into his chest. ‘It’s telling lies I find upsetting,’ she said in little more than a whisper. ‘If I tell
         you the truth, will you promise not to repeat it to a living soul?’

      
      He put his finger under her chin and lifted her face so he could see it better. ‘I would never tell anyone anything you told
         me in confidence,’ he said. ‘My ma was real hot on keeping promises and telling the truth. So fire away, it might make you
         feel better.’

      
      Belle blurted out the true story then. It was disjointed at times; she couldn’t find the right words and was embarrassed by
         what the man had been doing with Millie before he killed her. Finally she explained that it was her mother who insisted she
         must say she was asleep in bed through it all.

      
      Jimmy looked both shocked and dismayed.

      
      ‘I didn’t even know what the girls did with men until that night,’ she whispered, putting her hands over her face to hide
         her shame.

      
      She began to sob then, shedding the bitter tears which should have come soon after it happened. Jimmy seemed to sense this,
         for he put his arms around her, held her tightly to his shoulder and let her cry.

      
      Finally she managed to stop and she wriggled away from him and found her handkerchief to blow her nose. ‘Whatever must you
         think of me?’ she said, blushing with embarrassment.

      
      ‘I think you’re lovely,’ he said, taking the handkerchief from her to wipe her eyes. ‘I’ve thought of nothing but you since
         we met. I just wish I could do or say something to make you feel better about all this.’

      
      Belle peeped at him through her lashes and saw the sincerity in his eyes. ‘I’ve wanted so much to see you since it happened,’ she said softly. ‘It’s been so horrible, and no one at home
         will let me talk about it. I felt you would understand, but then that seemed a silly thing to think when I hardly know you.’

      
      ‘I don’t think how long you’ve known someone is important. I’ve known my uncle all my life, but I couldn’t confide in him.
         Yet I’d only talked to you a few minutes and I was telling you things about my mother,’ he replied.

      
      He put his icy-cold finger under her chin and lifted her face up to look at him. ‘My opinion is that your ma is wrong not
         to tell the police who it was and that you saw it. Yet I can understand why she doesn’t want to, because she’s scared of what
         might happen to you. So that proves she cares about you.’

      
      ‘What made you think she didn’t?’ Belle asked.

      
      ‘Just the way you spoke about her,’ he said with a shrug. ‘Sort of like you’re scared of her.’

      
      ‘Everyone’s a bit scared of her.’ Belle gave a watery smile. ‘She’s not an easy person to be with. Not like Mog. I often wish
         she was my mother.’

      
      Belle talked generally about how it was to grow up in a house of women. ‘If I didn’t read books and newspapers I don’t suppose
         I’d even know what it would be like to have a father,’ she ended up.

      
      ‘It was a bit like that for me too,’ Jimmy said thoughtfully, moving his arm to put it round her shoulders. ‘It was always
         just me and Ma, and the visits from the ladies she sewed for. Uncle Garth came round every few months, and he used to say
         she was making me soft. I didn’t know then what he thought men ought to be like, and now that I see them in his bar, I don’t
         want to be like that. You wouldn’t want a father who was like the men who come in your ma’s place, would you?’

      
      Belle half smiled. ‘I expect he was one of them. But I’ve never seen any of the men, except the murderer, and they can’t all
         be like him.’

      
      ‘Do you know what the man’s name was?’

      
      ‘He called himself Mr Kent, but I heard Ma say he was known as the Falcon. You wouldn’t get a name like that unless you were
         dangerous.’

      
      They walked on then to keep warm, going right along the Embankment towards Westminster Bridge. When Belle was about nine Mog
         had taken her to see Trafalgar Square, the Horse Guards, Westminster Cathedral and the Houses of Parliament. Back then Belle
         had believed she’d walked miles – it wasn’t until Jimmy had taken her to St James’s Park that she realized that all these
         splendid, historical places were very close to home.

      
      Jimmy knew much more than she did about London. He explained about the ceremony of the changing of the guard at the Horse
         Guards, and what went on in Parliament.

      
      ‘When the spring comes I’ll take you all over London,’ he said. ‘We’ll go to Greenwich, Hyde Park, St Paul’s Cathedral and
         the Tower of London. That is, if you’re still my friend?’

      
      Belle giggled. ‘Of course I will be,’ she said, suddenly aware he had made her feel hopeful and happy again. ‘I really like
         being with you.’

      
      He stopped walking suddenly and turned to her with a smile of pure delight.

      
      ‘I think you are lovely,’ he said, a blush staining his cold, pale face. ‘But we’d better go back for now or we’ll both be
         in trouble.’

      
      As they were walking back to Seven Dials he told her that his main job was to collect and wash glasses, keep the beer cellar
         clean, and check all the deliveries, but his uncle kept him busy with a great many other things too, from washing their clothes and keeping the floors above the bar clean, to cooking
         meals. Belle got the idea that he was working from around eleven in the morning till gone twelve at night, without ever a
         kind word.

      
      ‘A smart boy like you could get a better job,’ she said, feeling very sorry for him.

      
      ‘Yes, I could,’ he agreed. ‘But hard as Uncle Garth can be, he didn’t hesitate to take me in when my mother died, and she
         thought a lot of him. Besides, I’m learning a great deal from him. He’s shrewd, hard-nosed, you’d have a job to fool him about
         anything. I’m going to bide my time, learn everything I can from him, make myself indispensable, and then I’ll find a better
         job.’

      
      ‘Perhaps that’s what I should do too at Annie’s,’ Belle said.

      
      Jimmy stopped, turned to her and took her two hands in his. ‘I think the less you learn about that place the better,’ he said.
         ‘Read books, Belle, including ones about history and geography. Practise your letters, and go on dreaming of your little hat
         shop. You don’t have to become a whore, just as I don’t have to be a barman who serves thieves and pimps and wife beaters.
         Let’s be really good friends and support one another. We could get out of Seven Dials if we helped one another.’

      
      Belle was deeply touched. She looked into his tawny eyes and wished she had the right words to tell him how much better he
         had made her feel about herself. He made hope flicker inside her again, made her feel she could have a good life away from
         Seven Dials. She thought he might even have the power to erase the memory of the ugly side of men that she’d learned in Millie’s
         room. She didn’t feel that kind of threat in Jimmy, in fact she wished he would hold her tight again, perhaps even kiss her.

      
      ‘That’s something nice to think about,’ she said, and leaned forward and kissed his cheek. ‘Thank you, Jimmy, for cheering
         me up. I’ll do what you said.’

      
      They hurried back then, aware they’d both be in trouble for being gone so long, but as they parted at the way into Jake’s
         Court, Belle waved and he blew her a kiss.

      

      
      
      Chapter Five

      
      ‘Where have you been?’ Mog asked indignantly as Belle walked into the kitchen after saying goodbye to Jimmy. ‘You should have
         asked me before you went out alone.’

      
      ‘Sorry,’ Belle said. ‘I only wanted some fresh air.’

      
      ‘You’re lucky your ma is still in bed,’ Mog said. ‘I’ve got to go out in a minute to arrange Millie’s funeral. The peelers
         say they’ve had no luck in finding out where her folks live, but I don’t suppose they even tried.’

      
      ‘Is there anything I can do to help?’ Belle asked. It was clear Mog was a bit overwrought.

      
      ‘Not really, ducks. It will just be Annie and me going. We don’t want no one else tagging on.’

      
      ‘Will her family ever find out what became of her?’ Belle asked, thinking how sad it was that such a lively, sunny person
         should be buried almost in secret.

      
      ‘Well, they knew where she was when she first come here,’ Mog said with a disapproving sniff. ‘But they’ve never written.
         I’d say that meant they had no feelings for her.’

      
      Belle had to agree it looked that way. ‘When’s it to be then?’ she asked.

      
      ‘Friday afternoon at four,’ Mog said. ‘At Holy Trinity. We’ll have a little tea here for us and the girls afterwards. Just
         a little send off, nothing fancy. I’ll make a few cakes and sandwiches. It’s all we can do for her.’

      
      Belle thought witnessing a murder must have made her grow up suddenly, for she sensed Mog was holding in her grief about Millie
         because everyone always expected her to cope with whatever life threw at her. Belle was used to thinking of Mog as being old, but in reality she was just ten years older than the dead girl, and she’d spent over half her life in this
         house, rarely going out, at everyone’s beck and call and mostly unappreciated.

      
      She moved closer to Mog, put her arms around her and hugged her tightly.

      
      ‘What’s that for?’ Mog said gruffly.

      
      ‘Because you’re so special,’ Belle said.

      
      ‘Get off!’ Mog responded, but the playful way she pushed Belle away and the tremor in her voice said she was touched.

      
      On Friday at three-thirty, Mog and Annie, in black clothes and veiled hats, left the house to go to the undertaker’s in Endell
         Street. Millie’s body had been taken there after it had been examined at the mortuary. The two women would follow the horse-drawn
         hearse on foot the short distance to the churchyard for the burial. During the morning two wreaths and a couple of bouquets
         had been left at the door in Jake’s Court. There were no cards with them, but Mog thought they were probably from gentleman
         admirers. Annie had bought a wreath of evergreens with wax red roses, which she said would last longer than a wreath with
         fresh flowers. She had been very spiky during the morning, and Mog said it was to be expected as she’d been fond of Millie.
         Belle thought it was more likely she was afraid the funeral would draw further unwanted attention to her.

      
      Lily and Sally, the two eldest of the remaining girls, had been left in charge. Mog told them they were to put the kettle
         on at four-thirty and lay out the tea things in the kitchen. She and Annie would be back soon after.

      
      As soon as Mog and Annie were out of sight, Belle put on her cloak and left by the back door. The girls were all upstairs – she could hear them shrieking at one another. Dolly’s necklace had gone missing and she had claimed one of the
         others must have stolen it.

      
      They had been bickering constantly since Millie was killed. Mog said it was because they were bored, but whatever was causing
         it, Belle was sick of hearing their nastiness to one another. She was going out to find Jimmy.

      
      She didn’t dare go into the Ram’s Head to look for him, so she walked slowly past it, hoping he might see her. He had said
         he could usually get out around four o’clock, so she crossed over the road to look in a second-hand clothes shop window while
         she waited for him to appear.

      
      The temperature had risen slightly during the day and the heaps of dirty ice in the gutters were melting fast. She waited
         at least fifteen minutes till it was dark, then, feeling really chilled, she walked down towards Covent Garden market, keeping
         an eye out for Jimmy.

      
      As always, the narrow streets were a seething mass of humanity, and Belle’s ears were assaulted by street vendors’ cries,
         buskers playing accordions, violins and even the rapping spoons on a thigh, rumblings of carts over cobblestones, and people
         shouting to one another over the din. It was not just her ears, but her nose too. Horse dung, toffee apples, fish, rotting
         vegetables, hot bread and cakes all mingled together and hung like a stinking, foggy web in the cold air. She dejectedly noticed
         the buildings all around her in a bad state of repair, the rubbish-strewn street, men and women in various states of drunkenness,
         and filthy children swarming around wearing nothing more than a few rags. The only places which appeared thriving and well
         kept were the public houses and pawn shops.

      
      It seemed odd to her that she’d grown up here, yet until now she’d never really noticed how squalid, depressing and broken down it was. Maybe she wasn’t quite herself, for the noise was making her head ache, the smells were turning her stomach,
         and she sensed danger lurking in every alleyway and court. She began to walk faster, anxious to get home to safety.

      
      Belle heard a carriage behind her as she approached Jake’s Court, but she didn’t even turn her head as it was a common enough
         sound. All at once, however, she felt herself jerked off her feet by someone who had pounced on her from behind. Her arms
         were caught in a tight grip and twisted up behind her back, and at the same time a hand slapped her mouth to silence her.
         She struggled and tried to kick out, but her male attacker was a great deal bigger and stronger than she was, and she was
         lifted bodily into the black carriage which was now alongside her, filling the narrow street.

      
      As it was dark, the gas street lighting murky, and darker still inside the carriage, Belle didn’t realize there was another
         man inside, not until he caught hold of her arms while the first man leapt in after her. One of them rapped on the carriage
         wall to tell the driver to go on.

      
      Belle was terrified, but she still shrieked as loud as she could, and struggled to reach the carriage door to escape. A hard
         blow to the side of her head knocked her down on to the seat.

      
      ‘Another sound from you and I’ll kill you,’ a familiar gruff voice said.

      
      Belle knew instantly that it was Millie’s murderer. And she had no doubt he’d carry out his threat if she disobeyed him.

      
      ‘Where is she, Mog?’ Annie asked peevishly. They had been home for some fifteen minutes. As her girls were already in the
         kitchen when they got back, all clamouring to hear about the funeral, she hadn’t noticed immediately that Belle wasn’t there.
         It was only as she poured everyone a small glass of sweet wine that she missed her.

      
      ‘I don’t know. I expect she just went out for a breath of fresh air, you know how she is,’ Mog replied. ‘Did she say anything
         to any of you?’ she asked the girls.

      
      ‘Last time we saw her was just afore you went out,’ Lily replied. Lily and the other four girls were only half dressed, with
         shabby wraps over grubby-looking chemises and drawers. Not one of them looked as if they’d used a hairbrush in days. Lily’s
         fair hair looked like a bird’s nest.

      
      The girls’ slovenly appearance, along with their vacuous expressions, made Mog angry. ‘You could have made an effort to look
         nice to show some respect,’ she snapped at them.

      
      ‘But we ain’t opening tonight,’ Lily said in an insolent tone. ‘What’s the point of getting done up if there’s no one calling?’

      
      ‘I just hope someone makes an effort at your wake,’ Mog hissed at her. ‘And you could show more concern over Belle.’

      
      ‘She’ll be all right,’ Amy chimed in as she twiddled a rat’s tail of greasy hair and chewed the end of it. ‘What can happen
         to her around ’ere where everyone knows ’er ma?’

      
      By eight that evening Annie was down at Bow Street telling the police she thought her daughter had been snatched and maybe
         even killed. She and Mog had been all over Seven Dials, asking everyone they knew if they’d seen Belle. But to their distress
         no one had seen her that day.

      
      The sergeant behind the desk, a big man with a bristling moustache, seemed to find Annie’s claim amusing. ‘That ain’t likely,
         lady,’ he said, a smirk playing at his lips. ‘Girls of that age, they go wandering. Might even have a young feller for all
         you know.’

      
      ‘She wouldn’t go wandering after dark, and surely you know a girl was murdered in my place just a few days ago? It is possible
         that same man was watching the house and snatched my Belle.’

      
      ‘Now, why would he want her? She ain’t a workin’ girl,’ the policeman said. ‘You said yerself she was in her bed at the time of the murder and you never lets her upstairs of an evening.
         He probably don’t even know you’ve got a young daughter.’

      
      ‘He’s done it to mark my card,’ Annie insisted. ‘It’s like a warning he can do whatever he wants. Kill one of my girls, snatch
         my Belle, what’s he going to do next?’

      
      The sergeant got up from behind his desk, stretched and yawned. ‘Look, lady, I understand you’re worried, but you can bet
         yer life she went off to meet a pal and forgot the time. She’ll be scared stiff to come home now ’cos she knows you’ll be
         mad with her. But she will come back when she gets cold and hungry.’

      
      ‘Please start searching for her,’ Annie begged him. ‘At least ask about to see if anyone saw her this afternoon.’

      
      ‘Fair enough, we’ll do that starting tomorrow if she don’t come home tonight,’ he agreed. ‘But she will come back, you’ll
         see.’

      
      At eleven that same night Annie and Mog sat together in the kitchen, both too worried to think of going to bed. They had not
         been reassured by the policeman’s opinion. They both knew Belle would never have willingly missed Millie’s little wake; to
         her that would have looked as though she didn’t care about the dead girl. If something else had happened to her, if she’d
         been knocked down in the street or taken ill, she would have made certain a message was sent to them.

      
      ‘I don’t know what to do for the best,’ Annie admitted. ‘If I tell the peelers that I knew the murderer and that Belle saw
         it happen, they’ll think I was somehow in with him and maybe charge me with obstruction. Yet if I don’t tell ’em they aren’t
         going to take me seriously enough to look for her. But the worst thing is that if I tell ’em it’s the Falcon and he gets word that I’ve fingered him, he’ll kill Belle and then come for me.’

      
      Mog knew Annie could be right. No one else in Seven Dials would kidnap Belle. Annie was part of the community, and however
         villainous some of their neighbours were, they didn’t rob or hurt their own.

      
      But this man Kent, or the Falcon as he was known, knew his liberty depended on making sure Belle and her mother kept their
         mouths shut. He had probably got contacts everywhere, in fact Mog would bet he already knew Annie had been to Bow Street tonight.
         But after the cold-blooded way he’d killed Millie, Mog was only too aware that he wouldn’t even need the excuse that the police
         were closing in on him to kill Belle.

      
      ‘I think you must tell the police the truth,’ Mog replied after weighing it all up. ‘But along with that I think you should
         call in a few favours and get some help to find out where the evil bastard has taken her.’

      
      Annie was silent for some while, chewing on her nails thoughtfully.

      
      ‘I’m scared he might sell her,’ she finally blurted out.

      
      Mog blanched. She knew exactly what Annie meant by ‘selling’. A young and pretty virgin would fetch a high price in some circles.
         ‘Please God, not that,’ she whispered, crossing herself. Her eyes filled with tears and she reached out for Annie’s hand,
         for she knew this was what had happened to her friend when she was the same age as Belle.

      
      Annie’s lips were trembling. She squeezed Mog’s hand and tried hard to prevent herself recalling the horror of what had happened
         to her twenty-five years earlier.

      
      It was the most painful, disgusting and humiliating experience, and even now, after so many years, she could smell that man’s
         sweat, the whisky on his breath, and feel once again that sensation of being crushed alive by his heavy body on top of her. She screamed, it hurt so much, but he seemed to like
         that, and when it was finally over he examined her private parts and took pleasure in seeing blood.

      
      She was just a child then. She had no breasts – just a skinny little body like a boy’s!

      
      Annie knew now that she was just one of thousands of children snatched from the streets. All over London unscrupulous brothel
         keepers paid people, often motherly-looking women, to procure pretty young girls for this trade. Mostly the girls were treated
         much like Annie, imprisoned and semi-starved to make them compliant. Sometimes they were beaten too until their spirit was
         completely broken.

      
      Mostly, once children had been abused in this way, they felt ruined both mentally and physically, and they stayed in prostitution
         because they couldn’t face going home. Annie was the same; she knew that if her mother learned what had happened to her, she’d
         never get over it. So she lost her family for ever; she thought it was preferable for them to think she didn’t care about
         them than know what kind of work she did.

      
      She did find enough spirit a couple of years later to run from the evils of that brothel, and luck shone on her in as much
         as she found the comparative safety of the Countess’s place in Jake’s Court. There she learned to tolerate, if not like, the
         profession she’d been thrown into. Sometimes, in the company of the other girls, she was even happy.

      
      At the time the Countess passed the house on to her, Annie did consider selling it and using the money to open a shop in a
         respectable area. But it was all she knew by then, and if she started another business and failed, losing all her money, how
         would she and Belle live?

      
      She thought about it long and hard and it seemed to her that as long as men had the urge for sex, there would always be people making money from it. So she made the decision to stay in the business but promised herself that her house would
         be a good one. She would only ever take on willing, experienced girls. She would feed them well, check their health and cleanliness,
         and not take all the money they earned. That seemed to be the perfect compromise.

      
      She had never, and would never, offer a child to anyone. Men had often asked her to find them one, but she had always showed
         such men the door, making them quite aware what she thought of such sick practices.

      
      Now that Belle was missing and maybe on the verge of being molested by a brute, she realized how stupid she’d been not to
         have foreseen something like this. How could she have imagined she could keep Belle safe when she lived in a brothel?

      
      ‘You were right, I should’ve sent her away to a boarding school,’ Annie said, her voice cracking with emotion. ‘It was stupid
         to keep her here with me.’

      
      Annie knew exactly why she hadn’t sent Belle away. It was because she was the one good thing in her life, in truth her only
         reason for living. She had felt that by keeping her close she could prevent any harm ever coming to her daughter.

      
      She looked at Mog with tear-filled eyes. ‘Even if this hadn’t happened, sooner or later she would’ve become aware what was
         going on.’

      
      ‘Stop blaming yourself and start thinking who we can get to help us.’ Mog took no pleasure in being right about sending Belle
         away. Besides, although she’d pushed for it, she had felt nothing but relief when Annie refused to do it. Belle was so precious
         to her that even a day without her was too long.

      
      ‘What’s the name of that man that was sweet on Millie? The youngish one with the red cheeks. Wasn’t he some kind of investigator?’

      
      Annie frowned. ‘Noah Bayliss! I think you’re right. Millie said he wrote for a newspaper too. But how will we find him?’

      
      ‘We can start by looking in the house book,’ Mog said. ‘I know they all put false names, but Noah weren’t what you’d call
         a regular gaming man, he might have put his real address.’

      

      
      
      Chapter Six

      
      A rapping at his door penetrated Noah’s deep slumber and made him open his eyes cautiously. He couldn’t see anything; the
         heavy curtains were drawn. ‘What is it?’ he called out feebly, for he’d drunk a great deal the previous night.

      
      ‘There’s a lady to see you,’ Mrs Dumas, his landlady, called back. ‘She said she was sorry to call so early, but she wanted
         to catch you afore you went to work.’

      
      ‘I haven’t got any work today,’ Noah murmured. ‘What’s this in connection with?’ he asked in a louder voice.

      
      ‘She said it was Millie.’

      
      Noah was suddenly wide awake. He knew only one Millie, and although he couldn’t imagine why anyone would be calling on him
         here about her, he was intrigued. ‘I’ll be right down,’ he called as he threw back the bedcovers.

      
      Noah Bayliss was thirty-one, unmarried and living a somewhat precarious life financially because although he was both a freelance
         journalist and an investigator for an insurance company, neither paid very much or even offered work on a regular basis. Journalism
         was Noah’s real love; he dreamed constantly of getting the big scoop, so that The Times would offer him a permanent position on their staff. Often he projected that daydream even further to becoming editor of
         the paper. But to his disappointment he was never sent to cover exciting or important news stories like a sensational trial
         or an inquest. Mostly he only got ordered to report on very dull council meetings, or other news stories that would be given
         less than an inch of space at the back of the paper.

      
      Even claiming he was an investigator for insurance companies was something of an exaggeration. Mostly he was just sent along
         to see claimants in their own home and report back anything which could be suspicious. He usually had to call after a death
         to see the grieving widow or widower. He hadn’t as yet met anyone where there was the slightest whiff of poison, a push down
         the stairs or anything which might point to the death being other than a natural one, though he couldn’t help but hope that
         one day he might.

      
      He washed his face in cold water from the jug on the washstand, slipped on a clean shirt and rescued his trousers from the
         floor where he’d dropped them the previous night. He was fortunate in his lodgings in that Mrs Dumas was a widow who wanted
         company and something to do, rather than just money. Her terraced house in Percy Street, just off Tottenham Court Road, was
         very clean and comfortable, and she treated her three lodgers almost like members of her own family. Noah appreciated this,
         so he took it upon himself to do any small maintenance jobs, and always filled the coal buckets each day for her. As he ran
         lightly down the stairs he hoped that Mrs Dumas would keep her distance from the caller; he wouldn’t want her to know he’d
         been to a brothel.

      
      ‘Miss Davis is in the parlour,’ she said as he reached the hall. She was a tiny little woman of well over sixty, reminding
         Noah of a little bird with her sharply pointed nose and bright and beady eyes. She was standing by the door which led through
         to the kitchen, wearing the white frilly apron she always put over her dress in the mornings. ‘Come on into the kitchen when
         you’ve finished and I’ll make you breakfast,’ she said, her face alight with curiosity.

      
      The name Miss Davis meant nothing to Noah, but as he walked into the parlour, he recognized the slight woman in a black coat and rather severe cloche hat as the maid at Annie’s Place, whom Millie had called Mog.

      
      ‘I’m sorry to call so early, Mr Bayliss,’ she said, standing up and offering her hand. ‘I think you know where I’m from.’

      
      Noah nodded and shook her hand. ‘My landlady mentioned Millie.’

      
      ‘I’m sure you heard the terrible news about her murder?’ Mog said.

      
      Noah reeled back in shock. ‘Murder?’ he gasped.

      
      ‘Oh dear.’ The woman frowned and took a step nearer to him, reaching out her hand to touch his arm in a gesture of comfort.
         ‘I am so sorry, Mr Bayliss, to give you such a shock. It never occurred to me you wouldn’t know already, not with you being
         a reporter and it being in all the papers too.’

      
      Noah was so horrified and appalled that his wits left him temporarily and he couldn’t think of anything appropriate to say.
         He’d been out on insurance investigation for the past week and hadn’t bothered to buy a newspaper. He could feel tears welling
         up in his eyes and that embarrassed him. ‘I can’t believe it! Who would kill such a lovely girl? When was this? Has the killer
         been caught?’ he croaked out eventually, and had to hope Mog wouldn’t realize he’d had romantic dreams about Millie.

      
      Mog gently suggested they sat down and she told him the whole story. Noah found it curious that a woman who worked in a brothel
         should be so sensitive and kindly. She explained how she had been out for the evening and arrived home just after the police
         left, and she told the murder story through the eyes of the young girl who had witnessed it. As she got to the point where
         Annie, the girl’s mother, had lied to the police and said Belle slept through the whole thing, she had to dab tears from her
         eyes with a handkerchief.

      
      Noah hadn’t imagined Annie having a child, much less a fifteen-year-old living on the premises. Just from the way Mog spoke of her it was clear this young girl was very innocent
         and he could hardly bear to think she should have witnessed something so shocking.

      
      ‘But to make it even worse, now Belle has been snatched!’ Mog exclaimed, her voice rising in her distress. ‘Snatched right
         off the street! It were yesterday while we were at Millie’s funeral.’

      
      ‘Oh, my good God,’ Noah burst out. ‘You went to the police, I’m sure?’

      
      ‘Yes, of course, though little good it did us as they don’t know Belle saw the murder and they won’t be rushing around on
         our account. So we don’t know what to do. Then Annie remembered that you were an investigator and that you really liked Millie.
         So we hoped you might be willing to help us.’

      
      Noah the journalist couldn’t help but think this could be the scoop he’d always hoped for to make his name. But he immediately
         felt ashamed of such a thought. He had been very fond of Millie, and though he would like to be the man who brought her killer
         to justice, he couldn’t possibly exploit her death to further his career.

      
      He hadn’t known she was a whore when he first met her. He had been in the Strand shortly after a child had been run down by
         a hansom cab, and hoping to be first with the story, he began asking people if they’d seen what happened. Millie was just
         one of these people. She was so pretty and helpful, concerned for the child and its parents, and when she said she had to
         get home, he walked with her. Just as they got to Jake’s Court she blurted out what she was. He said he didn’t care, he still
         liked her just as much.

      
      He had only been to a brothel once before he met Millie, and he wouldn’t have gone then but for a friend dragging him there
         when he was drunk. He disliked the concept that a man could buy a woman as if she were a bag of sugar or a sack of coal. But he was desperate to see Millie again, and nervous as he was about going into Annie’s Place, it was the only
         way to see her.

      
      On that first visit, he didn’t even want to have sex with her. He told her he just wanted to be with her, so they went to
         her room and simply talked and kissed.

      
      On the next and subsequent visits he did have sex with Millie – he couldn’t hold back once he was up in her warm, cluttered
         room and she took off her dress and stood there in her underclothes with her full breasts billowing over the top of her chemise.
         It was wonderful, the most thrilling thing he’d ever experienced, yet it wasn’t just the sex, he liked everything about her
         – her sweet, kind nature, her silky skin and her vivid smile.

      
      Maybe he was fooling himself, but he believed she liked him as much as he did her, and over the period of the next six or
         seven weeks he went to see her every Monday night, the quietest night at Annie’s. But the last time he went, she had someone
         in with her already and he felt so dejected and hurt he stayed away the next week. Now she was dead and he’d never get to
         hold her again.

      
      ‘Look, Miss Davis, I’m not a detective,’ he explained, his voice trembling with emotion. ‘I was fond of Millie and I’d like
         to see her killer swing for it. I’d like to help find Belle too, but I haven’t any idea of how to go about it.’

      
      ‘I’m sure you could find out,’ Mog said, pleading with her eyes.

      
      Noah sighed. ‘I suppose I could start by talking to people around Seven Dials – some of them might know something. Maybe I
         can find someone at the newspaper too that knows the right policeman in Bow Street to tap for information.’

      
      ‘Mrs Cooper wouldn’t expect you to do it for nothing,’ Mog hastened to tell him, guessing that like most young men his money
         was spent as fast as he earned it. Right from the first time he came to Annie’s she knew he was a good man. She liked his rosy cheeks, the way his fair hair didn’t want to
         lie down flat, however much oil he put on it. He wasn’t handsome – his squat nose reminded her of a Pekinese dog, and his
         ears stuck out – but there was honesty in his face, and she liked the fact that he was sweet on Millie, rather than just lusting
         after her.

      
      When she found he had put his real address in the house book, that confirmed what she’d sensed about him, that he was an honest
         man. And to find he lived in such a respectable house was further evidence that he was all she believed.

      
      ‘It goes without saying that the Falcon, or Mr Kent as we knew him, is very dangerous. We think too that he’s probably got
         many people in his pay, so you’ll have to be careful what you say.’

      
      ‘Have you got any idea where he might have taken Belle?’ Noah asked. ‘I mean, has he got a house or business address you know
         of? Any relatives, lady friends?’

      
      ‘We don’t ask such questions,’ Mog said reprovingly, as if he should know that. ‘Belle said he was asking Millie to go away
         with him to Kent, so he must have a place there. I dare say that’s why he used the name Kent as an alias too. But Annie is
         afraid he’s going to sell her. You know what we mean?’

      
      Noah blushed, his already ruddy cheeks turning fiery. ‘A fifteen-year-old?’ he said in horror.

      
      ‘It happens to girls even younger,’ Mog said, wincing with distaste. ‘It’s difficult to believe men can take pleasure in a
         child. If I had my way they’d be hung up by their feet and a bit chopped off them every day, starting with the offending part.’

      
      Noah half smiled. He believed Mog was capable of inflicting that punishment on the man who had taken Belle. It was clear from
         the way she spoke of her that she loved her dearly. She had also cared deeply for Millie and that endeared her to him too. ‘But why would he do that? She’d still be able to inform on him.’

      
      ‘Most girls sold that way never recover their wits,’ Mog said and her eyes filled with tears. ‘They do what’s expected of
         them and escape from reality with drink or laudanum. Others become hard, just as ruthless as those that sold them, and they
         often go on to become equally evil. Either way they are lost souls.’

      
      Noah gulped hard, not liking the images Mog had created for him. ‘I’ll try to get some information for you,’ he said. ‘Now,
         just tell me about Belle’s friends. I don’t for one moment think she’s off with any of them, but she may have told them something
         she didn’t tell you about this man Kent.’

      
      Mog shrugged. ‘She don’t have no real friends. When she left school well over a year ago we kept her home. But we never let
         her mix with our girls because we didn’t want her tainted. As for the neighbours’ children, they’re either ragamuffins, or
         their folks wouldn’t let them mix with our Belle.’

      
      ‘Surely there must be someone?’ Noah said. It sounded such a sad and lonely life for a young girl.

      
      Mog put her head on one side as if she were thinking hard. ‘There is a lad called Jimmy who lives at the Ram’s Head with his
         uncle, name of Garth Franklin,’ she said. ‘She ain’t known him long, in fact she only met him the morning of the day Millie
         was killed. I remember because she come home full of it, telling me all about him. Seems his mother had died recently and
         his uncle took him to the pub to live. Belle was really taken with him. But I don’t think that’s the only time she saw him.
         After Millie was killed she disappeared one morning, even though her ma said she were to stay in. I think she met up with
         him.’

      
      ‘I’ll start with him then. Is the Ram’s Head in Monmouth Street?’

      
      Mog nodded. ‘But I never told Annie about this Jimmy. She wouldn’t have liked Belle being friends with any boy, and truth
         to tell I’d clear forgotten about him until you asked about friends. The boy’s uncle is a hard, difficult man. But if you
         could get him on our side, he might know people who’d help us.’

      
      ‘I can’t make you any promises, but I’ll do my best,’ Noah said. ‘You and Belle’s mother must be very frightened.’

      
      ‘We are sick with worry,’ Mog admitted. ‘Most people think because of the work we do that we don’t have feelings. That ain’t
         so.’

      
      ‘Millie told me that Annie’s was a good place to work and that you were very kind to her,’ Noah said. ‘I know she’d want me
         to help you.’

      
      Mog reached out and touched his cheek, a gesture of appreciation and trust. ‘I must go now,’ she said. ‘Annie will be wanting
         to go back to Bow Street to tell the peelers Belle still hasn’t returned. She’s decided to admit Belle witnessed the murder,
         but we’ll beg them to keep that quiet.’

      
      Noah went straight out as soon as he’d eaten his breakfast. Mrs Dumas had been very inquisitive about his visitor, so he had
         to lie and say Miss Davis was a relative of someone he’d had to check out for the insurance company and she’d given him some
         information which implied there had been a fraudulent claim. When his landlady kept on asking him more questions he had been
         curter than he’d have liked to be, just to stop her in her tracks.

      
      It was a raw, windy day and as he made his way down Tottenham Court Road he tied his wool muffler tighter round his neck and
         turned up the collar of his overcoat. Noah knew that many people thought Seven Dials was a terrifying place where they were
         likely to be attacked and robbed, or catch some nasty disease even by passing through it. This might have been true a couple of decades earlier, before some of the worst rookeries were pulled down, but it wasn’t that bad now
         and Noah liked going there. While he could appreciate that it was a deprived, overcrowded, squalid and vice-ridden area of
         London, it was also lively, colourful and fascinating, and nowhere near as ground-down and depressing as parts of the East
         End.

      
      The natives were friendly, laughed easily and didn’t complain about their lot in life. They were wily of course, never missing
         an opportunity to snatch a pocket watch, handkerchief or wallet, and he’d been told hard-luck stories by the score that would
         soften a heart of stone. But then he wasn’t a target for robbing: his clothes were cheap ones and he had no fat wallet or
         pocket watch to snatch.

      
      An old hunchbacked man was washing down the pavement outside the Ram’s Head.

      
      ‘Good morning,’ Noah said politely. ‘Is Jimmy in?’

      
      ‘Well, I don’t rightly know,’ the hunchback replied. He spun the words out in a curious manner. ‘I mean, I don’t know if he’s
         “in” to you!’ he added after a dramatic pause.

      
      ‘Then perhaps you wouldn’t mind asking him if he’d see Mr Bayliss, about Belle Cooper,’ Noah retorted.

      
      The hunchback went inside the pub with a crab-like sideways scuttle which was even odder than his way of speaking. Noah followed
         him but kept well back.

      
      The Ram’s Head was one of the better public houses in Seven Dials. It hadn’t seen a lick of paint for years, the wood panelling
         was cracking and the floor creaky and uneven, yet even at ten on a Saturday morning, too early for customers, it had a welcoming
         atmosphere. A fire was lit at the far end of the room, and the bar had been polished. Noah wasn’t surprised it was such a
         popular place; it was probably far more comfortable and warmer than most of the homes in the neighbourhood.

      
      ‘Jimmy!’ the hunchback called out at the back of the bar. ‘Someone here to see you about Belle Cooper.’

      
      There was a clatter of feet on stone steps and a young, freckled-faced, red-haired lad came bursting into the bar. His trousers
         were wet below the knees, as if he’d been washing down a floor.

      
      ‘Have you found her?’ he asked breathlessly.

      
      Noah shook his head. He realized the lad thought he was a plainclothes policeman.

      
      Jimmy’s face fell. ‘Have you got proof yet that she was kidnapped then?’

      
      ‘What makes you think she might have been kidnapped?’ Noah asked.

      
      Jimmy stared at Noah for a moment or two. His expression had become wary as if he was afraid he’d said the wrong thing. ‘You
         tell me who you are first,’ he said.

      
      Noah walked over to a table by the fire. ‘Will you come and sit down with me?’

      
      Jimmy did, but sat on the edge of the seat as if poised for flight. The hunchback went back outside.

      
      Noah explained that he wasn’t police, but a friend of Millie’s, and that Miss Davis had called on him to ask for help. ‘I
         agreed to because I really liked Millie,’ he said. ‘I’m hoping you’ll help me because you like Belle. Anything you can tell
         me will just be between us.’

      
      Jimmy’s sharp, suspicious expression vanished, replaced by eagerness. ‘I heard that Annie and her maid were out yesterday
         about half past five asking everyone if they’d seen Belle. I wanted to go and help them but my uncle – he’s the landlord of
         this place – said Annie would eat me alive if she knew Belle had been talking to me,’ he rattled out quick-fire. ‘Later that
         evening Uncle told me he’d seen Belle outside the pawn shop opposite here at about four o’clock. He thought that meant Belle
         might have been pawning something to run away.’

      
      ‘Why didn’t he go and tell Annie that?’ Noah asked.

      
      ‘Well, I’m glad he didn’t, ’cos I knew she was there waiting for me and everyone would’ve been mad about that. But I weren’t
         here at the time, I’d been sent up to King’s Cross to take a message to someone.’

      
      ‘So why do you think she was kidnapped rather than just running away?’

      
      ‘Because of what she told me after Millie was killed.’

      
      ‘What was that?’

      
      ‘She made me promise not to tell.’

      
      Noah liked that the boy was honest and loyal. ‘I think she told you what Miss Davis told me too, about seeing the murder,’
         Noah said. ‘If I’m right, you must tell me what you know because the man who killed Millie is almost certainly responsible
         for Belle’s disappearance.’

      
      ‘Do you think he might kill her too?’ Jimmy asked fearfully.

      
      Noah nodded. ‘I won’t lie to you. I think that’s more than likely. He could hang with what she witnessed. Desperate men do
         desperate things.’

      
      Jimmy blanched, but quickly revealed everything Belle had told him. ‘We have to save her,’ he said breathlessly as he finished.
         ‘Have you got any idea where she might have been taken?’

      
      ‘None,’ Noah admitted. ‘I was hoping you and your uncle might have some ideas. Where would your uncle stand on this? Would
         he want to help find Belle?’

      
      ‘Why don’t you ask me yourself?’ a deep voice rang out behind them.

      
      Noah turned on his seat to see the landlord standing there, and his stomach turned over, for the man looked the kind who could
         twist someone’s head off his shoulders just for looking at him the wrong way. He was big, six foot at least, with massive
         shoulders and arms like a prize fighter’s. Noah guessed he was somewhere around his mid- to late thirties, with a thick, dark red beard, and a high colour as if he drank a great deal.

      
      ‘I’m sorry, sir.’ Noah leapt to his feet and held out his hand. ‘My name is Bayliss, I was a friend of Millie’s. Now I’ve
         been asked to help find Belle Cooper, and as I was told your nephew was her friend I came here to see if he could tell me
         anything more.’

      
      ‘More than what?’ Garth asked sneeringly.

      
      ‘More than that she just disappeared while her mother was at Millie’s funeral! I was also hoping you’d come in on our side
         too, sir.’

      
      ‘A pub landlord has to remain impartial,’ Garth said curtly.

      
      ‘Of course,’ Noah agreed. ‘But let me tell you the whole story, as Miss Davis told it to me. If you don’t wish to help after
         that I’ll go about my business.’

      
      Garth remained standing and crossed his arms, a stance that said he wasn’t likely to be swayed.

      
      Words were Noah’s livelihood, and he told the story of Belle hiding under the bed and witnessing Millie’s murder eloquently,
         adding dramatic and graphic details of things Miss Davis had only hinted at. He knew he was striking home when Garth uncrossed
         his arms and sat down on a chair, his pale blue eyes wide with shock.

      
      ‘I’m sure you can imagine how terrifying such a scene would’ve been to such a young and innocent girl,’ Noah finished up.
         ‘And she must have been even more shocked that her mother didn’t immediately tell the police the whole truth.’

      
      ‘Well, I have some sympathy for Annie in that,’ Garth said, dropping his harsh tone. ‘She’s done her best for the girl all
         these years; she wouldn’t want her questioned by the police and having to stand witness when they caught the murdering bastard.’

      
      Noah felt more hopeful of the man’s help now his aggression had faded and been replaced by sympathy.

      
      ‘But if she’d told the police the truth, they might have caught him right away,’ he said. ‘Or at least they might have posted
         one of their men to watch the place.’

      
      ‘By the looks of you I’d say you ain’t that familiar with criminals,’ Garth said scornfully. ‘Or how useless the police can
         be.’

      
      ‘That’s why I need help from someone like you who knows the area, the people and how things work,’ Noah said.

      
      Garth sucked in his breath. ‘Like I said, a landlord has to be impartial, wouldn’t do my trade no good if people thought I
         was passing out information.’

      
      ‘I’m not sure you can be truly impartial,’ Noah said, looking the big man right in the eye. ‘Not as Belle told Jimmy that
         she witnessed the murder, and the name of the man who did it. That puts Jimmy in danger too.’

      
      Garth’s eyes widened. ‘Is that so, Jimmy?’ he asked. ‘And if it is, why didn’t you tell me this last night?’

      
      ‘I was tempted to, Uncle Garth,’ the lad replied nervously, hanging his head. ‘But I’d promised Belle to keep the secret.
         It’s only because Noah here thinks it’s the murderer who snatched her that I told him.’

      
      Garth put his fist against his forehead as if in deep thought. ‘The girl knew the murderer?’ he asked eventually.

      
      ‘No. She’d never seen him before she saw him kill Millie, but Annie knew him as Mr Kent, he’d been to her place a few times,’
         Noah explained. ‘She believes he’s also known as the Falcon.’

      
      Garth’s big ruddy face blanched. ‘Holy damnation!’ he exclaimed. ‘He’s an evil one and no mistake, and he’d go to any lengths
         to save his own neck.’ He took a step nearer to his nephew and put one big hand on his shoulder. ‘From now on, son, I don’t
         want you setting foot outside the door on yer own.’

      
      ‘You know him then?’ Noah’s heart quickened.

      
      ‘Only by his reputation, never actually met him. But I know what he’s capable of. Reckon I’ll have to come in with you now,
         you don’t look capable of taking on that turd on yer own.’

      
      Jimmy looked up at his uncle with an expression of shock and admiration with some delight thrown in. Noah guessed that the
         lad was more surprised by his uncle’s concern for him than by him offering his help in finding Belle.

      
      ‘I was told he wanted to take Millie to his place in Kent,’ Noah said. ‘Have you any idea where in Kent that might be?’

      
      Garth sucked on his teeth thoughtfully. ‘I dunno, but he was a sailor, so I’ve heard tell. Sailors often make their home near
         the port they used to sail from. Could be Dover.’

      
      ‘Could you possibly find out for me?’ Noah asked. ‘Any information would be useful.’

      
      ‘I expect it would be,’ Garth said in a dry tone. ‘But before you go off half-cocked asking folk questions and talking wild,
         remember this cove is a vicious brute. He’ll slit yer throat in a back alley soon as look at yer, and he’ll ’ave my Jimmy
         too if he thinks he’s in on it.’

      
      ‘What would you suggest I do then?’ Noah asked nervously.

      
      ‘Start with Annie’s other girls. He’ll have been with one or two of ’em when Millie weren’t free. He may have dropped a pal’s
         name, mentioned family, places he drinks, or where he lives.’

      
      ‘Miss Davis said the girls nicknamed him Bruiser,’ Noah said. ‘She thought that was just because he liked to hurt them, but
         can’t “bruiser” also mean a prize fighter?’

      
      ‘If he was I never heard tell of it,’ Garth said, rubbing his beard thoughtfully. ‘But they say he’s a flash geezer, good
         clothes, handmade shoes, gold watch.’

      
      ‘I’ll ask the girls what they know about him,’ Noah responded.

      
      ‘Just make sure they don’t start blabbing all around about him,’ Garth said warningly, making a gesture of a knife slitting
         his throat as he walked out and left Noah with Jimmy.

      
      ‘Do you think he’s killed Belle already?’ Jimmy asked, his voice shaky with emotion.

      
      Noah’s heart went out to the young lad. Anyone could see he had been gently brought up, and being made to live and work in
         a rough place like the Ram’s Head was hardly ideal for a sensitive boy still grieving for his mother. But sadder still in
         Noah’s view was that he sensed from the way the lad spoke about Belle that she was the best thing that had happened to him
         since his mother’s death. Now she too had been snatched away from him.

      
      Considering what he’d been told about Kent, and that Belle was the one person who could get him hanged, Noah couldn’t help
         but think he had probably already killed her. But he couldn’t bring himself to tell Jimmy that.

      
      ‘What do I know?’ Noah shrugged. ‘I’m not a detective. But it strikes me that if he took her with the intention of killing
         her, he’d have done it straight off and dumped her body. I’m going down to Bow Street now, to ask if they’ve found a body,
         but if they haven’t, then we can be hopeful she’s still alive. They do say that the longer a kidnapper keeps his victim, the
         less likely he is to kill them.’

      
      ‘But it ain’t long yet, not even twenty-four hours,’ Jimmy said. ‘And if he has killed her he ain’t likely to leave her body
         on a street corner in Seven Dials so the police can find her easily, is he?’

      
      Noah gulped and thought fast. ‘No, of course not, but the police keep in touch with the ones from other areas, and we must
         hope every hour that passes without them finding a body means she’s just that bit safer. But I’ve got to go now. I want you
         to try and talk to your uncle. Get him to think about everything he’s heard about the Falcon, places he drinks, who his friends are, anything might be useful. Perhaps you could
         write it all down for me?’

      
      ‘I’ll do all I can,’ Jimmy said, fixing his tawny eyes on Noah. ‘You’ll let me know what’s happening, won’t you? I won’t be
         able to sleep until I know Belle is safe.’

      
      ‘You’re sweet on her,’ Noah said teasingly, hoping to lighten the mood.

      
      ‘I am,’ Jimmy said with blinding sincerity. ‘She’s the nicest, prettiest girl I’ve ever known. I won’t rest until she’s safe
         again.’

      

      
      
      Chapter Seven

      
      Belle shrieked at the top of her voice, only to be silenced instantly by Kent pressing on her vocal chords with his thumbs
         and shoving his face so close that his moustache touched her nose.

      
      ‘Be silent,’ he snarled at her. ‘Or I’ll kill you here and now.’

      
      ‘But why do you want me?’ she whimpered when he’d loosened his grip on her. ‘I haven’t done anything to you.’

      
      ‘You know who I am, that’s enough,’ he said. With that he forced her face down on to the carriage seat, holding her there
         while his companion tied her ankles together. Then he jerked her up to a sitting position and tied her wrists together in
         front of her.

      
      Nothing in Belle’s life had come close to being as terrifying as hurtling through London, the prisoner of these two men. She
         could hear her heart pounding, she was bathed in cold sweat, and her stomach was churning alarmingly as if she might be sick.
         Even the way she felt when she saw what the man was doing to Millie wasn’t as bad as this. Yet a small voice inside her told
         her she mustn’t do or say anything to make the men get angry with her. She’d seen what Kent could do when he was really angry.

      
      As the carriage rattled through the crowded streets she could hear other cabs and carts, along with street vendors calling
         people to buy their wares. Yet although the familiar sounds encouraged her to hope for rescue, in her heart she knew that
         the two men wouldn’t have snatched her unless they were determined to silence her permanently. They were probably just waiting
         until they were clear of the city to do it. Terrified as she was though, she didn’t scream. Instead she cried quietly in the hope they might take pity on her, or at least
         delay their plans. That way an opportunity to escape might present itself.

      
      It was some little while before it occurred to Belle that they’d merely hobbled her ankles, leaving them far enough apart
         for her to be able to walk very slowly. This gave her another tiny beam of hope, for surely if they were going to kill her
         they would have tied her up tightly, then carried her to the place of execution.

      
      But it was only a tiny beam. After all, they might be planning to take her to some deep dark woods or across a marsh, somewhere
         the carriage couldn’t go.

      
      The two men didn’t speak to each other. Belle was facing the front of the carriage, Kent next to her, though he kept his distance
         from her, leaning against the window. He lit a pipe, but he appeared very tense, jerking when the carriage hit any bumps in
         the road.

      
      His companion, sitting opposite her, was much more relaxed. He sat in the centre of the seat, knees wide apart, and seemed
         to ride with the bumps and swerves. It was too dark in the carriage to make out much detail about him, but she was sure she’d
         never seen him before. He had a swarthy appearance like a gypsy, with dark, frizzy hair and thick lips. He was wearing a greatcoat,
         the kind favoured by carriage men, and Belle could smell a strong, musty smell coming from it, as if it had been kept in a
         damp place.

      
      Belle tried to work out when her mother and Mog would begin to worry about her being missing and how long it would be before
         they would start to search. She thought they’d just be angry when she wasn’t there when they got back from the funeral, but
         by eight or nine they would start to think something must have happened to her, and then they would start a search. Belle
         hoped someone might have noticed her being bundled into the carriage, but she didn’t remember seeing anyone around just before it happened, so that
         wasn’t likely.

      
      Under the circumstances, would her mother tell the police who killed Millie? Perhaps, but that didn’t mean the police would
         know where to find him. She glanced sideways, and seeing his face in profile she thought she knew why they called him the
         Falcon, for his nose was like a hooked beak. She suspected he’d got the name for other reasons too, maybe the speed and ruthlessness
         he showed in going after his prey.

      
      The journey went on and on and Belle grew so cold she felt she might just die of it even before the men attempted to kill
         her. All sounds of London had ceased a long while ago and all she could hear was the horses’ hooves and the wheels of the
         carriage, nothing else. It seemed as if she’d been travelling all night but she clearly hadn’t, for Kent pulled out his pocket
         watch and told his companion they should be there by nine that evening.

      
      Belle had no idea how many miles it was from London to Kent or any other destination. Even if she had known, she couldn’t
         possibly have worked out what distance could be covered in four and a half hours by a team of four horses.

      
      She was too frightened to feel hungry, but not only was she icy cold, she desperately needed to urinate. She didn’t dare mention
         this though, in case that was enough of an excuse for them to kill her and throw her out of the carriage.

      
      Later Kent pulled up the window blind to look out. Belle could see nothing but inky darkness, not even a glimmer of a light
         to show that they were passing houses. But he appeared to know where they were, for a few minutes later the carriage slowed
         slightly and swung round sharply to the left on to what sounded like loose stones.

      
      All the way here Belle had been tempted to ask what he was intending to do with her, but she was too scared to speak. Maybe
         it was best to keep silent anyway; Kent might hit her if she annoyed him.

      
      ‘I need to go,’ she finally blurted out in desperation. She didn’t know how ladies were supposed to tell men they needed to
         go to the lavatory. Back home the girls used the word piss, but Mog said that wasn’t a ladylike word.

      
      ‘We’ll be there soon,’ Kent said curtly.

      
      About five minutes later the driver reined in the horses. The gypsyish-looking man got out first and beckoned to Belle that
         she was next. The rope between her two ankles wasn’t long enough for her to step down from the carriage, but he reached up,
         caught her by the waist and lifted her down.

      
      Frost lay as thick as a light fall of snow on the ground, sparkling in the light from the carriage lanterns. It was too dark
         beyond the little pool of golden light to make out the surroundings, but Belle felt it was a farm, for the smell of animal
         dung was very strong. It looked like a very old place, but then the only light came from one lantern by the front door.

      
      Belle could hear Kent speaking in a low voice to the carriage driver as the gypsy man took her arm and made her hobble along
         beside him to the house. He didn’t have to unlock the front door, he just pushed it and walked in. It was pitch dark within
         and he fumbled around, muttering under his breath for a few moments. But then he struck a match and lit a candle, and Belle
         saw they were in a wide hallway with a stone floor.

      
      Clearly it was a house he was entirely familiar with for even in the gloom of the single candle he found an oil lamp and lit
         it. Suddenly there was enough light to see an imposing oak staircase before them and several doors on both sides of the hall.
         To Belle it seemed to be a rich person’s home, but a smell of damp and a film of dust on the huge sideboard spoke of long-term neglect.

      
      Belle was just opening her mouth to ask the gypsy man if she could go to the lavatory when Kent came in through the front
         door. From behind him Belle could hear the carriage leaving.

      
      ‘Through to the kitchen,’ gypsy man said. ‘Tad will have lit the stove and left us something to eat.’

      
      He picked up the oil lamp and carried it down the hall past some very gloomy paintings of horses, leaving them to follow.

      
      The kitchen was warm and there was an appetizing smell of soup or stew, but the room was very dirty. There was a loaf of bread
         on the table in the centre of the room, and presumably the good smell came from the blackened saucepan on the top of the stove.

      
      Belle plucked up courage to ask if she could go to the lavatory, Kent nodded and told the other man to release her hands,
         but not her feet, and take her out there.

      
      It was the most stinking privy Belle had ever been in, and as it was pitch dark in there, and the gypsy man pacing around
         outside, she didn’t linger. He whisked her back indoors quickly but didn’t retie her hands.

      
      Kent ladled out the stew into three bowls and placed them on the table, shoving the smallest one towards Belle. He then poured
         some wine from a bottle into two glasses for him and his companion and gave Belle a glass of water.

      
      At first Belle was far too scared to eat, then when she cautiously tasted the stew she found it wasn’t very nice, for the
         meat was fatty. But she forced herself to eat it anyway; if nothing else it warmed her.

      
      The two men ate in silence but now and again Belle felt them glancing at her and then looking at each other as if making a
         silent comment. It was agony not knowing what was going to happen to her. Part of her thought they wouldn’t bother feeding her if they were going to kill her right away, but the way the gypsyish one kept looking at her, she thought
         maybe he intended to have his way with her. That thought was almost worse than dying. Her stomach knotted up again, the cold
         sweat came back and she couldn’t stop tears running down her cheeks.

      
      Seeing Kent now at close quarters, she realized he was older than she had thought back at Annie’s: late thirties, maybe even
         older. If it hadn’t been for his hooked nose, cold, dark eyes and sullen expression, he would have been handsome. He wasn’t
         a big man, perhaps only five foot eight, and quite slender, but he looked strong and she remembered that when she saw him
         undressed his legs had been very muscular. He had dark hair greying at the temples and a dark moustache, all so ordinary,
         yet his clothes were good ones and he spoke like a gentleman, which was why his brutality seemed even more appalling.

      
      Belle didn’t think he owned this farm. She felt it belonged to the gypsy man. He had mentioned supper and someone called Tad,
         and he’d taken Kent’s coat and hung it up with his own on the back of the door in the way people did in their own house. He
         also had a bit of a country burr to his voice. Apart from his greatcoat, which was shabby and smelled musty, all his other
         clothes were good and well-fitting, in fact his boots, though mud-splattered, were the kind she’d seen stylish gentlemen in
         Regent Street wearing. She thought he must be a bachelor for it was plain by the dirty kitchen that there was no mistress
         in this house. She wondered if he was a kinder man than Kent, and if it would be possible to get him on her side.

      
      ‘Take her up, Sly,’ Kent said brusquely as Belle pushed the bowl away unfinished.

      
      The name ‘Sly’ frightened Belle even more, and she shrank away from him as he came over to her. But he ignored that, lit a new candle, caught hold of her wrist and led her out of the
         kitchen.

      
      It took some time to get up the stairs because of the way her ankles were hobbled, but Sly was patient with her, which was
         encouraging. Scared as she was, she felt she had to say something to him.

      
      ‘Are you a bad man like Mr Kent?’ she blurted out as they reached the top of the stairs. ‘You don’t look as if you are.’

      
      She was speaking the truth in this respect, for he had a pleasant face, with many little laughter lines around his soft brown
         eyes. She found it difficult to judge men’s ages but she thought he was a few years older than Kent.

      
      ‘Being bad means different things to different folk,’ he replied, and she thought she heard a hint of laughter in his voice.

      
      ‘Killing people is bad to everyone,’ she said.

      
      ‘Well, I haven’t killed anyone,’ he said, and sounded a little surprised. ‘Nor do I intend to.’

      
      ‘So what are you going to do with me?’ she asked.

      
      He opened a door and led her in, putting the candle down on a wide window seat. The room was empty of furniture except for
         an iron bedstead with a thin, somewhat stained mattress and a chamberpot beneath it. On top of it was a small pile of blankets
         and a pillow.

      
      ‘You can make it up yourself,’ he said. ‘I won’t tie your hands again because you can’t get out of here. The window is boarded
         up on the outside and I shall be locking you in.’

      
      ‘How long for?’ she asked. ‘And what are you going to do with me?’ she repeated.

      
      ‘That will be decided tonight,’ he said.

      
      ‘If this is your house and you helped him to bring me here and then he kills me, you’ll be as bad as he is,’ she said, looking
         at him intently with the look Mog had always called her ‘begging eyes’.

      
      ‘You, little girl, are smart beyond your tender years,’ he said with a half smile. ‘I expect that’s all part of growing up
         in a brothel. Your mother failed you, she should’ve sent you away. But perhaps she was intending to train you.’

      
      Belle frowned, not understanding what he was getting at.

      
      ‘Get some sleep,’ he said. ‘Goodnight!’

      
      When the door slammed shut and was locked outside, Belle broke down in tears. She was cold right through to her bones, with
         no idea where she was, and even if her captors hadn’t raped her or hurt her tonight as she’d expected, they certainly weren’t
         going to let her go home unscathed tomorrow.

      
      But if they were going to kill her, why hadn’t they done it as soon as they got here?

      
      Belle wanted so much to believe that wasn’t their plan and that maybe they were going to demand a ransom for her release.
         But it was far more likely that they needed daylight to take her to wherever they were going to kill her, some forest or marsh
         where her body would never be found.

      
      She had never before spent a night away from her mother and Mog. She had often felt a bit lonely and cut off being down in
         the kitchen while they were upstairs, but she’d never been frightened, because she always knew Mog checked on her from time
         to time.

      
      But there was no Mog now to help her make up the bed, to tuck her into it and blow out her candle. Although she could barely
         see through her tears she selected the two softest blankets to lie between as there were no sheets, then spread the rest out
         on top, with her cloak over them. Sitting on the bed, she reached down and took off her boots, then swung her hobbled legs
         up on to the bed and wriggled down under the blankets. They felt clammy and smelled of mildew, and the mattress was thin and
         lumpy too.

      
      ‘Please God, don’t let them kill me,’ she begged as she sobbed into the pillow. ‘Make Ma get the police to come and get me.
         I don’t want to die.’

      
      She repeated the prayer over and over again in the hope that God would hear it.

      

      
      
      Chapter Eight

      
      Sly returned to the kitchen after seeing Belle into her room. Kent was still sitting by the stove, bent over in his chair
         as if mulling something over in his mind. Sly didn’t speak, but took a bottle of whisky from the cupboard, poured two large
         glasses, and sat down by the stove too, handing one of the glasses to Kent.

      
      Belle had been right in thinking the house belonged to Sly. His real name was Charles Ernest Braithwaite, but he had acquired
         the nickname of Sly because he was a gambler who appeared to have almost telepathic powers which told him which game to play
         and which ones to walk away from. Like any gambler, he did lose sometimes, but not as often as others, and never large amounts.

      
      Belle had also been correct in thinking he had gypsy blood, for his mother, Maria, had been a Romany. She had turned up at
         this remote farm near Aylesford in Kent late one winter night when she had run away from her family. Frederick Braithwaite,
         Sly’s father, was a forty-year-old bachelor at that time, struggling to look after his sick mother along with the farm.

      
      Fred was not a generous or benevolent man, but when Maria begged him to give her food and let her sleep in his barn, he saw
         this could be to his advantage, and he agreed she could have both in return for help in nursing his mother.

      
      Maria was equally hard-headed. She had run out on her family because they were forcing her to marry a man she hated. It didn’t
         take her long to discover that most people were prejudiced against gypsies, and no one would give her work or shelter. She didn’t really want to nurse a sick old woman who meant nothing to her, nor did she want to end up in
         Fred’s bed, but she was desperate and she liked the look of his farm. She took the view that she could fare far worse than
         looking after an old lady, and she might grow to like Fred.

      
      They were married within four months. Within a year of their marriage Charles was born and the old lady died peacefully in
         her bed.

      
      It may have started out as a marriage of convenience, but Maria worked hard at being a good wife to Fred and a loving mother
         to Charles and they became a happy little family. Fred died of a heart attack when Charles was only nineteen, but Maria kept
         everything going while allowing her son to play the part of the young gentleman around town.

      
      Charles had been twenty-seven when his mother died and it was only then that he turned to illegal enterprises to make more
         money. The farm was his, and it was profitable, but he had very little interest in it. Knowing it would make a good front
         to hide his questionable sidelines, all he had to do was pay someone else to run it.

      
      He had always been able to justify any action of his which society would frown on by asking himself whether it harmed anyone
         or not. Gambling and drinking harmed no one but himself, even though his mother might have disagreed. So when he embarked
         on procuring young women for brothels, he reasoned that he was helping them out. Most of them had been pushed out, or run
         away from home; many had been brought up in orphanages. He felt that but for his intervention they were likely to starve or
         die of cold on the streets.

      
      He could find young women and girls at the train stations, lurking outside public houses, in markets, anywhere in fact where
         they hoped to be offered food or a drink by a kindly stranger. He was that kindly stranger. He truly believed that he was
         giving them far more than a hot meal and sympathy; he was getting them work in some of the best bawdy houses in town.

      
      Charles was not a cruel man, and he didn’t like the circumstances of acquiring this latest girl one bit. He had never before
         taken anyone against their will, and certainly never snatched an innocent from the streets.

      
      ‘She ain’t like my usual ones,’ he said as he downed the last of the whisky in his glass and then topped it up again. ‘I don’t
         like it.’

      
      ‘Don’t be a fool, what’s so different about her?’ Kent asked, somewhat surprised at his friend’s view. ‘She’s older than some
         you’ve taken, and her home wasn’t good. Besides, you know that I had no choice but to take her. She could’ve got me strung
         up.’

      
      Kent had admitted that he had strangled a whore in Seven Dials, but Sly wasn’t entirely sure he believed that the girl who
         witnessed it was about to blow the whistle. People in Seven Dials learned at an early age not to squeal on anyone. Kent was
         his partner, though, and aside from being the kind of man no one would want to cross, he was also the one who liaised with
         the brothel owners when they had a new girl to sell. Sly needed to keep him sweet, but he also hoped he could talk him round.

      
      ‘She’s smart and it won’t be easy to mould her,’ Sly argued, for Kent planned to sell Belle to a brothel in France. ‘I tell
         you, she’ll be more trouble than she’s worth. Let’s take her back to London tomorrow night and drop her off near her home?’

      
      ‘Don’t be bloody stupid. We can’t do that, you know why.’

      
      ‘But she’s got no idea where this place is,’ Sly argued. ‘Neither does she know anything about you. And her mother ain’t going
         to make a fuss if she gets her back unharmed. We can go straight on to Dover after dropping her off and catch a boat to France
         like we planned.’

      
      Sly might not have been lucky enough to be born with good looks, for he was short, stocky and pug-nosed, but he did have a
         certain charisma which served him well with both sexes. Other men saw him as an entertaining companion, admiring his wily
         nature, determination and strength. Women liked the way he made them feel they were the most important person in the world
         when he spoke to them. He had the manners and bearing of a gentleman, but with an animalistic undercurrent they found very
         attractive. Such was his charm that many a girl who ought to have seen him as her destroyer stubbornly defended him to all
         who criticized him.

      
      Kent, or rather Frank John Waldegrave, which was his real name, was born to landed gentry in the north of England. But although
         the family estate was large, as the third son and the one his father liked the least, he knew at an early age that he was
         not going to inherit anything of value. Jealous of his favoured older brothers, and hurt that his mother and sister never
         took his part, Frank took himself off to sea with a chip on his shoulder which grew larger with each slight or humiliation
         he encountered.

      
      Joining the merchant navy was possibly the worst possible career choice for a young man who didn’t like taking orders, found
         it difficult to make friends and had been used to the wide open spaces of the Yorkshire Moors. He had a sharp mind which would
         have been far better suited to accountancy, law or even medicine, but instead he found himself forced to share all his waking
         hours with the kind of uneducated men who had worked as labourers on his family estate.

      
      Frank wasn’t any more successful with women than he was at making friends with his own sex. Back on dry land in Dover, a well-educated
         gentleman who was just an ordinary sailor was neither fish nor fowl. He liked to think that the shop girls and housemaids
         he ran into thought him too far above them, but the truth was that he didn’t know how to talk to women. The kind of middle- or upper-class girls he might have felt more comfortable with didn’t frequent the saloons
         and dance halls where sailors gathered.

      
      He was in his early twenties when one night in Dover he was taken to a brothel and found that the girls there liked him. He
         chose to believe this because they listened attentively to him and were willing to give him exactly what he wanted. He’d even
         proved it to himself dozens of times when he’d been rough with one of them because he felt angry. They didn’t complain or
         refuse to see him the next time his ship docked. They liked it.

      
      Then ten years ago, when Frank was twenty-eight, his Uncle Thomas, his father’s younger brother, died. To Frank’s surprise
         he had made his nephew his sole heir. Frank had no real idea why this was, for he’d never had much to do with his uncle, but
         he could only suppose Thomas had felt ill-treated by his family, and sympathized with Frank.

      
      Thomas wasn’t a very wealthy man; he owned no large estate in the country, just a couple of tenements in Seven Dials and a
         dozen squalid houses in Bethnal Green. Frank was horrified the first time he saw the place they called the Core. The dilapidated
         buildings in Seven Dials were filled to capacity with the desperate human flotsam and jetsam that ends up in inner cities.
         The houses in Bethnal Green were as bad – even as shelters for animals they’d have been inadequate. Frank covered his nose,
         closed his eyes to the appalling sights all around those mean streets and retreated to a comfortable hotel.

      
      But by the next day any qualms of earning a living off the rents of such places had left him. He realized that it meant he
         could give up the sea and live a very comfortable life with the minimum of effort. He’d grown tough in his time in the navy,
         and become well used to pushing others around. The prospect of becoming a slum landlord excited him.

      
      That was when he took the name Kent.

      
      Down in the pretty Kentish village of Charing, not far from Folkestone where he intended to make a permanent home, he would
         be a quiet, respectable gentleman of leisure, Frank Waldegrave. But in London, as John Kent the ruthless property manager,
         he could play out all his fantasies – whoring, villainy, gambling and extortion. He didn’t need friends if he had people doing
         his bidding because they were afraid of him.

      
      Ironically, just when he truly believed friendship wasn’t for him, he met Sly at a card game in the back room of a saloon
         in the Strand. Something clicked between them; they were in tune with each other. Sly had once laughingly said it was because
         they both had traits that were missing in the other. Perhaps he was right, for Kent admired Sly’s easy way with people, and
         Sly in turn admired Kent’s ruthlessness.

      
      Whatever the reason for their friendship, they both had the same goal, although at the time neither of them had known what
         that goal was. But it soon manifested that this was to take control of the vice and gambling in Seven Dials and make themselves
         extremely wealthy in doing so.

      
      It was Sly who dubbed Kent the Falcon. He claimed he’d never before met any man quite as sharp-eyed and predatory. And Kent
         liked the name to be bandied around, for he knew it would make others fearful of him.

      
      Belle woke to hear a cock crowing somewhere close by and her first thought was that it must be a crazy cock for it was still
         the dead of night. But as she lay there, filled with dread about what the coming day would bring, she noticed three tiny strips
         of light across the freezing room and realized she was looking at cracks on a boarded-up window and that it was light outside.

      
      She had forgotten about her ankles being hobbled and as she got up to use the chamberpot, she almost fell over. She managed to peep through the biggest crack on the window boards, and although her view was very limited, she could see trees
         close by and beyond them open countryside with patches of snow still lying on bare earth. To a city girl who had grown up
         surrounded by houses and bombarded with the noise of traffic, it was bleak and frightening.

      
      As she had slept in her clothes and had no hairbrush or water to wash in, she got back into bed to await whatever fate the
         men had in store for her.

      
      Despite her terror she must have fallen asleep again, for the next thing she knew, she was being told to get up by Sly.

      
      ‘I’ve brought you hot water to wash,’ he said, and in the gloom she could see steam rising from a ewer on the washstand. ‘There’s
         a comb there too. I’ll be back for you in ten minutes.’

      
      Her terror abated a little for surely no one would give hot water and a comb to someone they were going to kill. She started
         to plead with Sly for an explanation but he quickly backed out of the door and locked it behind him.

      
      Sly was back as he said he would be. He picked up her cloak from the bed, then held her arm as far as the stairs, but once
         there he picked her up and flung her over his shoulder instead of making her walk.

      
      Now Belle got a chance to see more of his house because daylight was streaming in through the windows. It was a fair size
         – she thought about six rooms on each of the two floors. It was a very old place with low ceilings, beams and uneven floors,
         without even gas lighting. Through a window up on the landing she’d caught a glimpse of cows being herded into a shed next
         to the house, and realized she was in the farmhouse. But it was also clear Sly didn’t run it, someone else, probably the man
         called Tad did, and she didn’t think any women ever came in here for it was all so dusty and neglected. Belle looked from one man to the other as she ate the bowl of porridge Kent had given her. Both men were silent, she sensed
         they were in disagreement about something, and it was probably to do with her.

      
      ‘Can you read and write?’

      
      The question from Kent took Belle by surprise.

      
      ‘Why do you want to know?’ she asked.

      
      ‘Just answer me!’ he snapped.

      
      It occurred to her that it might be a very good idea to play ignorant, that way he’d be less wary of her. ‘No, I can’t,’ she
         lied. ‘I never went to school.’

      
      He made a scornful face as if that was what he had expected, and Belle felt she’d won a point.

      
      ‘What are you going to do with me?’ she asked.

      
      ‘Don’t ask so many questions,’ he replied. ‘Finish that porridge – you won’t be getting anything else for a while.’

      
      At that Belle felt she must eat as much as she could and not only finished the porridge but had two thick slices of bread
         which she spread generously with butter. Sly poured her a second cup of tea and winked at her companionably.

      
      The wink lifted her spirits, for it did seem he was on her side.

      
      She had barely finished drinking the tea when Kent put on his greatcoat and wound a scarf around his neck. He then picked
         up her cloak and passed it to her, curtly ordering her to put it on.

      
      Within less than ten minutes she was ushered out of the front door where a carriage, probably the same one from the previous
         night, was waiting. Sly escorted her out to it, lifting her in, while Kent went back into the house for something. The sun
         had come out, and although it was weak and wintry and the trees surrounding the farmhouse were bare of leaves, it made a pretty
         scene.

      
      ‘Did you live here when you were a boy?’ she asked Sly.

      
      He half smiled. ‘Yes, I thought there was no finer place until I was your age and was expected to milk cows and help with
         the harvest.’

      
      ‘What made you go from farmer to helping a murderer?’ she asked boldly.

      
      He hesitated for a second before replying, and she hoped that was because she’d pricked his conscience. ‘I would suggest you
         didn’t ask that sort of question,’ he said, looking stern. ‘Or say anything which might make Kent mad. He’s got a short fuse.’

      
      Belle’s hands were tied again before the carriage left the farm, and she was placed by the window facing the front. The blind
         was pulled down so she couldn’t see where she was going. Once again Kent sat beside her. Sly sat opposite, but he had his
         window blind up so he could see out.

      
      The rolling of the carriage and the constant clip-clopping of the horses’ hooves made Belle sleepy, but although her head
         kept drooping she was sufficiently awake to hear the two men talking quietly. Mostly they were discussing things which meant
         nothing to her, but she pricked up her ears when she heard Sly mention Dover and a ship.

      
      ‘I’d have preferred to sail at night, and just say she was tired or sick,’ Sly said.

      
      ‘This is better, no risk at all. We just take her straight into the cabin and keep her there,’ Sly replied.

      
      From that little exchange Belle gathered not only that they were taking her out of the country on a ship, but that they were
         worried about someone seeing her and guessing she was being abducted. While the thought of being taken out of the country
         made her as frightened as she’d been on the previous night, knowing they were anxious pleased her. She thought that meant
         there might well be an opportunity to get help or indeed to escape. She continued to pretend to be asleep in the hope that they would say more. But nothing more was said, and Belle braced herself to shout and scream when
         a good opportunity came along.

      
      All at once the carriage rolled on to gravel, then stopped. Belle continued to pretend to be asleep, but when she was hauled
         out of the carriage by Kent, she struggled with him and screamed.

      
      ‘Shut your noise,’ Kent hissed at her, putting his hand over her mouth.

      
      Belle saw they weren’t at Dover docks as she’d expected, but on the short drive of a small but very pretty clapboard house
         which was painted white with a blue front door. She’d seen such picturesque houses depicted on chocolate boxes, the garden
         usually bright with flowers as though in high summer. But even in January this garden was still attractive, with hedges cut
         into different shapes and several bushes covered in red berries.

      
      At first glance she’d thought the house was isolated, but now as she looked around she saw it was sandwiched between two others,
         just a fence separating them. Clearly Kent was afraid someone would hear her and come to see what was going on. But he held
         on to her mouth too tightly for her to scream again as he dragged her towards the front door.

      
      No sooner were they in the house than Kent gagged her with a white scarf. ‘I can’t trust you to keep quiet,’ he said.

      
      Belle was left standing in the hall, gagged and still bound hand and foot, while the two men went upstairs. She thought it
         must be Kent’s house for he’d pulled a keyring from his pocket and selected the right key out of a bunch just by looking at
         it. If this was the house he’d been intending to take Millie to, she would have liked it, for it was a very pretty place.

      
      Belle couldn’t see the whole house of course, not from just standing in the hall, but what she could see was lovely and quite
         feminine in style. The hall had a shiny polished wood floor, with a shaggy blue rug in the middle, and there was a glass dome with little stuffed birds perched on a tree inside
         it. The stairs had a thick blue and gold carpet and a small crystal chandelier sparkled above her head. She shuffled forward
         a few steps so she could see into the sitting room, which was decorated and furnished in shades of blue and green, with hundreds
         of books in a floor-to-ceiling bookcase.

      
      It didn’t seem right for a brute like Kent though. Puzzled, she was just about to shuffle forward again so she could see more,
         when the men reappeared at the top of the stairs, carrying a big red trunk between them. Belle’s heart sank because it was
         obvious what it was for. Shuffling backwards towards the door, she begged Sly with her eyes not to do it.

      
      ‘It won’t be for long,’ he said apologetically.

      
      They brought the trunk right down the stairs, then opened it in the hall.

      
      ‘There’s no air holes,’ Sly said, looking at his companion.

      
      ‘Then make a few,’ Kent said churlishly and walked off towards the back of the house.

      
      Just the thought of being locked into a small space sent Belle into a panic and she could hardly get her breath. She could
         see she’d need to keep her knees bent to fit in it, but if they were prepared to go to these lengths to conceal her on a ship,
         what were they going to do with her when they got her to France?

      
      Kent came back up the hallway with a glass of something in his hand. He put it down on the hall table, nudged her towards
         a chair, then removed her gag. ‘Drink this,’ he ordered, holding the glass to her lips.

      
      ‘What is it?’ she asked.

      
      ‘There’s always questions with you,’ he said, looking irritated. He caught hold of the back of her head and held it while
         pressing the glass to her lips. ‘Drink!’ he ordered.

      
      Belle sensed he would hit her if she didn’t comply so she sipped at it cautiously. It tasted very like the aniseed medicine Mog gave her when she had a bad tummy ache, only very much
         stronger. ‘Go on, all of it,’ Kent prompted.

      
      There was nothing for it but to do as he said. As she drank it down she saw Sly had a brace and bit tool in his hands and
         he was making small holes in the trunk’s sides.

      
      Some quarter of an hour later, having been taken upstairs by Sly to use the lavatory, Belle was carried back down and put
         into the trunk. Sly removed the rope around her ankles, then took off her boots. He put a blanket beneath her, placed a cushion
         at her head as a pillow, and then laid another blanket over her. Terrified as she was, she was also touched that Sly was trying
         to make her comfortable. She didn’t think Kent would care if she was in pain, cold or hungry.

      
      ‘You’ll be fine in there,’ Sly said gently. ‘You’ll be asleep in no time, and we’ll be there by the time you wake.’

      
      ‘Just tell me what you are going to do with me,’ she pleaded.

      
      ‘We’re taking you out of the country, that’s all you need to know,’ he said. ‘Now, shush.’

      
      Belle was still awake when they carried the trunk with her in it back to the carriage. She felt the carriage move forward,
         she could hear the rumble of the wheels, smell Kent’s pipe and even hear the two men’s voices, although they weren’t speaking
         loudly enough for her to hear what they were saying. But all at once she felt as if she was being sucked down and down into
         some dark place and was unable to stop herself.

      
      ‘Try the smelling salts,’ Kent suggested.

      
      Sly pulled the small vial out of his pocket and pulled out the cork, then leaned over the open trunk and wafted it under Belle’s
         nose. Her nose twitched and she involuntarily turned her head away. ‘You gave her too much,’ Sly said accusingly. ‘A child
         like her only needs a few drops; she could have died in there.’

      
      The ship had been delayed by three hours because of bad weather and the crossing took much longer than they had expected.
         Sly had tried to waken Belle once they were in the cabin on the ship. He had intended to give her a hot drink and some food,
         but she wouldn’t wake up and he’d begun to fear she never would. They had left Calais in a hired carriage, and as it was now
         two in the morning, they were worried that the brothel would be closed for the night by the time they got there.

      
      ‘She’s coming round now,’ Kent said, moving the candle he was holding closer to the trunk. ‘Look, her eyelids are fluttering.’

      
      Sly breathed a sigh of relief when he saw Kent was right. ‘Belle!’ he said, patting her cheek. ‘Wake up now, wake up!’

      
      He so wished he’d refused to help Kent with this girl. He might have known he hadn’t told him the whole truth. Before they’d
         snatched her, Kent said she was a whore who’d witnessed him kill her friend and she just needed removing from London for a
         time. They had arrived in the carriage near the brothel half an hour before the dead girl’s funeral, Kent expecting that the
         girl he wanted would go to the funeral. But only two older women in black clothes came out carrying a wreath, and just as
         Kent was saying they’d wait a few minutes and barge in and grab the girl he wanted, she came out.

      
      Sly only saw her from a distance, enough to see she was lingering near the Ram’s Head, as if waiting for someone, and there
         were too many people around to snatch her there. Then she went down towards the market and they couldn’t follow her in the
         carriage. But Kent said she’d be back before the two older women returned from the funeral, and so they waited.

      
      It was only during that wait that Kent told him of his plan to sell the girl to a French brothel. Sly wasn’t averse to that,
         after all they’d taken girls to France and Belgium before, and he assumed that the whore in question was eighteen or more. By the time Kent announced she was coming and told Sly to get
         out and grab her, darkness had fallen.

      
      It wasn’t until she was in the carriage and Kent hit her for screaming that Sly saw she was little more than a child, and
         a very pretty, well cared for one at that. He wanted to demand that Kent stop the carriage and let her go, but Kent had pointed
         out earlier that if he was to be charged with murder a great many others’ crimes would surface too, many of which Sly was
         involved in. He felt he had no choice but to go along with it, and hope that later he could talk Kent out of it.

      
      Last night, after the girl was locked upstairs, Sly had pleaded with Kent not to go ahead with his plan. But he could not
         be persuaded. He said there was too much money at stake, and besides, if they did back out they’d have no choice but to kill
         her as she knew too much.

      
      It was bad enough that they were taking her to France, but Sly was sickened when Kent wanted her put in the trunk. Waiting
         so long at Dover had been one of the most agonizing times he’d ever known. If she’d woken up and started hammering on the
         trunk and alerted people, Sly knew he’d be facing a very long stretch in prison.

      
      But looking at her now in the candlelight, his heart ached and he wished to God he’d never got involved with Kent. She was
         very pale now, but he still thought he’d never seen a prettier girl. She had such shiny dark hair, curling delightfully all
         around her face, and plump red lips. But it wasn’t just her looks, he admired her pluckiness too, for most girls of her age
         would have cried continually from the moment they were snatched. She hadn’t been afraid to try to appeal to his better nature
         either, and now, when he thought of what lay in store for her, he wished he’d been brave enough last night to help her escape
         from his farmhouse.

      
      Kent hadn’t told him how much he was going to get for her in Paris, but Sly knew that young virgins were worth a great deal to anyone who had such tastes. And one as pretty as
         Belle, who still had a childlike, underdeveloped body, would fetch a small fortune.

      
      Sly’s personal taste was for well-rounded, grown women with some experience and he had no time for men who wished to ravish
         children. But he could guess that the kind of brothel owner who was a party to this unpleasant trade was likely to be cruel
         and mercenary too. She would almost certainly pass Belle off as a virgin several times, then later, when the girl was just
         another whore, and an unwilling one at that, she was likely to be beaten, starved, drugged and constantly ridiculed until
         her spirit was broken.

      
      His stomach lurched and he had to take deep breaths to avoid being sick.

      
      ‘Where are we?’ Belle asked as she opened her eyes.

      
      ‘In France,’ Sly said, and put his hand beneath her back to help her sit up in the trunk. ‘Are you thirsty?’

      
      She ran her tongue over her lips and frowned. ‘I don’t know. I feel very strange.’

      
      Sly made no comment. He wished that he could be a real man and stand up to Kent. But he averted his eyes from Belle’s pretty
         face and tried to tell himself that it wasn’t his fault she was here.

      
      It was some time before they reached a town, Belle couldn’t guess how long as she’d kept dropping off to sleep, but she knew
         they were in a town for the carriage slowed right down, which suggested it was going along narrow streets. She could hear
         laughter, bursts of different kinds of music, singing and shouting, and there were also pungent cooking smells.

      
      ‘Will anyone speak English where I’m going?’ she asked.

      
      ‘I doubt it,’ Kent said, and smirked as if that thought pleased him.

      
      Because she’d been so groggy after she woke, she didn’t really feel scared, but all at once she was jolted out of her doped
         state by Kent’s smirk. It said that he had something lined up for her that was really bad. Her terror came back tenfold, and
         when she looked to Sly for reassurance he wouldn’t meet her eyes.

      
      ‘You might as well admit where you’re taking me,’ she said, her voice quivering with fright. ‘After all, if they don’t speak
         any English I won’t understand them, so how will I be able to do whatever it is you are planning?’

      
      The men exchanged glances.

      
      ‘Am I to be a servant?’ She directed her question at Kent, and when neither of them answered she asked, ‘Or is it something
         far worse than that?’

      
      She waited for some response, but there was none. Sly was living up to his name and looking everywhere but at her.

      
      ‘Do you think because you’re leaving me here in a strange country I won’t be able to find my way back to England and go to
         the police and tell them you killed Millie?’ she said to Kent, trying to sound braver than she felt. ‘I bet I could even work
         out where your house was, those clapboard houses are unusual. People in Seven Dials will break their normal code of silence
         for my mother, you know. They’ll soon talk about who this man the Falcon is and his stooge called Sly. They won’t like it
         that you snatched me off the street.’

      
      Kent reacted then, reaching out and slapping her hard around the face. ‘Shut your mouth,’ he hissed. ‘Where you’re going you’ll
         do exactly as they tell you or you won’t live to be disobedient a second time. As for getting back to England, you won’t ever
         get the chance.’

      
      Belle’s face stung, it felt as if it was swelling up, and she wanted to cry, but she was determined not to give him that satisfaction.

      
      ‘Don’t be so sure,’ she said.

      
      He moved to hit her again, but Sly leapt forward and stopped him. ‘Don’t damage the merchandise,’ he said.

      
      That word ‘merchandise’ told Belle everything. She was just a commodity to these men, like a bale of cloth, a crate of whisky
         or a joint of meat, to be sold on to someone else. What’s more, she could guess who they would be selling her to. She might
         have only recently worked out what brothels were really about, but she knew with utter certainty she was going to one. She
         wanted to believe that she would just be a maid to the girls, as Mog was, but no one would smuggle someone on a ship and drive
         them so far just for that. So the reality was that she was being sold to be a whore!

      
      She wanted to scream out her terror and to lash out at the two men, but she knew that would only antagonize Kent further and
         he might even throttle her if he was mad enough.

      
      Mog had always claimed she had more tricks up her sleeve than a magician, so she took a deep breath to calm herself. She wasn’t
         going to be killed, and she didn’t think anyone would beat her, not if they wanted her to look good. All she had to do was
         use her wits to find a way to escape. Not protesting or making a fuss would be a start – maybe then they’d give up watching
         her constantly.

      
      Only a few minutes later the carriage stopped. Kent got out first and reached up to lift Belle down, holding her arm very
         tightly so she couldn’t run off. Sly followed immediately. They were in a gloomy, gaslit terrace of tall houses, but around
         fifty yards away down the street light spilled out on to the cobbled street from the windows of a bar. The place was almost
         pulsating with music, dancing feet and laughter.

      
      ‘No one sleeps here, it seems,’ Sly said, and he sounded relieved.

      
      Kent said something to the driver. Belle presumed he was speaking French because she didn’t understand a word. Then, with Kent still holding her right arm and Sly her left, they led her down a narrow alley and into a small square. Belle looked
         questioningly at Sly, but he turned his face away.

      
      Another small bar in the square was still open, golden light spilling out from the small windows, but all the other shops
         were closed and there was no one around except a couple of men staggering drunkenly across the square. Simultaneously both
         men tightened their grip on Belle’s arms and Kent slapped his other hand over her mouth.

      
      The house the men led her to was in the corner of the square and set back from its neighbours. The square was dimly lit by
         just a couple of gaslights but even so Belle could see the house well enough to feel chilled. It was larger than most of its
         neighbours, with four floors and pointed, gothic-looking eaves. The windows were long and narrow and most of them appeared
         to be shuttered. Sitting on the two posts which flanked the five or six steps up to the front porch were stone griffins. A
         dim red light shone above the front door in the gothic-style porch. It reminded Belle of a witch’s house she had seen in a
         picture book when she was small.

      
      The door was opened immediately they rang by a big man in evening clothes. He looked down at Belle in some surprise, but Kent
         spoke in rapid French and the man indicated they were to come in.

      
      Belle could hear music, chatter and laughter coming from the room on their left, but as the door was closed she couldn’t see
         who was in there. The man who had let them in disappeared into the room on her right; Belle got the briefest glimpse of a
         dark blue patterned carpet, but nothing else.

      
      Waiting in the wide hall with an ornately carved staircase straight ahead of her, Belle noticed that the hall and stair carpet
         was threadbare, and that the dark wallpaper was stained with age. Only a chandelier above her was impressive; it was twice
         the size of the one back home, and the crystals were quivering and twinkling in the draught from the front door, but no one had bothered to fill all the holders with candles.
         Belle found the paintings on the walls very odd; they were all of naked women, but the artist had given them animal faces.

      
      The doorman came out again and said something to the men, and still holding Belle’s arm in a vicelike grip, Kent led her into
         the room, with Sly taking up the rear.

      
      Mog would have described the woman at a large, highly polished desk as ‘hatchet-faced’. No smile of welcome broke her long,
         thin face. She was tall, slender and very elegantly dressed in a midnight-blue taffeta dress, her dark hair elaborately curled
         and piled up on top of her head, but the eyes studying Belle were dead, like those of a fish on a marble slab at the fishmonger’s.

      
      She spoke quickly, using her hands to express herself. Belle couldn’t understand a word, and she didn’t think Kent understood
         it all either, for every now and then he would stop the woman who would sigh deeply and roll her eyes, then repeat what she’d
         said more slowly. He whispered something to Sly a couple of times too, but Belle had a feeling this was so she wouldn’t hear,
         rather than him hiding something from the woman.

      
      They eventually appeared to come to some sort of agreement, for the woman came round her desk to shake their hands. She then
         came closer to Belle, who was still standing between the two men, put her hand under her chin and lifted it to study her face
         more closely. ‘Très jolie,’ she said, and Belle guessed that was a compliment for both the men smiled.

      
      There was a little more talking, and the woman poured the two men a brandy each, then she rang a little bell on her desk.

      
      An older woman with greying hair in a plain black dress came in; Belle felt she must be a maid or housekeeper.

      
      The woman at the desk rattled out some instructions and the older woman turned to Belle, smiled and held out her hand. Belle ignored her, even though the woman reminded her a little of Mog.

      
      ‘Madame Sondheim wants you to go with her housekeeper who is called Delphine,’ Kent translated. ‘She will give you some supper
         and put you to bed. She expects that you are very tired and hungry. Madame will speak to you later today when you are rested.’

      
      ‘You are leaving me here then?’ Belle directed her question at Sly. She hated Kent, but Sly didn’t seem anywhere near as cruel
         and ruthless, and he was at least English and her last contact with home.

      
      ‘Yes, Belle.’ As Sly spoke, his voice sounded a bit odd, as though he had something in his throat. ‘Do as you are told and
         you’ll be all right.’

      
      ‘Please could you get a message to my mother that I’m well?’ she begged him. ‘Only she and Mog will worry.’

      
      Even as she made that plea, she knew how absurd it was. Two men who could snatch a young girl and sell her to a brothel weren’t
         going to lose any sleep about her mother’s anxiety. Tomorrow, though, when it was light, she’d find some way to escape.

      
      But as Delphine caught firmly hold of her wrist and pulled her towards the door, Belle saw Sly’s sorrowful expression. ‘Please,
         Sly?’ she called out. ‘Just a note through the door, anything so they know I’m alive!’

      

      
      
      Chapter Nine

      
      After his talk with Jimmy and Garth, Noah Bayliss spent the rest of the day in their neighbourhood talking to people. The
         girls at Annie’s were disappointing; they knew nothing personal about Kent, they couldn’t even agree in their descriptions
         of him. But they were all unanimous in that he was a cold, hard man who thought nothing of knocking women around.

      
      Elsewhere Noah had been told that the man mostly known as the Falcon managed properties near Bethnal Green, and the tenements
         here in Seven Dials known as the Core. Everyone looked nervous even saying that much about him and several people told Noah
         he shouldn’t go looking for trouble.

      
      Later, at five in the evening, Noah called into the Herald offices in Fleet Street and had a word with the sub-editor, Ernie Greensleeve. He had always admired the wild-haired, skeletally
         thin man for his enthusiasm for investigative journalism. Ernie liked nothing better than digging out sordid truth, and the
         more gruesome or tragic that truth was, or the better-known those involved were, the more excited he became.

      
      Noah told him the gist of the story about Millie’s murder and Belle’s disappearance and asked Ernie where he could go next
         for information about Kent.

      
      ‘I’ve heard rumours about the man,’ Ernie said, scratching his head and making his wild hair even wilder. ‘A couple of years
         ago there was a whisper that he was involved in trafficking girls. But I drew a blank in every line of enquiry. That could’ve
         meant the whisper wasn’t true, or that he had friends in high places, or even that he’s just smart enough to leave no trail.
         But I’ll ask around again and see if there’s any change.’

      
      ‘Have you got any way of finding out if the police are investigating properly?’ Noah asked. ‘After all it is a murder, and
         now an abduction which may lead to a second murder. Surely a serious crime can’t just be brushed under the carpet, not even
         if the murder victim was a prostitute?’

      
      ‘One of the biggest problems this country needs to face is the incompetence of the police force,’ Ernie said with a sigh.
         ‘It makes it so easy for corruption to flourish. We’ve got fingerprinting now, which should have doubled the number of convictions
         a year, but so far it’s not happening. I’ll see what I can do though, and you carry on trying to get folk to talk around Seven
         Dials.’

      
      When Noah came into the Ram’s Head at seven in the evening, Jimmy thought he looked tired and dejected.

      
      ‘No luck then?’ he said.

      
      ‘Well, I did discover he’s involved in some slum housing in Bethnal Green and the Core. As both places are hell come to earth,
         that’s at least evidence he’s got no scruples about human suffering.’

      
      The Core was the name given to the terrible tenement building here in Seven Dials. Jimmy had a kind of horrified fascination
         with the place. It was said there were as many as twelve people sleeping in many of the rooms and the sanitation consisted
         of a tap in each yard and a latrine which was a health hazard. He had always wondered why the place was known by such an odd
         name, but no one seemed to know. Uncle Garth had said he thought someone had just said it was ‘rotten to the core’ and the
         name had stuck.

      
      Jimmy couldn’t imagine how anyone could bear to live in such a dreadful place. They might be the destitute, the old, the drunks,
         the sick and the feeble-minded who lived there, plus a fair proportion of criminals and children who had either run away or
         been turned out of their homes, but no one should have to live that way. They begged on the streets, scavenged or picked pockets and the place was a hotbed of disease.

      
      ‘What d’you mean he’s involved?’ Jimmy asked. ‘Is he the landlord, or just a rent collector?’

      
      ‘That I don’t know,’ Noah said. ‘But I’ve got someone at the paper looking into it.’

      
      Noah stayed in the bar talking until around half past nine, and after he’d gone home, Jimmy went to help Peg Leg Alf as he
         washed up some glasses. Alf had lost his leg in the Crimea War back in the 1850s, when he was little more than a boy, and
         was then invalided out of the army. He had spent the rest of his adult life as a beggar and doing odd jobs for anyone who
         would take him on.

      
      Alf lived in the Core. The man was around seventy and he shared a room with several others in a similar plight to himself.
         If it wasn’t for the kindness of inn keepers like Garth who let him wash a few glasses and sweep the floor in return for a
         hot meal and a shilling or two, he wouldn’t be able to survive.

      
      ‘Do you know this man they call the Falcon?’ Jimmy asked as he dried some glasses for Alf.

      
      ‘Aye, and a nasty piece of work he is too,’ Alf said, then looked over his shoulder as if the man might be there. ‘You don’t
         want no truck with him, son.’

      
      ‘Why are you scared of him?’ Jimmy asked.

      
      Alf pulled a face. ‘When you’re my age and a man can throw you out on to the street because he doesn’t like the look of you,
         it’s as well to be scared of him.’

      
      ‘He’s your landlord?’ Jimmy asked, hoping Alf would tell him more.

      
      ‘I don’t know if he actually owns the place, but he certainly sends out the slimy bastard who comes to collect the rent. He’s
         got his spies everywhere, anyone gets in another person to help with the rent, and next thing you know you’ve got to pay more.
         I didn’t have the rent one night and he said if I didn’t take it to the office the next day I’d find myself out on the street.’

      
      ‘Did you get it by then?’ Jimmy asked. Alf was so thin and frail that he looked as though a gust of wind would blow him over.
         He usually smelled bad, but he couldn’t help that when he lived in such an awful place. And Alf was a good man, honest as
         the day.

      
      ‘Yeah, I got it to him.’ Alf rolled his eyes. ‘He was sitting there with his feet up on the desk, lording it over me. Bet
         he’s never done a real day’s work in his life.’

      
      ‘So where is his office?’ Jimmy asked.

      
      Jimmy could hardly contain his joy at finding out that Kent’s office was in Mulberry Buildings in Long Acre. Knowing his uncle
         wouldn’t approve of him breaking and entering, not even the office of a murderer, Jimmy waited until the bar was closed for
         the night and Garth gone to bed, then he crept out the back way.

      
      Long Acre was near Covent Garden market, a street which was mainly offices and small businesses rather than homes. Because
         the market was at its busiest during the night, and there were many young lads working there, Jimmy felt confident he wouldn’t
         look suspicious being around that area. He found Mulberry Buildings easily, and when he looked at the signboard outside it,
         he noted that most of the tenants were printers and allied tradesmen. Hoping this meant the security would be lax as the premises
         were hardly likely to be attractive to burglars, he went round to the back alley to try to find a way in.

      
      He couldn’t believe his luck when he found a window open just a crack on the ground floor. But sadly, once he was inside the
         printer’s, he found the internal door that led to the rest of the building was locked. He had taken the precaution of bringing
         his uncle’s spare bunch of keys with him, but although he tried them all, none would open the door, so he had to climb back out through the window and try elsewhere.

      
      When he reached the second floor by shinning up the drainpipe he saw a small transom window open within easy reach. He climbed
         over on to the sill, put his hand in the small window and opened the larger one beneath it.

      
      He found himself in what seemed to be a storeroom. When he lit the candle he’d brought in his pocket he saw hundreds of boxes
         of printing paper stacked in piles all around the room. He wriggled through them to the door, and to his delight this wasn’t
         locked.

      
      The storeroom led on to a narrow landing on which there were five other doors and as he walked along the landing he saw a
         small sign on the one at the end to the front of the building. Holding his candle closer, he read, ‘Kent Management’.

      
      The door was locked and he had to put his candle down to try the keys on his bunch. To his disappointment, again none of them
         worked. But as he bent down to pick up the candle, intending to give up and leave the building, he noticed the doormat. Remembering
         this was where his mother always left the key for him, he pulled it back, and there to his surprise and excitement was a key.

      
      Once in the office he felt very scared. There were no blinds at the window and a policeman out on his beat would immediately
         be suspicious of a small light in a closed office. But on the other hand there wasn’t much to search – the room held only
         a large desk, two chairs and a wooden filing cabinet almost identical to the one his uncle kept all the paperwork in at the
         pub.

      
      The drawers in the desk revealed nothing more than pens, pencils, a receipt book and various other notebooks which, although
         written in, had no meaning to Jimmy. He turned his attentions to the filing cabinet.

      
      There was little in these, just a couple of folders with some papers in them, a bottle of whisky and what could only be a knuckleduster, as it had four holes to slot fingers through. He
         tried the spiky iron thing on his hand and realized it was clearly made for a grown man with big hands. It made him shudder,
         for the damage it could do to someone’s face was too horrible to contemplate.

      
      He lifted out the folders and taking them to the candle on the desk quickly flicked through them. In the main they were letters
         of complaint from various sources about the state of the Core buildings, some of them dating back twenty and thirty years
         and addressed to a Mr F. Waldegrave. He assumed this was the actual owner of the building, although there were some similar
         in tone with recent dates, and addressed to Kent. There were substantial numbers of letters relating to various properties
         in Bethnal Green too, again complaints, mostly about rat infestation, sanitation and overcrowding.

      
      But then he found a letter from a solicitor’s in Chancery Lane, dated just a year ago, which was nothing to do with the Core,
         but about the purchase of a house in Charing in Kent. This was addressed to Mr F. J. Waldegrave.

      
      Jimmy pocketed this letter. It wasn’t recent enough to be missed and he needed to study it more carefully. As there appeared
         to be nothing more of interest in the office he decided to get home.

      
      He didn’t leave the same way as he came in, but walked down the stairs and out through the front door which conveniently had
         one of the new types of lock, which needed no key to get out, and locked it again behind him.

      
      At eight the following morning Jimmy slipped out of the pub, despite not getting to bed until nearly three. His uncle rarely
         surfaced before ten and Jimmy hoped to get to see Noah Bayliss and be back home long before that.

      
      It was very cold and he ran most of the way to keep warm. Mrs Dumas, Noah’s landlady, seemed rather surprised at her lodger having a visitor so early, but said Noah was having his
         breakfast and asked if Jimmy would like to sit with him over a cup of tea.

      
      ‘I broke into the Falcon’s lair last night,’ Jimmy whispered to Noah the minute he had been shown into the breakfast room
         and Mrs Dumas had gone off to the kitchen. ‘I found this,’ he said, passing the solicitor’s letter to him.

      
      ‘But it’s addressed to a Mr Waldegrave,’ Noah said as he scanned the contents.

      
      ‘I think that’s Kent’s real name,’ Jimmy said excitedly, keeping his voice down as there was another lodger sitting at the
         far end of the table. ‘You see, I found really old letters of complaint about the Core addressed to a Mr F. J. Waldegrave,
         and then more recent ones to Kent. So I reckon Waldegrave is his real name, not Kent at all, and the earlier letters of complaint
         were addressed to his father, or another relative. But he don’t have much imagination in picking an alias, do he?’ The boy
         sniggered. ‘Not if he lives in Kent! I wonder why he needs to have a false name?’

      
      Noah smiled. ‘To do dark deeds under. Maybe I should call myself Warren Street because I live near there.’

      
      ‘Or I could be Mr Ramshead,’ Jimmy laughed. ‘But look, we’ve got his address – Pear Tree Cottage, High Street, Charing. He
         might be holding Belle there.’

      
      ‘I can’t somehow imagine it being that easy,’ Noah said slowly and thoughtfully. ‘He wouldn’t take her to a place he knew
         people could find out about.’

      
      ‘Maybe not, but we can tell the police that’s where he lives. They could check it out.’

      
      Noah looked at young Jimmy’s excited, hopeful face and wished he could assure him that the police would act to find Belle.
         But Noah’s experience in calling at Bow Street had not been encouraging, in fact he’d encountered total disinterest in the girl’s disappearance. The truth of the matter was that the police didn’t see a whore’s daughter as being of any importance.

      
      But that wasn’t all. When Noah insisted Belle had been taken by the man dubbed the Falcon, the police sergeant pretended that
         name meant nothing to him. He wasn’t a convincing liar, for he couldn’t meet Noah’s eyes, and he became quite belligerent
         in the way men did when covering up something. As almost every adult in Seven Dials had heard of the Falcon, even if they’d
         never met him, it was inconceivable that a policeman wouldn’t know something about him.

      
      Under the circumstances, to go back to the police station with evidence of where the man had a house was likely to be self-defeating.
         If this sergeant was in Kent’s pay, as Noah suspected, he would tip the man off, and that could result in Jimmy and his uncle
         being targeted by hired thugs.

      
      ‘I think we need to talk to your uncle first and get him on our side,’ Noah said, giving himself time to think this through.
         ‘But we won’t tell him you broke into those offices. We’d better say it was me.’

      
      ‘Could you come to the pub today?’ Jimmy begged.

      
      ‘Not now,’ Noah said, then nodded at Mrs Dumas who was coming in with a fresh pot of tea and toast for them. ‘I could come
         around six if Garth could speak to me then.’

      
      ‘I’ll make sure he does,’ Jimmy said. He grabbed a slice of toast and buttered it while Mrs Dumas poured his tea. He didn’t
         give the tea a chance to cool down, but drank it eagerly, then got up to go, the toast in his hand. ‘I’ve got to get back.
         But what if he’s already killed her, Noah?’

      
      The stricken expression on the boy’s face made Noah’s heart swell with sympathy.

      
      ‘I still think he would’ve killed her in a back alley here if that was his intention,’ he replied with as much conviction
         as he could muster. ‘You did well to get this letter, Jimmy, it was very brave of you.’

      
      Noah continued to eat his breakfast after Jimmy had gone, but he had little enthusiasm for it. He was speaking the truth when
         he said he didn’t think Belle had been killed, but he couldn’t bring himself to tell the lad what he suspected was going to
         happen to her. Nor could he spell out why the police weren’t going to help to find Kent and punish him both for killing Millie
         and this abduction.

      
      Sometime before Noah had met Millie, he received information about several serious crimes where the person arrested was suddenly
         released from custody and all charges dropped. There was some compelling evidence that police officers had been bribed, and
         witnesses to the crime threatened. Noah had written what Ernie Greensleeve said was a superb article on the subject, but when
         he took it to Mr Wilson, the editor, he said he couldn’t print it because it was too inflammatory.

      
      Noah argued that the general public had a right to know there was corruption in the police force, but the editor responded
         by reminding him there were plenty of other eager young journalists only too happy to take his place. Noah had to back down
         then. He knew that if he attempted to sell the story to one of the more sensational papers, he would never write for the Herald again.

      
      Later that same morning Noah was sent out to interview a fruit wholesaler in Covent Garden. It was a rather amusing story,
         for a tarantula had crawled out of some bananas and on to one of the employees, a portly middle-aged man. It was spotted sitting
         on his shoulder by another woman employee who nearly fainted with shock. Once the poor man realized what was sitting on him,
         he was stricken with terror, but a young boy of only eleven who helped with odd jobs stepped forward fearlessly with a glass
         and a piece of stiff card and scooped it off him.

      
      The victim passed out on the floor when the young boy gleefully tried to show off his trophy to everyone in the wholesalers. Eventually the spider was transferred into a pot with
         a lid, and a message was sent to London Zoo for someone to come and collect it.

      
      All this had happened early in the morning, but by the time the story had reached Fleet Street and Noah had been dispatched
         to interview the people involved, the spider had been collected and the victim had downed so many brandies he wasn’t making
         a great deal of sense. But the boy was the hero of the story anyway and was thrilled he was going to be mentioned by name
         in the newspaper.

      
      As Noah was in Seven Dials he decided to go and talk to Annie Cooper before he went back to Fleet Street. He had spoken to
         her briefly the previous day, along with everyone else in the house, but now, as he had some new developments to tell her
         of, thanks to Jimmy, he hoped that by passing them on, she might respond with something she had kept back before.

      
      He went round to the back of the house in Jake’s Court and knocked on the door. It was opened by Miss Davis wearing a flour-splattered
         apron.

      
      ‘Good morning, Miss Davis,’ Noah said politely. ‘I’m sorry to trouble you again so soon, but I’ve found out a bit more about
         this man Kent. I wanted to tell Mrs Cooper about it.’

      
      ‘Call me Mog, no one calls me Miss Davis,’ she said, urging him to come in. ‘Annie’s in a bad way, I’m afraid.’

      
      Judging by Mog’s red-rimmed eyes she had been crying a great deal herself, but despite this she said she’d just made a pot
         of tea and offered Noah a cup. She had been in the middle of rolling out pastry on the table, and there was a good smell of
         stewing beef filling the room. She urged him to sit by the stove and asked him if she could get him something to eat.

      
      Sitting there in the warm kitchen with Mog fussing round him, Noah could now understand why Belle hadn’t become fully aware of the nature of her mother’s business. The basement was entirely separate from the rest of the house, a cosy,
         homely place, and Mog a kindly, motherly woman. On the previous day she had shown him Belle’s little bedroom, where there
         were old dolls, books and games on a shelf, the bed covered with a colourful quilt, and though it was a dark room with only
         a tiny window, it was pretty and reflected that she was a well-loved and cared-for girl.

      
      ‘Annie ain’t normally one for letting her feelings show,’ Mog said as she offered him an iced bun with his tea. ‘But this
         has hit her so hard I’m frightened for her. She needs to talk to someone about it, and if you’ve got a bit of news, that just
         might help her to open up.’

      
      Leaving Noah to drink his tea, Mog went up the stairs to speak to her mistress. She returned a few minutes later and said
         he could go up.

      
      Annie was in the room behind the parlour, which Millie had always referred to as ‘the office’. It was in fact Annie’s bedroom,
         but the room was L-shaped and the bed was in the smaller section and hidden by a fancy screen. It was a very feminine room,
         with a rose pink velvet couch in front of the fire. The small round table, the chairs and Annie’s desk were all of dainty
         black lacquerware and hand-painted with pink and green flowers and leaves. There were many pictures on the walls, all romantic
         ones, whether they depicted a soldier and his lass taking a walk across a cornfield, or a woman waiting on the quay to meet
         her sweetheart off a ship.

      
      Millie had said she often had tea in here by the fire with Annie in the afternoons and she’d said when she had a home of her
         own she wanted a room just like it. Noah could understand why now. It was a warm, welcoming room which hinted that Annie was
         not as stern, cold and humourless as she appeared.

      
      But the Annie sitting here by the fire, barely able to turn her head to greet him, was changed from the elegant, haughty woman
         he’d met on several occasions while visiting Millie before. Even the previous day she’d managed to maintain her cold and aloof
         manner and indeed her elegant appearance. If Noah hadn’t been told by Mog then that Annie was distraught at her daughter’s
         disappearance, he would never have known it, for she showed no emotion.

      
      She couldn’t have looked more different today. She was grey-complexioned and gaunt, as if she’d lost a lot of weight suddenly,
         and her eyes were sunken and dead. Her severe black dress with its high neck and leg of mutton sleeves made her look far older
         than she was, and her hair, which until today Noah had only ever seen in artfully piled curls, was now pulled brutally back
         from her face, with streaks of grey very noticeable amongst the brown.

      
      ‘I am sorry to disturb you again so soon,’ Noah said. ‘But I thought you might like to know that I’ve found out a little more
         about the man Kent.’

      
      There was a slight flicker of hope in Annie’s eyes as she looked at him. ‘Then I am indebted to you,’ she said, but her voice
         was flat and expressionless as if speaking was an effort.

      
      ‘It wasn’t just me, but Jimmy too. He’s Garth Franklin’s nephew at the Ram’s Head. He’s as keen as I am to try and find your
         Belle and bring that monster to trial for killing Millie.’

      
      ‘Mog told me he was Belle’s friend. Please pass on my appreciation for his help.’

      
      Noah thought it odd she didn’t ask more about how Jimmy knew her daughter, or even jump out of her seat to demand the news
         he’d brought with him. He thought she was a very cold fish.

      
      He went on to explain how he knew where the man lived now, and that in his opinion Kent had the police in the palm of his
         hand. ‘Short of entrapping the man and forcing him to tell us of Belle’s whereabouts, I really don’t know how to proceed,’ he admitted. ‘But I can’t really believe he has killed
         her. I am absolutely sure he is holding her alive somewhere.’

      
      ‘Sometimes that can be worse,’ Annie said, half turning on the couch to look at him. ‘I have discovered from my informants,
         as I’m sure you have too, that he is known to be a procurer of young girls.’

      
      ‘That was said by a couple of people,’ Noah admitted. ‘But they found him responsible for so many ills, I really hoped that
         one was exaggeration.’

      
      ‘It is one of the most lucrative sides of our trade.’ She sighed and turned pain-filled eyes on Noah. ‘It disgusts me, and
         I have never had any girl working for me who didn’t come here willingly, and old enough to know what she was doing. But the
         thought of my Belle being used that way is too much to bear.’

      
      Noah saw that her lower lip was quivering and she looked close to breaking down. ‘I’m sorry, Mrs Cooper.’ He reached out and
         took her hand to comfort her. ‘But Jimmy tells me that she is a brave and clever girl, so maybe she’ll escape it.’

      
      ‘I was brave and clever too, I could be a little hell cat,’ she said, her voice cracking. ‘But they captured me too, imprisoned
         and starved me. Even without the beating or withholding food, no young girl, however plucky, is any match for an aroused fully
         grown male.’

      
      ‘So it happened to you?’ Noah asked gently. She was shaking with emotion and he didn’t know whether it was better for her
         to talk it all out, or if he should try to move her on to something else. ‘I am so very sorry.’

      
      ‘I was just a little younger than Belle and I so much wanted to see London that I begged a ride on the carter’s wagon to get
         there,’ she explained. ‘You know how you are as a youngster, you don’t think things through. I wandered around looking in
         all the shop windows, and suddenly it was getting dark and I had no idea how to get back. I began to cry and a woman came up to me and asked what was wrong. She looked just
         like any other wife or mother, not someone to be wary of. So I told her how it was, and she said I could come home with her
         and she’d show me the Tower of London in the morning before she arranged for someone to take me home.

      
      ‘Well, I did see the Tower of London the next day, but it was through a crack in the boarded-up windows of an old warehouse
         on the river.’

      
      ‘She locked you up?’ Noah exclaimed.

      
      Annie nodded grimly. ‘One minute she was promising all the things she was going to show me the next day, the next I was locked
         in that place. I screamed and cried but she shouted back through the door that there was no one to hear me. She left me there
         with no food, just a straw-filled sack to sleep on and one thin blanket. I was so cold that night I couldn’t sleep. The next
         day, when a man came to give me some food, I tried to fight him. So he gave me a thrashing and took the food and the blanket
         away. I didn’t see him for another three days, by when I was ready to promise anything just for food and a blanket. Isolation,
         starvation and fear are the three things which can annihilate even the toughest person’s will.’

      
      Noah was deeply shocked. ‘Especially when you are young,’ he agreed. ‘I doubt I’d last one day without food or warm blankets.’

      
      Annie nodded her agreement. ‘Well, finally they came and got me and took me over to Tooley Street. It’s still a brothel now,
         though I didn’t know what it was then. I was bathed, my hair washed and brushed, and I was put in a clean shift, then taken
         down to a larger room with a big bed on the floor below. They had given me something to drink that made me feel a bit woozy,
         but when the first man came into the room and started in on me it hurt so much I screamed.’ She paused, her eyes welling up with tears. ‘He liked me screaming,’ she whispered. ‘He really loved that.’

      
      ‘I am so sorry,’ Noah said with the utmost sincerity. He felt ashamed that he was male and thought about bedding women so
         often.

      
      ‘It didn’t end with just him. There were three others too that night. The woman who’d seen to bathing me came into the room
         after each man to wash me. Then the next came in. I thought I would die that night, for surely no child could suffer such
         pain and degradation and survive.’

      
      Noah put his hand on her shoulder as she broke down in tears. He thought of taking her in his arms as he would almost any
         other woman who was breaking her heart, but he was afraid to overstep the mark.

      
      ‘They were what most people would call gentlemen,’ she spat out viciously. ‘They had good clothes and linen, rings on their
         fingers. They were probably professional men, lawyers, doctors, politicians, scientists. Intelligent men with money and almost
         certainly with wives and children at home. But they found their pleasure in raping a girl too young to even know what the
         act was.’

      
      Noah couldn’t speak, for the picture she’d painted was too awful to contemplate.

      
      ‘It goes on everywhere,’ she said, her eyes burning with anger. ‘Every single day there are pretty young girls going missing,
         usually from the slums and back streets where their parents don’t have the power or money to have a voice. But there’s plenty
         of little country girls like I was too. Sometimes these girls end up dead, killed once their usefulness is over, or sent abroad.
         The rest are ruined, they can’t return to a respectable life, they are too damaged.’ She paused to gather herself.

      
      ‘And that is what I’m afraid Belle is going through right now,’ she went on, her voice sharp with pain. ‘Her life is going
         to become a replica of mine. And it’s all my fault. I should’ve sent her away to school. Why didn’t I?’

      
      ‘Because you loved her and wanted her near you?’ Noah suggested.

      
      ‘That is the truth, but the saddest thing is that I never showed it.’ Annie sobbed. ‘She was always closer to Mog than me.
         That was the real curse of what those men did to me all those years ago – I couldn’t love, I was an empty shell with no feelings,
         and I stayed working as a whore because I felt it was the only thing open to me.’

      
      Noah sighed deeply. He had a feeling Annie had never said all this to anyone before, and he wondered if she would despise
         herself afterwards for revealing so much.

      
      ‘I’ll do whatever I can to get Belle back and see that bastard hang for what he’s done,’ Noah said fiercely. ‘Young Jimmy
         is beside himself with worry about her, he really cares, you know, and his uncle will do what he can too. I feel I haven’t
         done anything yet, but come what may I will get my newspaper to speak out about the police sheltering criminals. And maybe
         if we told people about these beasts that abduct young girls and children they would rise up and wish to lynch such men.’

      
      Annie looked at him with tear-filled eyes for what seemed a very long time. ‘You have helped already, Noah,’ she said eventually,
         wiping her eyes with a lace-trimmed handkerchief. ‘You let me say what was in my heart. It had been stuck inside for so long
         that it was poisoning me. Thank you.’

      

      
      
      Chapter Ten

      
      Belle was confused. She had been in the house in France now for four days. She was locked into a room at the top of the building
         like a prisoner, yet the two women who came in and out to bring her food, put coal on the fire, empty the slop bucket and
         bring water to wash in were kind to her.

      
      They didn’t speak English, but the way they looked at her, brushed her hair, and tutted when she hadn’t eaten the food they’d
         brought, showed they cared about her. She wondered if they were whores – they didn’t appear to be as they wore dark blue plain
         dresses, caps and aprons. Back at Annie’s the girls wandered around in a state of undress most of the day.

      
      Belle had tried with sign language and miming to ask them what was going to happen to her, and to try to make them understand
         she wanted to write a letter to her mother, but they just shook their heads as if they had no idea what she meant.

      
      So Belle fluctuated between thinking that she was like the children in Hansel and Gretel, being kind of fattened up before
         being presented to a man. Or alternatively, and ideally, that nothing was happening because Madame Sondheim hadn’t liked her
         or considered her unsuitable and was planning to send her back to England as soon as she could arrange it.

      
      The room she was being kept in was an attic room, and the ceiling sloped down sharply to the floor by the window. It was small,
         rather dark and simply furnished with just a small iron bed, a washstand and a little table and chair under the window. But
         it was warm and quite comfortable, though she found the food she was brought a bit strange. There was also a stack of jigsaw puzzles which helped to make the time go a little faster.

      
      Escape was absolutely impossible. On the very first morning Belle had climbed out of the window to see if she could get down
         to the street that way, but once on the window sill she found it was a sheer drop down the back of the house. Looking up at
         the roof, she was far too afraid of trying to climb up those slippery old tiles to see if there was a way down the front of
         the house. Besides, if there had been a way she doubted Madame Sondheim would have left the window unbarred.

      
      Listening at the door revealed nothing. She would hear voices and footsteps from time to time, but the people always spoke
         in French. During the evening she could hear music and occasional guffaws of laughter coming from downstairs, the same kind
         of sounds she’d heard back in London. But at home Mog had always come down to her a couple of times during the evening, the
         last time usually to tuck her into bed and kiss her goodnight. But here no one came up to see her after she’d had her supper,
         and twice the oil in the lamp had run out during the evening so she’d been forced to leave her jigsaw and get into bed.

      
      They usually brought her supper quite late in the evening; once she’d heard the church clock strike eight as she was eating.
         So on her fifth night, when her supper was brought well before it was dark, she sensed something was finally going to happen.

      
      The soup was vegetable, very tasty, with some chunks of bread, followed by a fish pie and boiled potatoes. There was the usual
         glass of red cordial too, but tonight it tasted different. She thought perhaps they’d put some wine in it, and she drank it
         down anyway.

      
      When the door opened again she assumed it was one of the maids to collect her tray. It was the shorter of the two maids, with Delphine the housekeeper who had brought her up here on the first night. She spoke in very fast French and when
         Belle merely stared back at her, not understanding, she beckoned, as if to come with her.

      
      Belle was pleased to have an opportunity to get out of the room, but also afraid of what it might mean. Delphine took her
         down two flights of stairs and led her into a bathroom.

      
      The bath was already run, and the two women began undressing Belle.

      
      ‘I can do that myself,’ she said, irritably pushing them off her. ‘Leave me be!’

      
      They had taken her own dark blue serge dress away her first night here and given her a much nicer lightweight green one with
         a frill around the hem, and a collar and sash in a green spotted silky material. Scared as she was at the time, she was pleased
         by the dress because it was very pretty and it made her think they wouldn’t do anything bad to her if they cared about how
         she looked. Now she saw on the bathroom stool what appeared to be a clean, lace-trimmed white chemise and drawers, so maybe
         they were intending to take her out somewhere.

      
      Belle didn’t like the way the women stayed with her till she was naked, clearly intending to wash her like a small child.
         But, unable to make herself understood, she had to let it go and allow it.

      
      They scrubbed her as if she was a filthy tramp brought in from the street. Then, once they’d pulled out the bath plug, they
         rinsed her hair with several large ewers of warm water. It was only as they were drying her vigorously that Belle suddenly
         realized she’d been drugged. It wasn’t like the sleeping draught Kent had given her, she didn’t feel as if she was going to
         fall asleep. But she felt sort of numb and carefree, so much so that she started to giggle helplessly when the two women began drying her and helping her into the new clean underwear.

      
      It took ages for them to dry her hair. They rubbed and rubbed it with a dry towel, then twisted her curls till they were like
         long black corkscrews all around her face. Someone shouted something outside the door, and Delphine shouted back.

      
      Clearly the call had been a hurry up, for suddenly the two women seemed flustered and concerned that Belle’s hair was still
         damp. But they forgot to help her put on her dress again, just opened the bathroom door and, holding each of her hands, hurried
         her barefoot up the stairs again in her underwear.

      
      Four days earlier, when she arrived here, Belle had noticed very little about the house other than that the carpet was threadbare,
         but then she was scared and most of the gaslights had been turned off. They were all lit now, however, and she saw that the
         house was much bigger than she’d imagined, with five or six doors on every landing, and that the wallpaper was so old and
         stained it was impossible to see a pattern on it any longer.

      
      The two women opened a door on the third floor, inside which was a short passage as if it led to a separate wing of the house.
         At the end of this passage was another door.

      
      Delphine opened it, and inside was Madame Sondheim. Delphine said something which appeared to be an apology, gave Belle a
         little push forward and left, shutting the door behind her.

      
      It was another sparsely furnished room. There was an iron bed which was unmade except for a sheet and a couple of pillows,
         shutters at the windows, a washstand and nothing else. But while the room in the attic appeared quite cosy because it was
         small with sloping ceilings, this room was big and stark.

      
      Sitting on the edge of the bed was a big man with a fat, florid face. He was wearing a grey suit with a grey and black striped
         waistcoat beneath it and he was smiling at her.

      
      Madame was clearly introducing her for Belle recognized her name. She had butterflies in her stomach now and she tried to
         run back to the door, but Madame got there first and waved a key at her to show it was locked already.

      
      Without any further ado, Madame turned to Belle and yanked the new chemise off over her head. With another swift movement
         the drawers came off too and she was left completely naked.

      
      Belle began to cry and wrapped her arms around her naked body, but Madame slapped her hands away, then ran her hands down
         over Belle’s body, talking all the while, the way Belle had observed horse traders do when they were trying to sell an animal.

      
      But the man’s expression was what was really frightening. He was looking at Belle as if he hadn’t eaten for weeks and she
         was a hot steak dinner. His eyes were gleaming, he had sweat on his forehead and he was licking his lips. Madame had finished
         talking about her and she pulled Belle over to the man, then pushed her down on to the bed.

      
      With one last remark which Belle felt meant ‘She’s all yours now’, Madame was gone, locking the door behind her.

      
      ‘Ma chérie,’ the man said, and Belle knew it was an endearment, for the two maids had used it. He bent over her on the bed and kissed
         her on the lips. Belle turned her head away because he had a nasty smell on his breath and whiskers on his chin. But that
         didn’t seem to deter him for his hand was on her private parts and he was pulling the lips apart and peering at her.

      
      All at once he was flinging his clothes off like a man possessed until he was down to just a woolly undershirt. His legs were
         short, fat, very white and hairy, but much more terrifying to Belle was his penis because it looked huge, with a glistening purple tip.

      
      She tried to wriggle off the other side of the bed as he got on, but he grabbed hold of her arm and hauled her back, opening
         her legs and kneeling between them while he poked his fingers inside her with one hand, holding her arm tightly with the other.
         She was crying but he didn’t seem to care for he was muttering things as he touched her intimately and seemed as though he
         was in a world of his own. He kept playing with his penis too, rubbing it up and down and putting the tip on her in a way
         that revolted her.

      
      But suddenly he was pushing it into her, grabbing hold of her legs and pulling them up, while thrusting himself further in.

      
      Nothing in all her short life had hurt that much. It was as though he was tearing her in two. She screamed and screamed but
         he didn’t even seem to hear her. It was only when she tried desperately to get free that he actually took notice, and slapped
         her hard on the buttocks, pulling her even closer to him. He was talking constantly, at least saying the same words over and
         over again so she assumed they were dirty ones. But then his movements became faster and faster, the bed springs protesting
         almost as loudly, and the pain increased to the point where Belle felt she would die of it. She couldn’t even scream any more,
         her mouth and throat were too dry. She cried for her mother and Mog and prayed to God to make it end quickly.

      
      At last it was over and he sank down on to the bed, sweating like a pig. Belle got away and crouched down in the corner as
         far away from him as she could get. She had blood running down her legs and there was a horrible stickiness and smell too.
         She was shaking all over and she felt sick.

      
      The man fell asleep almost immediately. Belle could hear him snoring, but she was unable to move from her crouched position
         in the corner. Then the door opened and in came Madame. She looked at the man on the bed, and then down at Belle. She said something but Belle didn’t understand, so she caught
         hold of her wrist and pulled her up.

      
      The woman’s eyes ran down Belle’s body but her hard expression didn’t soften at all, she just turned to the door where a wrap
         hung behind it on a nail, took it down and gave it to Belle to put on. With that she picked up the new set of underwear, caught
         hold of Belle’s wrist again and made it clear she was taking her back to her room.

      
      There was not one kind word. Back in the room Madame pointed to the washstand and mimed washing herself. Then she turned and
         left, locking the door behind her.

      
      Later, washed and in bed wearing the nightdress she’d been given, Belle was too hurt and shocked even to cry. She just lay
         there, the aching and soreness inside her making it impossible to think of anything else. Seeing Millie doing that act had
         been horrible, but she’d been able to reconcile herself to it in a way by thinking Millie had chosen to be a whore, as all
         her mother’s girls had. It was just a job to them, not as bad as being a skivvy, and better paid, with shorter hours, than
         most jobs.

      
      But it must have been like this for all of them the first time. How did they keep going after it? How could they dress up
         in their best frock, do their hair and smile at the next man who wanted to do this to them?

      
      All the following day Belle stayed in bed, crying into her pillow. The maids came in with food, and the younger one said some
         words which Belle was sure were ones of sympathy, but she didn’t feel in the least comforted. Then again after the supper
         which she hadn’t eaten, she was taken downstairs and pushed into the bath. They didn’t wash her hair this time, and she was
         given the same set of underwear again, then taken to the room just like the night before.

      
      The man was a different one, older and thinner, and his penis was much smaller. After Madame Sondheim had left the room he tried to put it in her mouth, but when she gagged and then screamed at him he went straight to the main event. It
         didn’t hurt quite as much as the night before, but it was every bit as vile. She lay under him wishing she had a knife and
         could stick it in his skinny ribs and kill him.

      
      For three more nights it was the same routine, with a different man each time. She had another who made her hold his penis
         in her mouth, one who took her from behind like a dog, and the final one made her keep her underwear on and sit on his lap,
         as if she was his daughter or niece. But he wasn’t showing fatherly affection, his hands were under her drawers touching her,
         and she knew he was playing out some sick little game in his head. He too took her from behind finally and he was so long
         at it that she thought the pain and soreness would stay with her for a lifetime.

      
      The day after the fifth man Belle began vomiting and couldn’t stop. By the evening there was nothing left in her stomach to
         bring up, but she kept retching. As she became weaker, the housekeeper tried to make her eat and drink something, but she
         brought that up too.

      
      Belle lay in bed unable even to want to get better for she felt dead inside. She was only vaguely aware of day turning to
         night, then back to day again. She had no idea how much time had passed, but she did pick up on the maids’ concern for her
         when she could no longer use the chamberpot unaided. They must have spoken to Madame Sondheim about her, for a doctor came
         in to examine her.

      
      He spoke a little English, and the mere fact that he was attempting to communicate with her made Belle cry.

      
      ‘’Ow you come to France?’ he asked once he’d sounded her chest, taken her blood pressure and felt her stomach.

      
      ‘In a box, with bad men,’ she sobbed out, and caught hold of his hands so he would listen to her. ‘My mother in England must
         think I am dead. Help me!’

      
      He looked round at Madame Sondheim enquiringly, but she just shrugged.

      
      ‘She is bad woman, make five men do this.’ She pushed down the covers and indicated her vagina because she didn’t know how
         else to explain.

      
      ‘I weel see what I can do,’ the doctor said carefully, and put his hand gently on her cheek as if to reassure her that he
         meant it.

      
      Belle felt just a little better after the doctor had gone, not because of the medicine he’d left for her, but because she
         felt help was at hand. She fell asleep imagining herself back home in the kitchen with Mog and her mother.

      
      She woke later at the sound of someone coming into the room. On seeing a man advancing on the bed she screamed at the top
         of her voice. But Delphine was with him and she darted forward and put her hand over Belle’s mouth, making hushing sounds.
         She then gabbled away in unintelligible French, but the way she waved her hands at the man, then sat Belle up and wrapped
         a blanket tightly around her implied that he was going to carry her somewhere else.

      
      Belle hoped it was a hospital for the shock of seeing the man was making her retch again even more violently.

      
      She thought she was dreaming the ride in the carriage, yet the whirring of the wheels and the clip-clop of horses’ hooves
         seemed very real.

      
      It was the silence which alerted her when she woke that she had indeed been moved somewhere else. In the other house there
         had been constant sounds – people’s voices, horses’ hooves out on the street, music, and by day a distant sawing and banging
         which might well have been a factory or workshop. Not necessarily loud noise, but always there like the buzz of insects in
         summer.

      
      This place was graveyard quiet, as though there was no other human being or even animal for miles. Belle turned her head towards the source of the pale gold light and saw there
         was a large window with drawn, thin, peach-coloured curtains undulating in a slight breeze.

      
      Her bed was warm and comfortable, but a slight fusty smell coming from beneath the covers suggested to her she’d been in it
         for some time, perhaps even days. She struggled to sit up, but found she felt so weak she fell back on to the pillow. The
         room was almost monastic in its bareness. Her bed was a narrow iron one, there was a simple wooden chair, a felt-covered card
         table next to her bed, and on it was a jug of water and a glass. The walls were whitewashed and there was a crucifix above
         her bed. No mirror, pictures, not even a washstand. She wondered where she was.

      
      It came back to her that she had been very sick and a doctor had come to see her. She didn’t feel sick now, and as she moved
         herself a little in the bed she found that her private parts were no longer sore. She managed to reach out and pour herself
         some water: it felt good to drink, her mouth was so dry.

      
      The sound of the door opening startled her and she cowered down involuntarily, hiding her eyes.

      
      A woman spoke in French, a gentle voice that was as soothing as the silence here.

      
      ‘You are feeling better now, ma chérie?’ she asked then in English.

      
      Belle’s eyes flew open to see a very pretty woman of about thirty. She had light brown hair in a chignon and wide grey eyes
         and was wearing a high-necked, grey wool dress with a pearl brooch at her throat.

      
      ‘You speak English?’ Belle said, and she thought her voice sounded cracked.

      
      ‘Yes, a leetle. I am Lisette, I have been nursing you since you came here.’

      
      ‘What is this place?’ Belle asked fearfully.

      
      Lisette smiled. Her lips were plump and she had the kind of smile that would warm anyone.

      
      ‘A good place,’ she said. ‘Nothing for you to fear.’

      
      ‘No more men?’ Belle asked in a small voice.

      
      Lisette took one of her hands in both of hers. ‘No more men. I know what they did to you. It will not happen again. You will
         get strong and well.’

      
      ‘Then I can go home to England?’

      
      She knew just by the look on Lisette’s face that wasn’t going to happen. ‘Not England, no. Madame Sondheim has passed you
         on, so you will not go back there.’

      
      That was good enough for Belle for now. She felt hungry, she needed to wash herself, and if she could sleep peacefully in
         this quiet place without threat of violence, that would do.

      

      
      
      Chapter Eleven

      
      Mog woke from a strange, somewhat disturbing dream, and lay for a moment in the darkness wondering what exactly it had been
         about, and if she should get up and make herself a cup of tea. But all at once she smelled smoke and leapt out of her bed.

      
      Fire was an ever-present danger all over London, but especially in places like Seven Dials where the houses were so close
         together and so many of them in a bad state of repair. Mog had always made a point of making the girls aware of how easily
         a fire could start with a hot cinder falling on a rug, a lighted candle knocked over, or even long skirts catching on an open
         fire.

      
      But by the time Mog had got three-quarters of the way up the stairs from the basement and saw the fire was by the front door,
         she knew it hadn’t started in any of those ways.

      
      It was obvious that a flaming rag or something similar had been put through the letter box. It didn’t take much to deduce
         who was responsible either, but for now her only concern was getting everyone out of the house to safety.

      
      Although the fire hadn’t yet reached the staircase which led to the upper floors, it would only take a few more minutes, so
         Mog knew it was foolhardy to go up there. Racing into the parlour, she grabbed the bell which they rang twenty minutes before
         closing to remind clients what time it was. She picked it up and rang it as hard as she could.

      
      Annie’s room was on the ground floor just behind the staircase and she appeared almost the moment Mog had started to ring
         the bell. She shrieked in horror to see the hall on fire, but Mog knew there was no time for hysterics or explanations.

      
      ‘Take this!,’ she said, shoving the bell into Annie’s hands. ‘Ring and scream till the girls get down here. But don’t you
         go up, you might get trapped. I’m going down to get some buckets of water to try and slow the fire down. Tell the girls to
         go out into Jake’s Court and make them scream so the fire engine comes.’

      
      As Mog disappeared down to the basement, Lily came running down the stairs. Sally shouted from the first-floor landing that
         she was going to make the others hurry. By the time Mog had staggered back up with two buckets of water, the fire was only
         three feet from the staircase and very hot, Annie snatched the buckets and threw the contents on to the fire, ordering Mog
         to refill them.

      
      The fire retreated a couple of feet, but it was clear it was only a temporary reprieve. Lily and Ruby came running down the
         stairs with Amy, coughing from the smoke.

      
      ‘Outside,’ Annie yelled, pushing them towards the basement. ‘You too, Lily,’ she yelled to the girl who was just standing
         there gawping. ‘And raise the alarm!’

      
      Sally still hadn’t reappeared with Dolly and Annie shouted for them to come at the top of her voice.

      
      The fire was roaring now. It filled the hallway, licking up the walls. Mog came back with another two buckets of water, and
         she was just throwing it at the fire as Sally and Dolly appeared at the top of the stairs. They were clinging to each other
         and crying, afraid to come down because they thought they’d got to go through the fire.

      
      Annie bravely ran up to them, took their hands and pulled them down. The fire suddenly licked forward to the bottom of the
         staircase, effectively blocking it off.

      
      ‘Over the side and jump,’ Annie ordered, bundling first Sally and then Dolly over the banister. Mog stood beneath to encourage and catch them, and Annie leapt nimbly after them.

      
      The two young girls were coughing violently from the smoke, bent over double, and Mog had to take their arms and practically
         drag them down the stairs to the basement.

      
      Mog was so caught up with getting the girls out into the yard, grabbing blankets, coats and anything else that would keep
         them warm out on the street, that she didn’t notice immediately that Annie wasn’t with them.

      
      Horror-struck, Mog ran back up the stairs. She guessed Annie had darted back to her room to collect the cash box they kept
         the takings in. But as she got to the door she could hear gas mantles exploding in the heat on the other side of it, and she
         realized the fire must now be in the parlour and sweeping down the passage to Annie’s room, trapping her in there.

      
      Mog’s heart was racing with fear for her friend, but she ran back downstairs, snatched up a blanket to cover her nightdress
         and ran outside, screaming at the top of her lungs for Annie to open her window and jump to safety.

      
      The kitchen was only a semi-basement at the back of the house. From the back door six stone steps led down from Jake’s Court
         into a small yard. This meant that the windows of Annie’s room were not very high up, in fact the wall around the yard was
         just three feet lower than her window. But sadly the wall wasn’t close enough to the window to gain access that way. A ladder
         was needed.

      
      The noise and commotion had brought quite a crowd out, but unlike Mog and the girls they had put coats, hats and boots on
         over their nightclothes. Mog glanced round at the girls and saw they were huddled together sharing blankets, just watching
         her.

      
      ‘Someone get a ladder!’ she yelled at the crowd, astounded that they were making no effort to help. ‘Annie’s still in there, we’ve got to try and get her out!’

      
      But not one of them moved. There were big, able-bodied men among them, yet they stood there like so many sheep staring up
         at the house and pointing out that flames were already licking out of the parlour window which was right next to Annie’s window.

      
      Terrified Annie would burn to death, Mog tossed aside her blanket, leapt on to a dustbin, and scrabbled up on to the yard
         wall. In bare feet she ran along it and on reaching the house wall tried to stretch out to reach the window sill of Annie’s
         room. But it was at least three feet too far away.

      
      ‘Let me through!’ a loud male voice suddenly rang out, and Mog turned to see to her surprise and relief that it was Garth
         Franklin carrying a ladder, assisted by young Jimmy.

      
      ‘Annie’s in there!’ Mog pointed to the window and came back along the wall to get down again. ‘I think she must be overcome
         by the smoke.’

      
      Garth moved at great speed. He practically threw the ladder against the window sill of the room and charged up it. He took
         something from his pocket and bashed it against the glass, then banged it several more times around the edge to knock out
         the remainder. Then he climbed in. Jimmy shinned up behind his uncle and leapt inside equally quickly, then all at once Garth
         was out on the ladder again while Jimmy helped hoist the unconscious woman over the older man’s shoulder.

      
      As Garth came down the ladder with Annie, the sounds of popping glass from within were as loud as fire crackers. Mog held
         her breath because Jimmy had disappeared from view. But just as Garth reached the ground, and Mog was twisting her hands in
         agitation because she feared Jimmy was overcome too, he climbed out of the window carrying the cashbox and Annie’s fur coat.

      
      At that very moment the clanging bell of the fire engine rang out. The crowd cheered and moved back as the four horses pulling the fire engine behind them galloped into the Court
         at breakneck speed.

      
      But Mog could only think about Annie, and took her from Garth, wrapped her in a blanket and laid her down on the ground, kneeling
         beside her.

      
      She had no idea what you did for people who were overcome by smoke, but all at once Annie began to cough of her own accord
         and opened her eyes.

      
      ‘Oh, my sweet Jesus!’ Mog exclaimed breathlessly, clutching her friend in her arms. ‘I thought you were dead.’

      
      ‘I thought I was going to die too when I couldn’t get the window open,’ Annie wheezed out before another coughing fit overcame
         her.

      
      Mog sat Annie up, patting her back to help her cough out the smoke, and wrapped the blanket round her more securely. Mog was
         freezing too in only her nightdress but her sole concern was for her friend.

      
      ‘Has the whole place gone?’ Annie managed to croak out a few minutes later.

      
      Until then Mog hadn’t even considered what the loss of the house meant; to her it was the people who lived in it that mattered.
         But as she turned her head to look at it, her eyes filled with tears. Every window had flames coming out of it. She remembered
         how excited she and Annie had been when they went to buy the chandelier and the Persian rug for the parlour. She had loved
         polishing the piano and arranging fresh flowers on the hall table. Almost everything, bedding, china, pictures and just about
         everything else in the house, had some little tale attached to it.

      
      Even the basement, which was her domain, was well alight now. All those little treasures, her sewing basket, a photograph
         of Belle in a tortoiseshell frame, the silver-backed hairbrush that Annie had given her one Christmas, a china cat and other little bits and pieces she’d collected over the years that made her room her home, had been burned.

      
      Mog supposed most people would think it shameful to work as a maid in a brothel, but she never had – in fact she’d taken a
         pride in keeping it clean and comfortable. Annie and the girls were like her family; the brothel had become her life, and
         now it was gone.

      
      ‘Yes, it’s all gone.’ Mog struggled not to break down. ‘But let’s just be glad no one died in there. Someone was trying to
         kill us all.’

      
      Garth came over and put a blanket around Mog’s shoulders as she knelt beside Annie. ‘You two had best come back with me,’
         he said gruffly.

      
      Mog looked up at the big, bearded, red-headed man in surprise. She had always heard that he was hard and mean-spirited. ‘That
         is so kind, Mr Franklin,’ she replied. ‘But you’ve done more than enough for us tonight. We couldn’t possibly impose on you.
         We’ll go to a rooming house.’

      
      ‘You’ll do no such thing,’ he said firmly. ‘Someone tried to kill you tonight, and there’s no prizes for guessing who that
         could be. You need to be somewhere safe, and you will be safe with me.’

      
      People were drifting away now, for the firemen had the blaze under control and it was too cold to hang around. Mog saw that
         all the girls had gone – she supposed neighbours had kindly offered them a bed for the night. But she did think they might
         have come and asked how she and Annie were.

      
      ‘Come on, you’ll catch your death out here,’ Garth said impatiently, and picking Annie up in his arms as if she weighed no
         more than a small child, he began to walk towards the Ram’s Head.

      
      ‘Come on, Miss Davis.’ Jimmy smiled at Mog, putting the cashbox down on the ground and holding out Annie’s fur for her to
         slip into. ‘Home with us? Your feet must be frozen!’ He picked up the cashbox again and offered her his arm. Mog was glad to take it, for after the shock and exertions of the night
         it felt good to be able to leave decision-making to someone else, even if he was only a young lad.

      
      Three days after the fire, Mog stood at the side of the bed, looking down at Annie in despair. She had steadfastly refused
         to have a bath, so she still stank of smoke and her hair fell in greasy rat’s tails on the shoulders of her soiled nightdress.
         Apart from getting up to use the chamberpot occasionally, she hadn’t left the bed since the night Garth put her in it.

      
      ‘I’m ruined,’ she sobbed. ‘What’s going to become of me?’

      
      Mog automatically put a comforting hand on her friend’s shoulder, but she was finding it hard to feel much sympathy, for physically
         there was nothing wrong with Annie. She ate everything put in front of her, and she’d stopped coughing. Mog had lost her home
         and livelihood too, but she wasn’t lying around crying and wailing, in fact she was trying to make the best of a bad situation
         by making herself useful around the Ram’s Head.

      
      The room they were sharing was grim, very small, dingy, and until Mog got to grips with it, very dirty. But even if it didn’t
         have the comfort and style they’d been used to, it was very kind of Garth to take them in.

      
      In return, Mog had turned to cooking and cleaning from the first morning in the Ram’s Head. And although Garth was a man of
         few words, and not given to praise, she sensed he was enjoying the home-cooked meals, and having cleaner living quarters.
         Jimmy had confided in her that his uncle had been much easier on him since they’d arrived and Mog had made it feel like a
         real home.

      
      Mog liked being there. Jimmy was such a nice lad, and it was good to live without all the petty squabbles she’d been used
         to with the girls. But with Annie refusing to pull herself together and not even making a decision about her future, it was very likely Garth would soon feel he was being used, and
         would ask them to leave.

      
      ‘What do you mean, “What’s going to become of you?” ’ Mog retorted. ‘You’ve got your life. You will also get something from
         the insurance company. And there’s the cashbox!’

      
      Mog had no idea exactly what the box contained, but it was heavy, and she knew Annie well enough to be sure she wouldn’t have
         risked her life to go back for it unless there was a considerable sum in it.

      
      ‘You wouldn’t understand, you’ve never had to furnish a house or take responsibility for the running of a business.’

      
      ‘I don’t recall you furnishing it either. Aside from the chandelier and the Persian rug, mostly everything else was left from
         the Countess,’ Mog snapped back. ‘As for me not running it, I’ve been there night and day, organizing the food, the laundry,
         cleaning the rooms, making the girls toe the line and looking after you and Belle. If it hadn’t been for me you would all
         have perished in your beds. So how can you suggest I know nothing of running a business?’

      
      ‘You’ve only ever been a maid.’

      
      Mog looked hard at Annie. She had never been a beauty. She had been attractive, with a good figure, but her skin was sallow
         and her brown hair dull. What she had was presence. She had only to walk into a room and people turned to her; she was cool
         and poised, with a hint of something exotic about her. Back in the days when she was one of the girls, this presence made
         men feel they were getting something extra special, and as men asked for her over and over again, perhaps she did really have
         it.

      
      Then, once the house was left to her, she made the transition from whore to madam seamlessly. Her natural dignity and poise
         commanded respect. She used just the right amount of frost with men who had once been her customers to make them know she was now off limits, yet they were still welcome in the house.

      
      But now she was wallowing in self-pity her dignity was all gone. She looked and smelled as rancid as some crone in the workhouse.
         The sad truth of the matter was that women on the wrong side of thirty weren’t likely to get many new opportunities, and even
         though there was sympathy for Annie now because of Belle’s disappearance and the fire, that would soon wither and die if she
         didn’t get up and start fighting back.

      
      ‘Only a maid!’ Mog said with a deep sigh. ‘Thank you for that, Annie. It’s nice to know I’m valued. I have dealt with the
         police for you since the fire, I’ve emptied your chamberpots, brought you meals, got you clothes, and all the while I’ve been
         grieving about your daughter too, as if she were my own. Yet I haven’t heard you say one word about her!

      
      ‘Only a maid, you say! Well, I sure as hell don’t know any other maid who has done all I’ve done for you. So maybe it’s time
         I looked out for myself, and stopped fretting about you and yours.’

      
      ‘Oh, you know I didn’t mean it like that,’ Annie said with a toss of her head. ‘I’m down, what do you expect?’

      
      ‘I hoped you might be glad we’ve still got one another,’ Mog retorted. ‘I expected that you’d start to think about what we
         can do to that bastard who took Belle and burned us down. Young Jimmy, Garth and Noah are all on your side, but it’s time
         you got yourself up and looking good again, and fought back.’

      
      ‘I can’t,’ Annie whimpered. ‘I’ve got no fight left in me. I wish you’d left me to die in the fire.’

      
      ‘There’s far worse things than losing a house,’ Mog said in bewilderment. ‘Having Belle snatched by a murderer was one. But
         you didn’t fall apart with that – surely the house don’t mean more to you than her?’

      
      ‘You don’t understand.’ Annie looked up at Mog with tear-filled eyes. ‘Owning that house compensated for all the other horrible
         things that were done to me. When the Countess left it to me it healed my wounds. I could stop dwelling on the men who raped
         me, and all the men I had to pretend to want because they were paying me. Now it’s gone, all those memories have come back.
         I’m nothing now.’

      
      ‘You are nothing if you can’t fight for your Belle,’ Mog retorted, tempted to slap some sense into Annie. ‘You should be down at Bow
         Street now making a fuss about the fire, not lying here festering. Demand to see the most senior man there, insist he investigates
         the fire and Belle’s disappearance. Why not use some of that money in the cashbox to offer a reward for information? There’s
         bound to be some little weasel around here who knows something – money always brings them out of the woodwork.’

      
      ‘The Falcon will just do something else to me,’ Annie said weakly.

      
      Mog rolled her eyes in exasperation. ‘What else can he do? He’s already done the two worst things I can think of, there is
         nothing else to do.’

      
      ‘He could kill me.’

      
      ‘Well, you said you wished I’d left you to die in the fire, so that won’t be so bad,’ Mog said tartly. ‘Now, I’m going to
         fill up a bath for you down in the scullery. If you don’t get up to have it then I’m afraid you and I will have to part company.’

      

      
      
      Chapter Twelve

      
      Mog leaned across the counter and aggressively stuck her face up close to the police sergeant’s.

      
      ‘Why haven’t you been to Kent’s house or office and questioned him?’ she demanded to know. ‘He’s murdered a young woman, abducted
         a child and burned our house down. What more does he have to do before you act?’

      
      It was two days since Mog took Annie to task for not fighting back, and finally this morning Annie had agreed to come down
         to Bow Street to stir the police into action. But as she wasn’t being anywhere near assertive enough, Mog felt she had to
         take over.

      
      ‘We have already called at both Mr Kent’s home and office. He’s out of the country, so he couldn’t have set the fire.’ The
         fat, red-faced sergeant smirked as he relayed this information, clearly thinking that would make Mog back down.

      
      ‘Oh really!’ she sneered. ‘As if I’d believe that!’

      
      The policeman’s face darkened. ‘You should believe it because we have evidence he was a passenger on a boat leaving Dover
         on the fourteenth of January.’

      
      ‘That’s the day after Belle was snatched,’ Annie exclaimed. ‘So he took her out of the country! Where to?’

      
      ‘He was travelling to France with another man, no child with them,’ the sergeant said airily.

      
      Mog gasped. ‘Then he must have killed her,’ she said.

      
      ‘There is absolutely no evidence that he abducted the girl, killed her or set the fire.’ The sergeant rolled his eyes and
         looked wearily at the ceiling. ‘Mr Kent’s rent collector confirmed he is still out of the country. Now, be off with you, I’ve got work to do.’

      
      Annie turned away, but Mog wasn’t going to give up that easily. ‘Have you got a heart?’ she asked. ‘How would you feel if
         your daughter was stolen and your house burned down? It is a fact that Millie was murdered by this man Kent, an act witnessed
         by our Belle. So don’t you try to tell us he didn’t take her, or that he didn’t burn our house down to try and scare us into
         silence. And what is even more frightening is that you are taking the word of a man who owns some of the worst slum properties
         in London. He’s hardly likely to be reliable!’

      
      ‘Whores are even less so,’ the sergeant snapped back at her. ‘Now, get out before I think up something to charge you both
         with.’

      
      If Annie hadn’t grabbed Mog’s arm and pulled her out of the police station, Mog would have tried to slap the policeman’s face.

      
      ‘Did you hear what he said?’ she spat out as they reached the street. Her face was purple with fury.

      
      ‘Yes, I heard it, and I didn’t like it any more than you did,’ Annie said, taking hold of both Mog’s arms and shaking her
         gently to try to get her to snap out of it. ‘But he was spoiling to lock us up for something, and that wouldn’t help anyone.
         Noah will be round later, let’s talk to him and see what we can do next.’

      
      Mog slumped against Annie. She knew she was beaten for now and getting herself arrested would serve no purpose.

      
      It was another very cold day and the icy wind whipped even more colour into Mog’s cheeks as they walked back towards the Ram’s
         Head. Annie glanced sideways at Mog and saw by the way her mouth was set in a straight line that she was still angry, and
         that some of that anger was directed at her.

      
      Annie knew that Mog didn’t think she felt as deeply as she did about all the recent events, but she was wrong. It was just that Annie found it impossible to talk about her feelings.
         She wished she could be different, she would have liked to be able to spill out her anger and fear, but she couldn’t. Instead,
         Millie’s murder and Belle’s abduction were locked inside her head, going round and round, paralysing her so she felt unable
         to do anything. That was the reason why she stayed in bed for so long following the fire.

      
      If everyone thought she was suffering from shock at being trapped by the fire, she was glad of that, for she certainly didn’t
         want to admit how guilty she felt that she’d failed to protect her own daughter. Not once, but twice. She’d failed to check
         where Belle was on the night of the murder, and then failed to foresee that Kent might try to silence her permanently because
         she’d seen it.

      
      Why on earth did she try and hush it all up instead of reporting who killed Millie immediately and sending Belle away to a
         place of safety?

      
      There was no real answer to that question. She’d behaved like an ostrich, hiding her head in the sand, imagining it would
         all blow over, and she would always feel ashamed of that. But she wished too that she was able to tell Mog that she loved
         her like a sister. She was always so constant, kind, honest and loyal, which was astounding when Annie was so often nasty
         to her. But then, she could always justify her nastiness by telling herself that Mog had a charmed life. She’d never been
         forced to sell herself, she’d always had a secure home and job where she was valued, with no real responsibility. Furthermore,
         Belle had always loved her too, far more than she did her own mother.

      
      But deep down Annie knew Mog had earned that love, and she had to concede that Mog was also right to lay into her for staying
         in bed feeling sorry for herself. So she had made herself get up, take a bath, wash her hair and put on the clothes that Mog had so thoughtfully been out and bought for her. And as soon as she saw herself in the mirror looking
         much the same as she had before all her troubles began, she felt more like her old self too.

      
      She was very grateful to Jimmy for rescuing her beautiful red fox coat along with the cashbox. An admirer had bought the coat
         for her five years ago, and now that her future looked so uncertain she couldn’t help but wish she’d taken him up on his offer
         of marriage too. But that was all water under the bridge, and she was determined to pull herself out of this abyss she’d sunk
         into. Yesterday she’d spent a whole pound on a little russet velvet hat which went perfectly with her coat. Mog probably saw
         that as an entirely frivolous purchase, and would claim that she could have got a second-hand one for less than sixpence,
         but then Mog didn’t have a reputation for elegance herself, and she certainly wouldn’t understand Annie’s desire not to lose
         hers.

      
      ‘Do you think the two men really went alone to France?’ Mog asked, suddenly breaking the silence.

      
      ‘I’m sure that was what the policeman was told,’ Annie said. ‘But then Kent could’ve bribed someone to say it. They might
         even have smuggled Belle on to the ship. I’d be interested to know who the other man was.’

      
      ‘How can we find out?’ Mog asked.

      
      ‘I could ask Noah to take the train down to Dover and ask in the shipping office,’ Annie said. ‘He seems to be a resourceful
         young man, I’m sure he’d be glad to go.’

      
      Mog seemed a little cheered at this and it was some time before she spoke again. ‘What are we going to do for ourselves, Annie?’
         she asked. ‘I mean about making a living, and a new home. We can’t stay with Garth much longer.’

      
      Annie had been asking herself similar questions earlier that morning. It would be some time before she could expect any insurance money, and she doubted she’d get enough to rebuild the house or buy another. But putting that aside, she didn’t
         feel able to make any decisions about the future yet. She needed time on her own to consider all her options.

      
      ‘Maybe you should just make plans for yourself,’ she replied. ‘I’m not going to be able to keep a maid, at least not in the
         immediate future.’

      
      The moment the words were out of her mouth, Annie realized she had implied that Mog wasn’t first and foremost a trusted friend,
         but just an employee.

      
      ‘If that’s how you feel,’ Mog replied, her tone revealing how hurt she was.

      
      Annie tried to rephrase what she’d said, but she could see from Mog’s expression that it made no difference.

      
      Mog didn’t speak to Annie again that morning. Each time Annie tried to start a conversation she pretended she had something
         to do in another room. But at noon, when Noah arrived at the Ram’s Head, Mog appeared to forget her grievances.

      
      Noah had called the day after the fire to offer his sympathy and to ask if there was anything he could do for them, but this
         time he’d come laden with a bag of clothes, bed linen and towels from his landlady.

      
      ‘How very kind!’ Mog exclaimed, asking him to come through from the bar into the small parlour behind and offering him refreshments.

      
      ‘Mrs Dumas is a very kind lady,’ Noah said. ‘She felt very sorry for you and hoped these things might prove useful. She also
         wished she could offer you both a room in her house, but sadly they are all taken.’

      
      Annie asked him to thank Mrs Dumas for both herself and Mog, then launched into telling him what had been said at Bow Street.
         ‘I don’t think the police sergeant would lie about Kent going to France, do you?’ she asked, frowning deeply. ‘But there might be more information to add to that, like
         the name of his companion, how they arrived at Dover and so forth.’

      
      ‘I think the police must be convinced he’s gone to France, but I agree there is probably more we could find out.’

      
      ‘I think you could, Noah, after all, you are an investigator,’ Annie said, and went on to offer him a daily rate of pay plus
         his expenses.

      
      Noah beamed. ‘I can go to Dover and come back in one day,’ he said.

      
      ‘Could I go with you, Noah?’ Jimmy piped up from the doorway. ‘We could call at Kent’s house in Charing afterwards, it’s on
         the way back. I could climb in a window and look around for you!’

      
      Noah smiled. ‘I’d love your company, Jimmy, that’s if your uncle can spare you for a day. But I don’t think we’ll break in
         anywhere.’

      
      Jimmy looked a bit disappointed at that. The fire had brought it home to all of them that Kent was extraordinarily vicious
         and capable of killing anyone who tried to cross him. Jimmy was desperately worried about Belle; deep in his heart he felt
         she was alive, but in a way that was worse for he kept dwelling on what Kent might be doing to her. Having gone as far as
         searching his office, now he was ready to do whatever else was necessary to find Belle.

      
      Annie and Noah carried on chatting and Mog, still feeling bruised by Annie, went into the bar to see if she could help Garth.
         There were only a couple of men sitting in by the fire over a drink, and Garth asked her to mind the bar while he nipped down
         to the cellar.

      
      Another two men came in while he was gone and Mog served them with a pint of beer each. Garth came back just as she was giving
         them their change.

      
      ‘You’re good to have around,’ he said appreciatively. ‘I’m going to miss you when Annie decides to move on.’

      
      Mog was really surprised by the warmth of his remark. The previous day he’d praised her cooking and he’d thanked her for sewing
         buttons on his shirts, but she hadn’t imagined he was capable of missing anyone.

      
      ‘I won’t be moving on with her,’ Mog said sadly. ‘She wants to be on her own.’

      
      ‘Well, there’s a surprise,’ he said. ‘What’s she planning to do?’

      
      Mog shook her head glumly. ‘I don’t think she knows yet.’

      
      ‘And what about you?’

      
      Mog shrugged. ‘I’d make a good housekeeper, but who would want me when I’ve only worked in a brothel?’

      
      ‘I would,’ he replied.

      
      Mog half smiled, thinking he was joking, only so far she hadn’t found him to be one for jokes. ‘Go on with you!’ she said.

      
      ‘I mean it. You’ve made it more homely here in the short time you’ve been staying. I like that, and I know Jimmy likes you
         being here.’

      
      ‘He misses his mother,’ Mog said.

      
      ‘Yes, he does. I thought he’d spent too much time with her in the past, and said as much, but he’s not namby pamby, he’s a
         good lad.’

      
      Mog hadn’t expected to ever hear the big, red-headed man compliment anyone, let alone Jimmy, as he was the kind who acted
         as though he thought compliments were softness.

      
      ‘So are you saying you’ll take me on as your housekeeper? I mean, and pay me?’

      
      ‘Well, I can’t manage much. Will three shillings a week all found suit you?’

      
      Mog was used to five shillings, and she knew a housekeeper in a big house would get far more, but after what Annie had said
         this morning, she was just glad to be wanted by someone.

      
      ‘It will suit very well, Garth,’ she said with a smile. ‘So as housekeeper you won’t mind if I do some serious organizing and spring-cleaning around here?’

      
      He smiled then, and it was such an unusual sight it was like the sun coming out. ‘You can organize as much as you like back
         in the house,’ he said. ‘But the bar stays the way it is, I like it well enough.’

      
      ‘I’m really glad Uncle Garth asked Mog to be our housekeeper,’ Jimmy said to Noah as they walked down to Charing Cross station
         the next morning to catch a train to Dover. ‘I like Mog a lot and I didn’t want her to leave.’

      
      ‘What about Annie?’ Noah asked. He’d already been told she intended to go her own way.

      
      ‘Annie’s not so easy to like,’ Jimmy said thoughtfully. ‘Do you think she’ll get another brothel?’

      
      Noah gulped. He didn’t feel comfortable talking about such things to such a young lad. ‘I’ve no idea. But I think she’d do
         better to get some other kind of business so that if she gets Belle back she won’t be drawn into that.’

      
      ‘She might’ve already been forced into it.’

      
      Noah looked round at Jimmy and saw his eyes were filling with tears. ‘Let’s hope not,’ he said, squeezing the lad’s bony shoulder.
         ‘You’ve got the advantage over me, Jimmy – you see, I didn’t get to meet Belle. Tell me what she’s like.’

      
      ‘She’s real pretty with dark, curly hair, shiny as wet tar, and deep blue eyes. Her skin’s got a kind of peachy glow too,
         not like most of the girls around here. She smells good as well, clean and fresh, and her teeth are small and white.’

      
      Noah smiled. That detailed description showed just how badly Jimmy was smitten with her.

      
      ‘But it ain’t so much what she looks like as the way she is,’ Jimmy added for good measure.

      
      ‘And how is she?’

      
      ‘Bouncy, bright, she’s got a mind of her own. I met her the first time on the morning of the day Millie was killed. I asked if she was a whore ’cos she lived in a brothel.’

      
      ‘What did she say to that?’

      
      Jimmy smiled. ‘She was very indignant. She said you could live in a palace and still not be a queen. But it turned out she
         didn’t really know what a whore was then. She only found that out when she saw Millie get killed.’

      
      Noah blushed, for he had a sudden recollection of Millie standing in front of him in just her chemise and taking his hand
         to put it on her breast. His memories of Millie were all sweet and he didn’t like to hear her called a whore, or think what
         that word meant.

      
      ‘Girls like Millie don’t get much choice in what they end up doing for a living,’ Noah said. ‘Annie was the same, she was
         forced into it. So speak gently about such women, it is men just like us that turn them into what they are.’

      
      ‘I know that,’ Jimmy said with indignation. ‘Anyway, the next time I saw Belle was when we went down to the Embankment Gardens
         and she told me what she’d seen, blurted it all out, and cried about it. I reckon that’s a real bad way for a girl to find
         it all out.’

      
      ‘Were those the only times you met Belle?’

      
      Jimmy nodded glumly. ‘She made a big impression on me, I was so happy she wanted to be my friend. Then she was snatched before
         I could get to know her better.’

      
      They were approaching the station now and Noah stopped to buy a paper as he wanted to look at a couple of short pieces he’d
         written which were supposed to be in there today.

      
      ‘Have you been on a train before?’ he asked, glad to change the subject for something lighter as he could see Jimmy had become
         upset by talking about Belle.

      
      ‘Just once. Mother took me to Cambridge when she had to do a fitting for a lady she made clothes for. I thought it was marvellous,
         but it was a very, very long way.’

      
      ‘I don’t think Cambridge is much farther than Dover, that’s about sixty-five miles, but when you’re very young, just sitting
         for an hour can seen interminable.’

      
      ‘I’ve never seen the sea before. Will we be able to see it at Dover?’

      
      ‘Yes, of course.’ Noah laughed at the boy’s enthusiasm. ‘Shame it will be too cold to paddle.’

      
      It did seem an incredibly long way to Dover and it was very cold in the carriage too. By the time they got there Jimmy’s nose
         was as red as his hair.

      
      ‘You need a warm coat,’ Noah said. Jimmy was only wearing a threadbare tweed jacket and a grey muffler round his neck.

      
      ‘I don’t like to ask my uncle,’ Jimmy said. ‘Mog said she was going to broach the subject, and ask for some new boots too
         – mine have got holes in them – but I guess she’s forgotten.’

      
      ‘I’ve got a coat back at my place that’s too small for me,’ Noah said. ‘I’ll bring it round when we get back. But I wear my
         boots till they fall apart.’

      
      ‘You’re a real dandy dresser,’ Jimmy remarked, looking with admiration at Noah’s dark, knee-length coat, his bowler hat and
         stiff-winged shirt collar.

      
      ‘I have to be in my line of work,’ Noah explained. ‘You couldn’t expect the people I have to question about insurance claims
         to take me seriously if I looked like a costermonger. My mother is always saying “Clothes maketh the man”.’

      
      ‘My mother used to say that too,’ Jimmy said as they walked down the road towards the harbour. ‘I was always very well dressed
         until she got sick. Then we had to spend the money on the important things like her medicine and food. I used to wish I would
         stop growing so I didn’t need new things.’

      
      Noah put one hand on the lad’s shoulder. ‘She’d be really proud of you,’ he said. ‘I suspect you’ve even got your grumpy uncle to like you!’

      
      Jimmy chuckled. ‘He’s not so bad once you get used to him. His bark’s worse than his bite. My mother told me that he only
         became the way he is when his woman ran off with another man. I think now Mog is going to stay with us he might even get jolly
         because he really likes her!’

      
      Jimmy fell silent when he saw the sea. The wind had whipped up huge waves that were crashing on to the shingle beach with
         immense force.

      
      ‘It’s very different on a summer’s day,’ Noah explained, realizing Jimmy felt a little frightened by the sight. ‘It takes
         its colour from the sky, that’s why it’s dark grey now, but on a sunny day it would be a lovely clear blue and the waves really
         gentle. Maybe we can come again later in the year for you to see it.’

      
      ‘It’s so big,’ Jimmy said in an awed voice. ‘It just goes on and on for ever.’

      
      ‘Yet this is the closest bit to France, it’s only twenty-one miles away. People have swum it!’

      
      ‘Not on a day like today,’ Jimmy laughed. ‘You can see how cold it is just looking at it.’

      
      Jimmy was very impressed by the way Noah charmed the clerk in the ticket office. He was a thin-faced, rather miserable-looking
         man who had started out belligerently saying he couldn’t give out any information about passengers. But Noah said that he
         was an investigator for an insurance company and that he had police approval to continue his investigations, which made the
         clerk open a ledger and look back on the passenger list for the day in question.

      
      ‘Mr Kent and Mr Braithwaite,’ he said. ‘I remember them now because they wanted a cabin.’

      
      ‘Did they have a young girl with them?’

      
      ‘Oh no! It was just the two of them.’

      
      ‘Can you remember what Braithwaite looked like?’ Noah asked.

      
      The clerk frowned. ‘He had curly hair and he was more pleasant than the other man, but that’s all, it was dark, the light
         in here isn’t too good.’

      
      ‘Is there any way they could have smuggled a girl on to the ship without anyone noticing?’

      
      ‘No. Passengers’ tickets get checked again as they go up the gangway to the ship. We’re all vigilant for that.’

      
      ‘How did the men arrive at the ferry, do you know?’

      
      ‘I can’t see from here, but I imagine it was in a cab or a carriage as they had a trunk with them.’

      
      ‘A trunk!’ Noah exclaimed. ‘How big was it?’

      
      ‘I don’t know, they didn’t bring it in here. I just heard one of the porters ask if they wanted help with it.’

      
      ‘So that was it, they had her in a trunk,’ Noah said as they left the ticket office.

      
      ‘You can’t be sure of that,’ Jimmy said.

      
      ‘I am,’ Noah insisted. ‘Men don’t take a trunk unless they are emigrating, they’re more for women’s things and household linens.
         A man would just take a suitcase or bag.’

      
      ‘Would she be alive in the trunk?’ Jimmy asked fearfully.

      
      Noah sucked in his cheeks as he thought. ‘I’d say so,’ he said eventually. ‘Would anyone take the risk of being caught leaving
         the country with a body? That wouldn’t make any sense. But if that is how they got her out, then they must have drugged her
         to keep her quiet.’

      
      ‘That means they had something special lined up for her,’ Jimmy said with a tremor in his voice. ‘What could that be?’

      
      Noah didn’t need to give a reason, he could see that Jimmy already knew the answer. He reached out and squeezed the lad’s
         shoulder, wishing he could think of a less horrifying alternative. ‘You said Belle has guts and spirit, so she might very well outwit her captors,’ he said. ‘Let’s get to Kent’s
         house and see if we can find any clues there to where he’s taken her.’

      
      ‘You mean break in?’ Jimmy asked, his eyes lighting up.

      
      ‘I guess so,’ Noah smiled.

      
      At just after eleven that same night, Noah and Jimmy got back to the Ram’s Head. Garth was chasing out the last few drinkers
         from the bar and he told Jimmy to go through to the back and get Annie and Mog to join them in the bar.

      
      The two women came rushing out, their faces bright with expectation. Noah wished he had more to tell them.

      
      He went through what they’d discovered at Dover and then moved on to how they took the train back to Charing and broke into
         Kent’s house.

      
      ‘But it revealed nothing unusual but a brace and bit left in the hall,’ Noah said gloomily.

      
      ‘It wasn’t the kind of house we expected though, was it?’ Jimmy said, looking at Noah. ‘It was all nice and perfect, not the
         kind of place you’d expect for a man that owns slums.’

      
      Noah smirked at Annie. ‘He’s right, it made me think of a doll’s house. Every bit of furniture, every ornament, rug and cushion
         looked as though it had been picked and put in place with great care. Jimmy’s a good little burglar, he prised a small window
         open round the back and wriggled in like an eel. But when he came and opened the back door for me, I was almost afraid to
         go in, it was so neat.’

      
      ‘Funny though, it looked more like a woman’s house,’ Jimmy said. ‘I used to deliver clothes Ma had made to two women in Islington.
         Their place was like that, like no man had ever walked in there. It gave me the creeps. We checked upstairs but there was
         no women’s stuff anywhere.’

      
      ‘What’s a brace and bit?’ Annie asked.

      
      Noah demonstrated with his hands that it was a tool for making screw holes, mostly used by carpenters. ‘All his other tools were in the shed in the garden, placed neatly in a strap
         with leather loops to hold them. I think he used the brace and bit to drill breathing holes in the trunk. But we didn’t find
         anything else. So I think he may have taken Belle there just to collect the trunk and put her in it, then went on to Dover.’

      
      ‘Did you look through his papers?’ Annie said.

      
      ‘Yes, but there wasn’t much, only tradesmen’s bills for that place, all in the name of Mr Waldegrave, and I looked at every
         last one,’ Jimmy said earnestly. ‘You know you said Belle heard Kent asking Millie to go away with him? Well, do you reckon
         he did that place up for her? ’Cos that’s what it looked like.’

      
      Annie shrugged her shoulders. ‘Who knows? You can’t imagine a man who strangles a woman for saying the wrong thing caring
         enough about her to make his home nice for her. Maybe he never intended to keep her living with him. He might have been planning
         to ship her out somewhere else too.’

      
      Noah looked thoughtful. ‘Maybe that’s why he keeps his house like that. A good place to take girls to so they think they’re
         going to be on easy street, then he sells them on.’

      
      ‘Was there any sign of Belle being kept there? Dirty dishes, things out of place, unmade beds?’ Annie asked.

      
      Noah shook his head. ‘Nothing. Not a dirty cup and saucer or a rug that had been rucked up. Beds all neat with quilts just
         so. He must have a housekeeper. No man would keep it like that. But it didn’t feel damp or cold, like no one had been there
         for ages. So maybe someone goes in and lights a fire now and then for him?’

      
      ‘Did you ask around in the village about that?’

      
      ‘We didn’t dare. It was such a small place we were afraid we’d look suspicious,’ Jimmy said.

      
      ‘Strange that a man could live in a perfect house and earn his living from a place like the Core,’ Mog said thoughtfully.
         ‘If they didn’t keep Belle there, then maybe they stayed at the other man’s home. Braithwaite, was that his name?’

      
      Garth suddenly looked animated. ‘I’ve just remembered that I know of a man called Braithwaite,’ he said. ‘I don’t know him
         personally, just stories about him. He’s a gambler. Goes by the name of Sly!’

      
      ‘You’ve seen him?’ Noah asked.

      
      ‘Nah.’ Garth shook his head. ‘Just heard men in here mention him. But I can ask around about him.’

      
      ‘It might not be the same Braithwaite,’ Mog said.

      
      ‘It’s not that common a name,’ Annie pointed out. ‘What’s the chances of there being another around here?’

      
      ‘But Kent might not know this man from here,’ Mog argued.

      
      Annie pursed her lips. ‘Well, I can’t see him recruiting help for a kidnap down in a little village. Can you?’

      
      Mog ignored Annie’s sarcasm. ‘What now?’ she asked. ‘I mean, if Belle’s in France we’ll never find her.’

      
      ‘I’ve got a few ways of getting Kent and Braithwaite to talk,’ Garth said darkly. ‘Kent won’t stay away from here for long
         while he’s got rents from the Core to bank. I’ll get word when he reappears, don’t worry about that.’

      
      ‘What if he gets someone to start a fire here?’ Jimmy said in a small, frightened voice. ‘He’s not going to give in easily,
         is he? After all, he’ll hang for killing Millie.’

      
      ‘The one thing a bully is scared of is a bigger bully,’ Garth said with a tight little smile. ‘Trust me, I’ll make that bastard
         squeal when I get hold of him.’

      
      ‘But how long have we got to wait?’ Mog said, wringing her hands. ‘Every day Belle is gone she’s in more danger. I can’t bear
         the thought of what might be happening to her.’

      
      ‘Nor can I,’ Jimmy said in a small, tense voice. ‘Come what may, I’m going to find her and bring her home.’

      
      All the adults turned to look at him and saw determination written across his freckly face. Garth opened his mouth to scoff,
         but saw steel in the lad’s eyes and only nodded approval.

      
      ‘Good for you!’ Noah exclaimed. ‘If I had acted on what was in my heart about Millie, maybe she would be alive now.’

      
      ‘Bless you,’ Mog said softly. ‘You, Jimmy, and Noah and Garth have redeemed my faith in men.’

      

      
      
      Chapter Thirteen

      
      ‘Tell me where I am, Lisette, and what’s going to happen to me,’ Belle begged. ‘I know you are a kind woman, so please tell
         me the truth.’

      
      On the face of it there seemed little to be worried about. Her room was bright and comfortable, a fire was lit each morning,
         Lisette brought her food and drink three times a day, there was even fruit in a bowl to eat, and she’d been given some English
         books to read and new clothes. But outside the window, farmland in its drab winter colours of grey, brown and black stretched
         into the far distance without a house in sight, and the door of her room was always kept locked.

      
      ‘I feel for you, ma chérie,’ the Frenchwoman replied, her pretty face full of sincerity. ‘But I am just a maid, and I was told to tell you nothing.
         I can tell you that you are in a village near Paris, but that’s all.’

      
      ‘Paris!’ Belle exclaimed.

      
      Lisette nodded.

      
      ‘I don’t want to get you into trouble,’ Belle said. ‘But surely you can tell me if men are going to come here and rape me
         again?’

      
      ‘No, no, not that, not here.’ Lisette looked horrified at the suggestion. ‘Thees house is like hospital, for sick women.’

      
      ‘But I am not sick now. What do they intend to do with me?’

      
      Lisette glanced round at the door as if half expecting someone to be eavesdropping. ‘You must not tell I told you. But they
         plan for you to go away to America soon.’

      
      ‘America!’ Belle exclaimed in disbelief. ‘But why?’

      
      Lisette shrugged her shoulders. ‘They buy you, Belle, you are, how I say, their property.’

      
      Belle suddenly felt sick. She knew what ‘their property’ meant.

      
      ‘What shall I do?’ she asked.

      
      Lisette didn’t answer immediately but looked down at Belle sitting on the low chair before the fire. ‘I think,’ she said eventually,
         ‘that it is best for you to be what they want.’

      
      Belle looked up, her eyes sparking with anger. ‘You mean I have to be a whore?’

      
      Lisette frowned. ‘There are worse things, ma chérie. To be starving, to ’ave no home. If you fight them they will punish you; one girl brought here had her arm cut off. Now
         she cannot do any job but let men take her in alleys for a few centimes.’

      
      Belle’s stomach churned at the graphic picture Lisette had painted for her. ‘They’d do that?’ she asked in a horrified whisper.

      
      ‘They’d do worse too,’ Lisette replied. ‘My ’eart goes out to you, but listen to what I say. If you go along with what they
         want, learn to play the game the gentlemen want, they will not watch you so closely.’

      
      ‘I don’t know how you can tell me to do this,’ Belle cried out.

      
      ‘It is because I like you, Belle, and must tell you the best way to save yourself. I get taken to ’ouse when I am young just
         the same as you. I know ’ow bad it is. But in time I don’t mind no more. I make friends, I laugh again.’

      
      ‘Do you still do it now?’

      
      Lisette shook her head. ‘No more, I work here, nurse the sick people. I have a little boy of my own.’

      
      ‘You are married?’

      
      ‘No. Not married. I tell people my ’usband die.’

      
      Belle silently digested all this information as Lisette tidied her room. The thought of any man even coming near her, let
         alone doing that awful thing to her, made her shudder, but common sense told her that most women didn’t fear sex, or loathe it, or there would be no romance or marriage. She didn’t
         remember any of the girls back at Annie’s Place saying they hated men; some of them even had sweethearts they went to meet
         on their nights off.

      
      ‘How can I learn to tolerate it then?’ she asked after a little while.

      
      Lisette came closer to her and put her hand on her shoulder. ‘You might have a young man you like, then it is very different.
         Many of the girls will share their tricks to make the men so excited it is all over quickly. But I promise you, it won’t ever
         hurt the way it did the first few times.’

      
      Tears came up in Belle’s eyes because she sensed the woman really did care about her. ‘I miss my mother and Mog who used to
         look after me,’ she blurted out. ‘They must be so worried. Can’t you help me to escape?’

      
      Lisette looked stricken. ‘I weesh I could be brave enough, but they would hurt my Jean-Pierre. A mother with no ’usband must
         not take risks,’ she said. ‘But listen to me, Belle, even if you could get out somehow, without money you couldn’t get ’ome.
         Maybe very bad people get you, worse than here.’

      
      Belle was far from stupid, and from what she’d already been through she realized that her ‘owners’ would turn very nasty to
         anyone attempting to set her free. So it was entirely understandable that Lisette should fear for her son’s safety. She knew
         too that even if she could find her way to the coast, she couldn’t get across the English Channel without money. ‘It’s all
         right,’ she said, giving Lisette a weak, sad smile. ‘You’ve been so kind to me, and I wouldn’t wish to get you into trouble.
         But why will they take me to America? That’s so far!’

      
      Lisette shrugged. ‘I don’t know. Maybe English girls are special there. But you will be with people who speak your language,
         that is good.’

      
      Belle nodded.

      
      ‘If you keep your ’ead, you act sweet and good, while you watch the people around you. You find their weakness, and you use
         it,’ Lisette added.

      
      Belle remembered how Mog claimed Annie discovered people’s weaknesses, then played on them. At the time it hadn’t made much
         sense to her, but now it was beginning to.

      
      ‘Is it Madame Sondheim that is sending me to America?’

      
      ‘Non.’ Lisette shook her finger. ‘She sell you on when you are sick. She made much money already, she have no weesh to keep you
         in her house.’

      
      Belle struggled against bursting into tears for it was horrible to think she was being passed around like a side of beef in
         Smithfield market. ‘Then my new owner could be worse?’ she asked.

      
      ‘Your new owner pay for you to be here. They see you get good food, soft bed and nursed back to health. You are valuable to
         them, they will not harm you unless you fight them.’

      
      Belle was too dismayed to ask any further questions. She couldn’t believe that anyone who could buy a sick young girl who
         had been systematically raped by several men and then plan to ship her to America to be a whore, could have even a shred of
         decency.

      
      She hung her head and cried.

      
      Lisette put her hand on her shoulder. ‘I have taken care of many girls like you in this house, but already I can see you are
         one of the strong ones. You are beautiful too, and I think a clever girl, so use your head. Talk to the older girls, learn
         from them, and wait for your chance.’

      
      She left the room then, swiftly and silently, leaving Belle crying.

      
      Belle had lost track of exactly how long it was since the day of Millie’s funeral when she was snatched from the street. She
         remembered that it was 14 January, and she supposed she could ask Lisette for the present date, but she hadn’t done so because knowing exactly how long it had been might make her
         believe she’d never see her mother or Mog again.

      
      She missed everything about London so badly her heart ached. There was Mog, the smell of baking in her kitchen, that snug
         feeling when she tucked her into bed at night with a kiss, the knowledge that she’d always love her. And her mother too, she
         might not have had Mog’s warmth, but there was that little smile she’d give sometimes when Belle had made her proud. And her
         pretty, tinkling laugh that Belle knew was a rare sound, yet she got to hear it more than anyone else because her mother found
         her funny.

      
      But it wasn’t just the people she missed, it was the cries of the street vendors, the way people spoke, the noise, the crowds,
         the smells. Paris might well be a fine city, but it wasn’t her city. She wanted to be with Jimmy again in the flower market,
         or racing down to the Embankment Gardens sliding on the ice. She had felt something special about him that day when he’d held
         her to comfort her, and she had no doubt he would have become her sweetheart if she hadn’t been snatched away.

      
      That was almost the worst part of this: they’d taken all those simple things away from her, a sweetheart’s kiss, her daydreams
         of owning a hat shop, of marriage and children. All rubbed out, never to happen, for there would never be another boy like
         Jimmy looking at her in that special but innocent way which had told her she was the girl of his dreams.

      
      As she stood at the window watching snow falling over the fields as the afternoon light faded, she guessed she’d been gone
         at least a month. Therefore it must be nearly the end of February.

      
      She suspected it was the snow which was preventing them sending her on to America. She had woken the day after that talk with Lisette to a heavy snowfall, and for three days it had remained below freezing so the snow hadn’t melted. Now that
         it was snowing again the roads would probably be impassable.

      
      Maybe she ought to be glad she couldn’t be moved, but she wasn’t. Being locked in this room, however comfortable it was, still
         felt like a prison cell. She wanted to move on, for there at least was a chance of escape, far better than looking out at
         frozen fields and wondering what was in store for her.

      
      The move, when it came, was sudden and frightening. One minute she was sound asleep, the next she was being shaken by a woman
         she’d never seen before, and ordered to dress. It was pitch dark outside, and the woman kept saying, ‘Vite, vite,’ as she stuffed Belle’s spare clothes and nightdress into a bag.

      
      For a brief moment Belle thought the speed was required because the woman was rescuing her, but that hope was soon dashed.
         As the woman was rushing her down the stairs, the housekeeper who sometimes came up to the room with Lisette came into the
         hall to hand over a basket which appeared to contain provisions for the journey.

      
      Before leaving the house Belle was given a dark brown fur coat, knitted mittens, and a bonnet which was lined with rabbit
         fur and came right over her ears. They smelled musty and looked old, but it was so cold she was very glad to have them.

      
      A man was waiting in the carriage outside, and although he spoke in French to Belle’s companion, and took her hand to help
         her in, he didn’t say anything to Belle, not even to introduce himself. It was too dark to see him clearly but Belle thought
         him to be middle-aged as he had a grey beard.

      
      The couple spoke to each other just occasionally on the very long drive. Belle remained hunched up in the fur coat, a rough blanket over her knees, but she was unable to sleep for the cold.

      
      As it grew light the woman opened up the food basket. She handed Belle a large chunk of bread and a piece of cheese. She said
         something sharply, and although Belle couldn’t understand her French, she thought it was an order to eat it up as she might
         not get anything later on.

      
      There was less snow in this part of France, and it was more hilly than the place they’d come from, but it appeared to be just
         as sparsely populated, for she only saw the odd cottage here and there. Belle spotted a signpost at a crossroads, and saw
         the road they were taking led to Brest. She seemed to remember seeing that name on a map of France and she was sure it was
         up on the left-hand side, by the sea. She supposed they were to go on a ship from there.

      
      She tried not to panic at the prospect of a long sea journey in mid-winter, and made herself daydream of finding a friendly
         sailor on the ship who could be persuaded to help her, if not to escape, at least to get a message to her mother and Mog.
         She accepted another lump of bread and cheese gratefully, smiling at the couple in the hope of winning their trust, but they
         did not reciprocate.

      
      The carriage came to a stop in a harbour, and the door was opened by a tall man with cold blue eyes wearing a black greatcoat
         and a homburg hat. He stared at her for a few moments as if puzzled, then looked at the couple. ‘Je ne savais pas qu’elle était aussi jeune,’ he said.

      
      Belle didn’t know what he’d said except for the word jeune – Lisette had used it sometimes and she knew it meant ‘young’ – so she surmised that as he looked puzzled he had said he
         hadn’t expected her to be so young.

      
      The couple gabbled something back and shrugged their shoulders as if that had nothing to do with them.

      
      ‘You will come with me to the ship,’ he said to Belle in perfect English with just a slight French accent. He held out his
         hand to help her down. ‘My name is Etienne Carrera, you will call me Uncle Etienne all the time we are on the ship. I will
         tell anyone who asks that you are my brother’s daughter, brought up in England, and that I am taking you to my sister because
         your mother is dead. You understand?’

      
      ‘Yes, Uncle Etienne,’ Belle answered cheekily, hoping to disarm him because he looked grim-faced.

      
      ‘I would say before we take another step,’ he said, catching hold of her wrist in a grip that felt like a vice, his icy blue
         eyes boring right into her in a chilling manner, ‘that if you make a fuss, try to get anyone to help you escape, or anything
         else I don’t like, I will kill you.’

      
      Belle’s blood ran cold, for she sensed he meant it.

      
      It seemed the steamship was sailing to Cork in Ireland first, to pick up more passengers and to refuel, then on across the
         Atlantic to New York.

      
      Etienne led Belle down a companionway on the ship, along a short corridor and then down more stairs to their cabin.

      
      ‘This is it,’ he said brusquely as he opened the door. Belle stepped into the tiny space, which was less than eighteen inches
         from the narrow bunk beds to the small porthole. Beneath the porthole was a foldaway washbasin, a narrow shelf and mirror
         above it. At the end of the bunks were a couple of hooks to hang up clothes and beneath the lower bunk was a cupboard for
         everything else.

      
      Belle didn’t mind that it was so small, but she was horrified that she was to share it with Etienne.

      
      ‘There is no reason to fear me touching you,’ he said, as if reading her mind. ‘My job is to deliver you without sampling
         the merchandise. You can have the top bunk and pull the curtain across to give you privacy. I will only come back here to
         collect you for meals, to take you for some exercise and fresh air, and of course to sleep.’

      
      He took from his shoulder her bag and his own. He handed Belle’s to her and put his own on the lower bunk. ‘I will leave you
         to settle in. We sail very soon. I’ll come for you when we are underway.’

      
      He left the cabin then, locking her in behind him.

      
      Two days later, as the ship left Cork with a great many more passengers, Belle stood at the porthole watching Ireland’s coastline
         grow smaller and smaller until she couldn’t see it any more, and the surprising thought occurred to her that she had already
         travelled much farther than either her mother or Mog had in their lifetime.

      
      She wasn’t scared as she’d expected to be. She was bored, frustrated by being kept locked in until Etienne came to escort
         her, and lonely too. But not scared. Etienne was very respectful: if she wanted to use the lavatory he didn’t make her wait
         till it suited him but came down the corridor with her and waited outside. He would leave the cabin so she could get washed
         and dressed. He was even solicitous about how she felt, if she’d had enough to eat and drink, and found her a couple of books
         to read.

      
      But he didn’t talk much. Not a word about his own situation or where she was bound for. In the dining room he replied if another
         passenger spoke to him but didn’t start conversations. Belle guessed he was afraid she would entreat someone to help her,
         and of course she was watching out for the right person.

      
      They were second-class passengers, as everyone was who had a cabin on the same level as them. There were only about twelve first-class passengers, whose cabins were on the deck above, and they ate in their own dining room where the food was
         probably much nicer.

      
      At Cork they’d taken on a hundred or so third-class or steerage passengers. They were housed down in the bowels of the ship,
         and Belle had heard one of the officers informing them very curtly that they were only allowed on certain parts of the deck
         at certain times. From the glimpses Belle had got of them as they embarked at Cork, she could see by their worn clothes and
         boots that they were poor. She remembered from school being told about the early Irish immigrants to America, and that they
         suffered terrible conditions on the voyage; she hoped these poor people wouldn’t be treated so badly.

      
      Almost as soon as Belle had found herself locked in the cabin, she’d made a plan. Realizing that Etienne was not going to
         tolerate disobedience or rudeness, she decided to try to soften him up with charm. Each time he came back to the cabin she
         greeted him warmly, asking how cold it was on deck, who was up there and other such things. She made his bunk for him, kept
         her things tidy and as far as was possible treated him as if he really was her uncle.

      
      She felt he was responding to this too, for he came back to the cabin often to suggest they had a stroll around the deck or
         went and sat in the comfortable chairs in the lounge on the top deck to look at the sea.

      
      She turned away from the porthole as she heard Etienne coming in. ‘Hello, come to liberate me?’ she said with a smile.

      
      ‘There’s a storm brewing,’ he said. ‘Some folk are already feeling seasick. It’s usually better to be closer to the fresh
         air when the sea’s rough. Would you like to go up to the lounge?’

      
      Belle had decided that Etienne was an attractive-looking man. His icy blue eyes might have been a little frightening at first,
         as was his threat to her, but he had a well-proportioned nose and a generous mouth, and his skin was smooth, clear and golden as though he’d been in the sun recently. Unusually, he
         didn’t have a moustache or beard, and she liked that. His hair was good too; she was so used to seeing men with thinning hair
         slicked down with oil, or around Seven Dials they left it unwashed and untrimmed. But Etienne’s hair was clean, thick and
         fair, the kind she was sure Mog would say was made to ruffle.

      
      Belle had peeped out from behind the curtain earlier today to see him stripped to the waist to wash and shave, and had been
         quite taken aback to see he had a hard, powerfully built muscular body like a prize fighter’s. He was younger than she had
         first thought too, she would guess only about thirty-two or thereabouts. It was all this, his comparative youth and good looks,
         that made her feel hopeful she could get him on her side.

      
      ‘That would be nice, Uncle,’ Belle said with a grin. ‘Maybe we could have a cup of tea too?’

      
      Etienne did order them tea and a cake, and as they sat by the window looking out at the sea, Belle noticed three smartly dressed
         young women sitting together. They were no more than twenty-three or -four and they must have come on board in Cork for she
         hadn’t seen them before. Two of them were quite plain, but the third was very pretty, with flame-red curly hair.

      
      ‘That red-headed girl would be just right for you,’ Belle said. ‘She’s really pretty.’

      
      ‘And what makes you think I want to find a young lady?’ Etienne replied, a faint smile playing at his lips.

      
      ‘All men do, don’t they?’ she retorted.

      
      ‘Maybe I’ve already got a wife,’ he said.

      
      Belle shook her head. ‘I don’t think so.’

      
      ‘What makes you say that?’

      
      She wanted to reply that no wife would like a husband who took young girls to work in brothels, but that was likely to anger him.

      
      ‘You look lonely,’ she said instead.

      
      He laughed for the first time and his eyes seemed less cold. ‘You are a funny girl, old beyond your years. How does someone
         look lonely?’

      
      ‘Like they’ve got no one to care about them,’ she said, and she thought of Jimmy and how his face had lit up when she said
         she’d be his friend. She wondered if he had asked Mog where she was. If he knew she’d been snatched, was he worried about
         her?

      
      ‘I do sometimes feel lonely, but then everyone does,’ he said.

      
      ‘Back home there was a lady who looked after me when I was small. She said that it was good to feel lonely sometimes because
         it makes you appreciate what you have,’ Belle said. ‘I didn’t appreciate anything at all, not until I was snatched off the
         street and taken away. Now all I can think of is back home, and that makes me lonelier still.’

      
      ‘You were snatched off a street?’ Etienne’s brow furrowed and he looked very surprised.

      
      Belle had assumed that he knew everything about her background and why she was in France. To find he didn’t gave her a ray
         of hope that she could gain his sympathy.

      
      ‘Yes, I witnessed a murder, and the man that did it brought me to France. I was sold to a brothel and I was raped by five
         men in as many days before I became ill. It seems the madam in that house sold me on then, and my new owners, whom you must
         work for too, nursed me back to health.’

      
      He looked a bit shaken by this.

      
      ‘It’s no good you looking like you didn’t know this, you must have known what I’d been through, and what’s ahead of me,’ she
         said tartly.

      
      ‘I never ask anything, I just do what they require,’ he said. ‘But then, I’ve never before been asked to take one of their girls anywhere. This is the first time.’

      
      ‘Do you think it is right to force a young girl into such a thing?’

      
      ‘No, no, of course not,’ he said hurriedly. ‘But that is my personal view. You see, in my line of work I have to do many things
         I would rather not do, but that is part of the job. I have no choice in the matter. They gave me this job because I know America
         well.’

      
      ‘But aren’t you ashamed of doing bad things for money?’

      
      He looked at her hard for a moment and then smiled. ‘You have been so composed so far that I thought you were eighteen at
         least, but I see now that you still have the idealistic mind of a child. What did your father do for work? I’m sure that even
         he had to do some tasks he didn’t like.’

      
      ‘I don’t know who my father is,’ Belle said truthfully. ‘But I know what you are getting at because I was brought up in a
         brothel. My mother ran it. Some people would say that was bad, but I know she didn’t hurt anyone, and none of the girls who
         worked for her were forced into it.’

      
      He looked so surprised at her coming from such a background that she went on to tell him a little more about it, and how she
         was kept unaware of the exact nature of her mother’s business until that fateful night when Millie was killed. ‘My mother
         wouldn’t have made me be a whore,’ she finished up. ‘She and Mog wanted me to have a respectable life and they must be in
         agony not knowing where I am or what has been done to me.’

      
      ‘I haven’t hurt you, have I?’ he said, as if that made his part in this all right. ‘Like your mother, I had little alternative
         but to do what I do, and I always try to use the minimum of force. You are a smart girl, Belle. I know you have decided to
         try and win my trust, which is always the best ploy in a situation like we have. But however much I sympathize with you, I have to follow the orders I’ve been given, or I will be maimed or killed.’

      
      He said this so casually that Belle knew it had to be true.

      
      That night a storm blew up and the ship was tossed around like a stick in a flooded river. Belle felt fine, even though it
         was disconcerting to be almost thrown out of her bunk and to be in a cabin that felt like a mad fairground ride.

      
      But Etienne wasn’t faring so well. When Belle heard him groaning, she jumped out of her bunk to get the slop pail kept in
         the small cupboard under his bunk. He was violently sick several times in close succession, until he had nothing left to bring
         up but bile.

      
      She finally had the opportunity to leave the cabin without his supervision to empty the slop pail, but she was so concerned
         for him she did nothing more than that, and then went to find a steward to ask if the ship’s doctor could come to him.

      
      The doctor never arrived. It seemed there were so many sick passengers that he concentrated on seeing the most vulnerable
         ones, the very young and the very old. So Belle was Etienne’s nurse. She held the bucket for him to be sick in, sponged him
         down, made him sip water, and changed the sheets on his bunk when they became soaked with sweat. She barely slept at all and
         had very little to eat either for she didn’t like to leave him for more than a few minutes.

      
      But on the evening of the fourth day, the rolling and pitching of the ship eased and Etienne was more peaceful. Belle went
         up to the dining room then, wolfed down a hearty meal herself and got some soup and bread for Etienne.

      
      ‘You’ve been very kind,’ he said weakly as Belle helped him to sit up and put pillows behind him to support him.

      
      ‘It was lucky I wasn’t seasick too,’ she said, spooning the soup into his mouth as though he was a baby. ‘Practically all the passengers are ill. The dining room was empty.’

      
      ‘Did you seize the opportunity to get help for yourself?’ he asked, catching hold of her wrist.

      
      He was still terribly pale, but the green tinge to his skin had gone. She looked down at his hand gripping her and frowned.
         He removed it at once and apologized.

      
      ‘That’s better,’ she said starchily. ‘But no, I didn’t seek help, I was too busy looking after you.’

      
      His relief was palpable, and it crossed her mind she should have lied and said she’d told the purser or someone.

      
      ‘Then I’d better pull myself together quickly, before you take off in a lifeboat,’ he said with a smile. ‘You’d make a first-class
         nurse, for you have a strong stomach and an iron will, but you are kind too.’

      
      Belle smiled because she was happy to see him so much better. But at the same time she was confused as to why she should care
         how he was when to all intents and purposes he was her enemy. ‘Eat up, you’ve got some way to go before you’ll be strong enough
         again to bully me. I’ll leave my escaping until then,’ she retorted.

      
      In the days that followed the sea grew calmer and gradually the normal routine on board returned. Etienne recovered very quickly
         and was soon eating well again. But his manner to Belle had changed: he was much warmer, and instead of locking her in the
         cabin for long periods he suggested they played cards and board games in the lounge to pass the time.

      
      ‘What’s the place like in New York where you’re taking me?’ she asked while they played chequers.

      
      ‘It’s not in New York. It’s in New Orleans.’

      
      ‘But that’s right at the other end of America, isn’t it?’ she asked.

      
      Etienne nodded. ‘In the Deep South. You’ll be a whole lot warmer there.’

      
      ‘But how will we get there?’

      
      ‘Another ship.’ He went on to tell her that New Orleans was completely different to anywhere else in America, as prostitution
         was legal and it had non-stop music, dancing and gambling. He explained that the natives were French Creoles but there was
         also a huge population of negroes. This was because they had flocked to the town after the Civil War and the abolition of
         slavery. The Union Army had destroyed most of the big cotton and tobacco plantations in the South and the displaced workforce
         had to find some other line of work.

      
      ‘New Orleans is a fine-looking town too,’ he said with obvious appreciation. ‘It was built by the French with elegant mansions,
         beautiful gardens and squares. I think you will grow to love it.’

      
      ‘Maybe I will once I get over the hurdle of selling myself,’ she said tartly.

      
      He gave her a wry little smile. ‘You know something, Belle, I’ve got a feeling that you are just smart enough to persuade
         the people who’ve bought you that you’d be more beneficial to them in a different role.’

      
      ‘What sort of role?’ she asked.

      
      Etienne sucked in his cheeks thoughtfully. ‘Dancing, singing, front of house, hat-check girl. I don’t know, but you think
         on it and see what you can come up with. Did your mother have anyone working in her house who didn’t go with the men?’

      
      ‘Well, there was Mog, who I’ve already told you about,’ Belle said. ‘My mother called her the maid, but she was housekeeper
         and cook too. In the evenings she worked upstairs. I think she showed the men in and poured them drinks – she never talked
         to me about what she did.’

      
      ‘A maid in a brothel usually looks after the money and minds the girls,’ Etienne explained. ‘It’s a crucial role, for she
         has to be diplomatic and sensitive, but tough too if necessary. Why do you suppose she didn’t go with any of the men?’ he
         asked, one eyebrow raised.

      
      ‘Well, she wasn’t very pretty,’ Belle said, and instantly felt disloyal to Mog.

      
      Etienne laughed and reached out to smooth a stray curl from her cheek. ‘No one will ever be able to say that of you! But you
         are definitely sharp-witted, Belle, and that could well be a bonus in a town that has hundreds of pretty, but lazy, greedy
         and rather stupid girls.’

      
      Belle had already worked out that whoever owned her now must have paid a very high price for her. The travelling expenses
         alone would be more money than she could ever imagine earning. She was puzzled, because it didn’t make any sense to buy an
         English girl they didn’t even know, when there had to be countless prettier and more amenable girls already there in the Southern
         States of America.

      
      But it did mean she must be seen as some kind of prize. So if she put that with what Etienne had said about offering herself
         as something else, maybe it would work.

      
      But what could she offer herself as? She could sing in tune, but she wasn’t brilliant; the only dance she knew was the polka,
         and she couldn’t play a musical instrument either. She couldn’t think of anything she could do which would make anyone sit
         up and take notice.

      
      Mog had said just after Millie was killed that she’d been the favourite of the house, and Belle had always been aware that
         Mog and Annie had given her more praise, affection and little treats than any of the other girls. She knew now that this meant
         Millie brought them in more money, but what was the difference in how Millie treated her clients to how the other girls did
         it? Belle certainly didn’t want to be a whore, but if she had no choice, then she’d rather be a great one that men paid far
         more for.

      
      How on earth could she find out what made a great one? She had a feeling Etienne would know, but she was far too bashful to
         ask him such a thing.

      
      Two days before they were due to disembark in New York, Etienne took Belle for an afternoon stroll around the deck. It was
         cold and windy, but the sun was shining, and it felt good to be out in the fresh air, watching seagulls swoop and swirl around
         the ship.

      
      ‘We’ve got two days in New York before we have to board the ship for New Orleans,’ he said as they leaned on a rail up by
         the bow, watching the sea curl away as the ship ploughed its way through. ‘I’m going to give you a choice. Either stay locked
         in the boarding-house room with me. Or, if you promise me you won’t run off, I’ll take you to see the sights.’

      
      Belle had already learned that Etienne was a man of his word, and she liked that he was prepared to take her on trust too.

      
      ‘I’ll promise I won’t run off as long as you let me send a letter home to tell them I’m alive,’ she replied.

      
      He turned, leaning his back against the ship’s rail. The wind was ruffling his fair hair and it made him look boyish and totally
         unthreatening. He stared at her without replying for what seemed an eternity.

      
      ‘Cat got your tongue?’ she asked cheekily.

      
      He smiled. ‘I never understood that English phrase. Why would a cat take anyone’s tongue? But I’ve decided I’ll allow you
         to write a postcard home. All it can say is that you are in New York and in good health. I read it, and post it!’

      
      Belle gave a whoop of delight. It wouldn’t get her rescued, but it would stop Mog and her mother fretting that she was dead.
         ‘A deal,’ she said. ‘I won’t try to run off.’

      
      It was night as the ship sailed up the East River to dock in New York. It had been announced earlier that they would be disembarking in the morning and instructions about what they could expect when they went through immigration on Ellis Island
         had been given. Belle had only half listened to the officer, as she knew Etienne would know what to do. But as she was packing
         away her things into her bag ready for the morning, she did wonder how he intended to deal with any immigration officer who
         asked them awkward questions, for the captain had announced that there was a medical examination and several kinds of tests
         to be passed before entry into America.

      
      She was just about to start getting undressed to go to bed, when Etienne came back into the cabin.

      
      ‘We’re leaving,’ he said sharply. ‘Put the last of your things in your bag and hurry.’

      
      He had that tense, steely-eyed look again that he’d had when they first met in Brest.

      
      ‘How can we leave?’ she asked in puzzlement as he pulled his bag out from beneath his bunk and put the last of his things
         into it. ‘The ship hasn’t docked.’

      
      ‘Someone has come alongside to take us off,’ he said. ‘Now, be quick and don’t argue.’

      
      The ship was lying at anchor, waiting for a tug to take it in at first light. It was very quiet as they left the cabin and
         made their way up to the lower deck. Belle thought most of the passengers must be packing or getting an early night to be
         ready for the morning. Holding her arm, Etienne led her to the port side of the deck where she saw Petty Officer Barker was
         waiting. This man had been very solicitous to Belle when Etienne had been ill. She understood why now, for he was clearly
         getting paid for helping them to evade the immigration officers.

      
      In great haste, Barker grabbed her and pushed her on to a bosun’s chair, putting their bags in her lap. Etienne jumped on
         then, standing astride her with his feet wedged beneath her legs and holding on to the rope. Suddenly the chair was pushed out over the side and Barker began to lower it. The seat
         spun round crazily in the cold wind and Belle had to close her eyes for she was afraid she’d fall out into the water.

      
      ‘Don’t be frightened,’ Etienne said in a low voice. ‘You’re quite safe. We’ll be on the other boat in seconds.’

      
      He was right – almost as he spoke she felt a bump as the seat reached the other boat. Etienne jumped off and helped her out
         too. They were on what looked and smelled like a fishing boat. The bosun’s chair was hauled back up, and before Belle had
         time to adjust to the rocking motion of the little boat, it began to chug away from the big ship.

      
      A small, stocky man in waterproofs came over to them. ‘Into the wheelhouse with you,’ he said curtly. ‘Sit down on the floor
         out of sight.’

      
      Belle might not have felt seasick during the storm on the big ship, but she felt very queasy once she was squashed up in a
         corner of the wheelhouse. It wasn’t just the smell of fish, or the rocking motion of the small boat, but fear, for she had
         no idea what was in store for her. The man at the helm didn’t speak to them, or even turn to look at them as they scuttled
         into the wheelhouse. It was as if he thought that by not acknowledging their presence, he could pretend he didn’t know they
         were aboard.

      
      Belle was scared. If she was entering the country illegally, what would happen to her if she tried to leave it? She felt angry
         with herself that she hadn’t run away from Etienne instead of going along with his escape plan. How could she have been stupid
         enough to believe he was going to show her the sights of New York or send a postcard home? Wasn’t it far more likely that
         he was going to take her to some terrible place, even worse than the brothel in Paris? Why on earth had she started to trust
         him?

      
      Etienne didn’t speak to her at all as they sat hunched up on the floor, and as Belle felt she might endanger herself even more by saying anything, she stayed quiet too. They had been
         on the boat for about twenty-five minutes when suddenly there was bright light coming in through the wheelhouse windows, and
         Belle could hear men shouting to one another.

      
      ‘We’re approaching the docks. They’ll be mooring any minute,’ Etienne whispered. ‘We stay here until they tell us it’s safe
         to go.’

      
      ‘Where do we go?’ she whispered back fearfully.

      
      ‘To a hotel, just like I told you,’ he said. ‘I didn’t tell you this was how we were going into New York, just in case you
         panicked.’

      
      ‘What if we get caught?’ she whispered. ‘Won’t they shove us in prison?’

      
      He took her two hands in his and lifted her fingers to gently kiss the tips of them. His eyes were full of mischief. ‘I don’t
         ever get caught. Back in France they call me L’Ombre, which means the shadow.’

      
      ‘You make a very good guide,’ Belle said as they came down the gangplank of the little boat which had taken them out to see
         the Statue of Liberty. ‘Maybe you should take that up instead of working for bad men.’

      
      It was dusk now, and growing very cold, but the last two days had been bright and sunny and they’d walked miles and seen so
         much: the Flat Iron Building, the first of New York’s skyscrapers, the Brooklyn Bridge, Central Park … they’d travelled on
         the ‘E’, a train which ran high over houses and offices. Belle had eaten her first hot dog and marvelled at the grand shops
         on Fifth Avenue, but also seen enough grim, overcrowded tenements to realize there were even more desperately poor people
         in America than there were back home.

      
      Etienne had been as good as his word, getting her safely from the fishing boat to a guest house on the Lower West Side. Although the neighbourhood looked every bit as squalid as Seven Dials, and certainly didn’t live up to the way people
         back in England imagined Americans lived, the guest house was comfortable and warm, with steam heat, hot baths and indoor
         lavatories.

      
      ‘It’s been good to show you round,’ Etienne said. ‘I just wish we had a couple more days for there’s a great deal more I’d
         like to show you. When I get back to France I shall have to continue in the same line of work, for I have no choice, but when
         we get to New Orleans I will try to influence your new mistress into taking very good care of you.’

      
      Belle was holding his arm and she squeezed it, knowing he really did feel badly about his part in her capture. She also knew
         why he had to go through with it, because he’d finally told her his story.

      
      He was born and grew up in Marseille, but his mother died when he was six, and his father turned to drink. Etienne stole first
         out of necessity. His father spent every penny he made on drink, and someone had to put food on the table, clothes on their
         backs and pay the rent on their two rooms.

      
      But by the time he was fourteen he had become a skilful burglar, and targeted the grand hotels all along the Riviera where
         the very wealthy stayed. He went after jewellery which he then fenced for a fraction of its real value in one of the many
         little jewellers in the narrow street down by the harbour.

      
      He was eighteen when he was caught red-handed one night in the room of a man who had become a millionaire through, it transpired,
         extortion. He was offered a choice: work for this man, whom Etienne chose to call Jacques because he couldn’t reveal his real
         name, or be thrown to the police, who would no doubt make sure he got an extremely long prison sentence as he’d been a thorn
         in their side for years.

      
      Etienne explained to Belle that at the time he thought he was the luckiest man alive to be offered work with Jacques.

      
      ‘I could hardly believe it. He sent me to London where I was given English lessons. I stayed in a nice place called Bayswater,
         and I had further lessons on the habits of the English aristocracy so that I could rob them. But whereas in the past I would
         be stealing a diamond ring or some emerald ear bobs, left on the dressing-table, now I was to be clearing out a safe containing
         hundreds of pounds worth of jewels, or conducting a confidence trick on someone which would make them part with thousands
         of pounds.’

      
      He said that for a few years it was good to have hand-tailored suits and silk shirts and stay in the best hotels, and he was
         making more money than he’d ever dreamed of. But a scare with the English police had made him go back to Paris to lie low
         for a while, and during that time he went home to Marseille and met a girl he fell in love with. He wanted to marry her, and
         he felt it was time to put the money he’d made to good use and start a legitimate business, before his luck ran out.

      
      ‘So I told Jacques my plan, and he asked that I give him another two years. When that was up I went back to Marseille and
         married Elena, and in partnership with her brother who is a chef, we opened a restaurant there. But I was wrong to think I
         could just say goodbye to Jacques; he didn’t like anyone to escape from his net. Every now and then he would send word that
         he had a job for me, and I couldn’t refuse him.’

      
      ‘Was that jobs like collecting me?’ Belle asked.

      
      ‘No, I told you I had never done anything like escorting girls before. It was always strong arm stuff,’ Etienne explained.
         ‘Mostly I have to threaten someone who isn’t toeing the line, or maybe is standing in Jacques’ way. Often I have to use violence,
         but you must understand these people were all thugs and gangsters, so it is nothing to me. But I wish now that once I had
         the restaurant I had refused point blank to do any more work for him.’ He sighed. ‘He wouldn’t have liked it, he would have made things tough for me, but by going along with it I’ve just got in deeper and deeper.’

      
      Belle listened to him attentively and asked if there was any way he could get out of it now.

      
      ‘By escorting you here I have put myself in an even worse position,’ Etienne replied glumly. ‘Strong arm stuff between thugs
         and gangsters is understood and accepted by most people, but now Jacques has involved me in trafficking such a young girl,
         he has got an even stronger hold over me.’

      
      ‘What does your wife think about this?’ she asked.

      
      ‘She thinks I am an aide to a businessman with many companies, and although she doesn’t like me to be away from her, she likes
         the extra money I bring home. If I am truthful, I always enjoyed being the big man who sorted out grievances between criminals.
         But I don’t feel that way now, not now Jacques has made me do this job. Trafficking young girls is wicked, and I do not wish
         to have any part in it, nor would I want my wife and children to ever discover that I have done.’

      
      ‘We’re kind of in the same position, aren’t we?’ Belle said glumly. ‘I can’t run away from you now because I’d be afraid what
         would happen to you. And you can’t help me go either because of what might happen to your wife and sons.’

      
      He turned to her and cupped her face between his hands. ‘Belle, I would take that risk if I could be certain you’d be safe,
         for I could easily tell Jacques the immigration people caught you, and he’d believe that for he’d have no way of checking.
         But what would become of you? You would either have to find work here, with all the risks that go with being a young girl
         alone in a dangerous city. Or you’d tell the authorities that you were brought here illegally, and get them to send you back
         home.’

      
      Belle knew that hope must have registered on her face, for he shook his head.

      
      ‘That might seem the perfect solution to you, but this man Kent you tell me about back in England, he will hear from New Orleans what has happened and he’ll have to get to you and kill
         you to save himself. I know how these men work, as he will be much the same as Jacques.’

      
      ‘Is there no other way?’ she asked.

      
      ‘You are a remarkable young lady,’ he said sadly. ‘It is this which makes me sure you will conquer New Orleans on your own
         terms. It is many things, a corrupt, dangerous place, but it also has a soul, and I think on balance you will be safer there
         and get the opportunity to select your own path in life.’

      

      
      
      Chapter Fourteen

      
      As the ship sailed south down the coast of America, the wind dropped, and gradually it became a little warmer and the skies
         bluer. On Belle’s sixteenth birthday Etienne bought a bottle of French champagne for them to celebrate.

      
      ‘I wish you’d told me that your birthday was so soon while we were in New York and I would have bought you a little present,’
         he said apologetically. ‘You must be thinking of your mother and your Mog so much today?’

      
      Belle had been thinking of home. Mog had always made her a special iced cake with candles, and there would be little presents from
         everyone in the house. Last birthday her mother had given her the grey cloak she was wearing when she was snatched, but even
         that had gone now, left back at Madame Sondheim’s.

      
      ‘It doesn’t matter,’ she said, even though she did feel very sad. ‘In years to come I’ll remember where I was when I had my
         first glass of champagne.’

      
      A few days later they were standing on deck looking at the coastline in the distance.

      
      ‘New Orleans is much warmer than England all year round,’ Etienne explained. ‘It has very mild winters and hot, sticky summers.
         But it has quite heavy rain too, and hurricanes, mostly at the end of August or the beginning of September.’

      
      ‘What else can you tell me about it?’ Belle was growing very scared now, for within twenty-four hours Etienne would be handing
         her over and he’d have to return to France.

      
      ‘It’s a place for fun,’ he said, his eyes lighting up as if he had good memories of there. ‘People come over the weekend to let their hair down, to dance, gamble, find a woman, and hear
         the music. The music is what stays in your head long after you’ve left New Orleans. It wafts out of every bar, club, dance
         hall and restaurant, follows you up the street and into your dreams.’

      
      ‘And if they make me do that thing?’ She blushed scarlet for she couldn’t bring herself to speak openly of what she knew would
         be expected of her. ‘Is there anything you can tell me that would make it easier to bear?’

      
      He put his hand on her cheek, his eyes tender now as if he wished he could reassure her that wasn’t going to happen. ‘If I
         was you I’d try and think about the money. Slavery is dead, and you should get half of what you earn, if you stand up for
         yourself. And put the money somewhere safe, it’s your future you are saving for.’ He paused for a moment as if thinking what
         he could say about the actual act.

      
      ‘I think the real trick to it is making the men think they are getting something unique and wonderful,’ he went on. ‘This
         is easy because men can be fools, they’ll look at your pretty face and see how young you are, and before you so much as hold
         their hand they’ll believe you are a dream come true.’

      
      Belle smiled. She loved hearing Etienne talk, even if the subject wasn’t all that agreeable. That hint of French accent was
         so compelling, and the more she looked at him, the sadder she was that she was soon going to lose him.

      
      ‘But above all you have to believe you are the best,’ Etienne said earnestly. ‘The top girls in New Orleans get as much as
         thirty or forty dollars a time, they wear the latest silk gowns, have a maid to arrange their hair, some even have their own
         carriage to drive around in. Many of these girls have wealthy patrons who pay them not to go with any other man. There are
         other top girls who get booked for all night, every night, yet often their clients only want to go to sleep with them in their arms. And so it goes right down the scale to the cheaper sporting houses, girls who rent out a room by the hour, until
         you finally get to the girls who do their work in back alleys. They are filthy, depraved and disease-ridden hags, charging
         only a couple of cents.

      
      ‘You must always remember that you are a top end girl. You will look beautiful, be sweet and charming to your clients even
         when you want to cry. You must try to love the men for the short time you are with them, and soon you will find that you really
         can love them a little and you won’t feel bad about your life.’

      
      ‘You sound as if you really know what goes on. Have you been to these houses?’

      
      ‘Belle, I was a burglar, I always mixed with people on the wrong side of the fence. I got to know the girls in cat houses
         in Marseille like they were my sisters. They would tell me about their lives, their clients, the other girls and the madams,
         and I know from this that you must always keep the madam on your side. She is the one who can make your life hell if she doesn’t
         like you.’

      
      ‘You said sporting houses and cat houses – are they the same as brothels?’ she asked curiously.

      
      Etienne smiled down at her. ‘They use these words more in New Orleans than the word brothel. Sporting houses are usually quite
         grand places, often with a band playing in the drawing room. They put a screen round the musicians so they can’t see the identity
         of the men who come in to dance and have fun with the girls.’

      
      All at once Belle was overcome by emotion and she began to cry.

      
      ‘What is it?’ Etienne asked, putting his arms around her and drawing her to his chest.

      
      ‘I am going to miss you so much,’ she sobbed.

      
      He held her tightly and stroked her hair. ‘I’m going to miss you too, little one. You have taken a part of my heart. But I may get sent here again some day and you will be so grand and
         important you won’t want to talk with me.’

      
      ‘I would never be too grand for you.’ She sniffed back her tears and almost laughed because she knew he was only teasing her.
         ‘But my admirers might be jealous as you are so handsome.’

      
      He put his hands on either side of her head and bent down to kiss away her tears. ‘I think it might be better for me to stay
         away when you are older, for you will surely break my heart,’ he said softly. ‘Now, just remember what I told you, that you
         are beautiful and clever, and you must use that sharp mind to outfox any that would try to trap or hurt you.’

      
      A little later Etienne left Belle on deck while he went down to their cabin for something. Aside from when he was suffering
         from seasickness, it was the first opportunity she’d had to speak to anyone she chose. There were dozens of other people on
         deck – respectable married couples, groups of young men, a few elderly people, and even two plainly dressed women who she
         felt might be the churchy kind. They would be ideal people to ask for help, and she had no doubt that if such an opportunity
         had arisen on the steamer from France, she would have gladly snatched it.

      
      But she didn’t want any help now. While it was true that being delivered to a brothel wasn’t her ideal start in life, would
         London have been any better for her? While she was absolutely certain her mother and Mog would not have wanted her to become
         a whore, what else was there for a girl of her background except going into service or working in a factory? To stay at home
         for ever was an even worse prospect, for she’d never make any friends and the days would be endless.

      
      Belle had often looked at the grand department stores like the new Selfridges which had opened just the year before in Oxford Street, or Swan and Edgar’s in Regent Street, and wished
         she could work in one of them. But even had she been able to get a good reference from someone, which was unlikely, everyone
         said the girls in those shops worked very long hours for very little pay and were bullied by the floor managers. She remembered
         how the other girls at the school she went to in Bloomsbury whispered about her. She had no doubt that kind of whispering
         would follow her to any job she might find. Just as Jimmy had assumed she had to be a whore because she lived in a brothel,
         so would everyone else.

      
      So she had decided she was going to do exactly what Etienne had suggested and use her wits to make a good life for herself.
         She wouldn’t fight being a whore, just go with it and aim for the top spot. They wouldn’t lock her in or watch her like a
         hawk if they saw that she was willing. And it would be good to wear silk dresses and drive in her own carriage. In fact it
         might even be the greatest of adventures. She was after all in America, a country where dreams could come true.

      
      One day, when she’d saved enough money, she’d sail home to England and open that little hat shop she used to dream about.

      
      That evening in the dining room with Etienne, Belle felt oddly lightheaded because she’d become resolved about her future.
         It was warmer, and she’d put on a lighter, pale blue taffeta dress which she’d been given in Paris and hadn’t worn before
         because it had been too cold. It was very pretty, with white lace ruffles on the bodice and sleeves, and she’d put a blue
         ribbon in her hair to match. When Etienne offered her some red wine, she accepted it eagerly for it was all part of moving
         on to her new way of life.

      
      ‘You seem different tonight,’ Etienne said as he poured it. ‘You aren’t planning to bolt the moment the ship docks tomorrow, are you? Only New Orleans is a very dangerous place for an unescorted young lady to be.’

      
      Belle giggled. ‘No, I’m not going to bolt. That would be silly. I’m feeling better about everything now.’

      
      He smiled, and put his hand over hers on the table. ‘I’m glad of that. You know I will do everything I can tomorrow to make
         sure they understand how special you are.’

      
      Etienne went out on deck to smoke a cigar after dinner, and Belle went down alone to their cabin and lit a candle to undress
         by. She realized that she was just a little tipsy, but she liked the feeling, just as she’d liked the touch of Etienne’s hand
         on hers.

      
      As she started to unbutton her dress she was thinking of what it would be like to be kissed by Etienne. Not a kiss on the
         cheek, but a real grown-up one on the lips. The thought made her feel all hot and shaky.

      
      She glanced at his bunk, and suddenly she knew she wanted to be in it, with him. With trembling fingers she undid the remainder
         of the buttons and stepped out of her dress, then took off her boots. Her two petticoats came next, falling on to her blue
         dress in a white froth. She paused then in her chemise, drawers and stockings, wondering how much more she should remove.
         She liked the chemise, it was the one which had been given to her in Paris, soft white cotton with pin tucks and rows of lace
         around the low neckline. Decided, she whipped off her drawers and stockings, threw all her clothes up on to her bunk, and
         climbed into Etienne’s.

      
      Her heart was thumping, every nerve, muscle and tendon braced for his return, but fortunately she didn’t have long to wait
         before she heard his familiar footsteps coming along the corridor.

      
      The cabin door opened and he came in, then stopped abruptly as he saw her in his bed. ‘Now, what are you doing there?’ he
         asked. ‘Too tipsy to climb on to the top one?’

      
      She liked that he hadn’t assumed she was in his bed to be with him. ‘No, I’m in here because I want your arms around me,’
         she whispered nervously.

      
      He took off his jacket and hung it on one of the hooks at the end of the bunks, then he knelt down by the bunk. ‘Beautiful
         Belle,’ he sighed. ‘You are enough to tempt even the most holy of men. But what makes you do this? Are you practising being
         a temptress? Or maybe you think if you do this I won’t be able to take you to the house tomorrow?’

      
      ‘I know you will still have to take me,’ she said, a little daunted by his concerned expression. ‘But Lisette said to me in
         Paris that if I found a man I really liked, I would change my mind about it.’ She didn’t know what word to use, she couldn’t
         bring herself to use the word sex, or fucking, and if there was a less graphic word she didn’t know it.

      
      ‘With a man you really like it is called making love,’ he said, leaning forward so his face was very close to hers. ‘I am
         flattered that you like me, Belle, I never met a young girl I liked more than you. I will hold you and kiss you but that is
         all, for I have a wife at home who I cannot be unfaithful to.’

      
      He leaned still closer and his lips met Belle’s, touching them with the softness of a butterfly’s wings. Belle’s arms came
         up to hold him and his tongue flickered into her mouth, making a little tremor run down her spine.

      
      ‘How was that?’ he said teasingly. With only one candle alight she couldn’t see his face clearly. But she reached out her
         hands and cupped it, using her thumbs to caress his lips gently.

      
      ‘It was good enough for me to want more,’ she whispered.

      
      He moved and slid on to the bunk beside her, scooping her into his arms. ‘You are a little temptress,’ he sighed. ‘You will
         do well in New Orleans!’

      
      He kissed her again and again until her whole body was aching to be caressed too. But though he kissed and nuzzled at her neck, her arms and fingers, he didn’t attempt to go any further.

      
      Belle knew he desired her, she could feel his cock straining to be released from his trousers, but when she tentatively put
         her hand on it, he gently removed it.

      
      ‘Time for both of us to sleep,’ he said, kissing her forehead softly and getting off the bunk.

      
      He took her clothes from the top bunk, blew out the candle and leapt up there, and Belle stretched out in the space he’d vacated
         and smiled to herself as she smelled him on the pillow.

      
      No man would be so frightening now she knew how sweet it could be. She felt sad that Etienne wasn’t prepared to be the one
         to initiate her in the arts of lovemaking, but he had made her understand what desire was.

      
      ‘Bonsoir, ma petite,’ he said softly from above her.

      
      ‘Goodnight, Etienne,’ she whispered back. ‘If the gentlemen of New Orleans are all like you I won’t have any trouble loving
         them.’

      

      
      
      Chapter Fifteen

      
      Gold cherubs holding up an alabaster table, turquoise velvet couches strewn with gold and pink satin cushions, a white piano,
         and a life-size painting of a naked lady lying on a couch hanging above the white marble fireplace – these were just a few
         of the marvels in the drawing room of Martha’s maison de joie, as the woman had called it. Belle had to force herself not to be distracted by the splendour and to pin her ears back so
         she could hear what Etienne was saying to Madame Martha.

      
      She was a very big woman of around forty-five. Belle thought she must be five feet nine inches or so, and at least fifteen
         stone; her hair was bleached a golden blonde and piled up on her head in elaborate coils. But however big or old she was,
         she was still beautiful, her skin like ivory satin, eyes so dark Belle could see no iris. She was wearing an apricot-coloured,
         loose-fitting tea dress with elaborate beadwork around the low neck, and her huge breasts billowed up and threatened to spill
         over. Her feet were tiny, encased in embroidered slippers the same colour as her dress, and her equally small hands had a
         ring on every finger.

      
      ‘Belle is very different from your usual girls, madame,’ Etienne said very politely. ‘She is intelligent, she has the poise
         and communication skills of a fully grown woman; she is also a kind, caring and sensitive girl. I wouldn’t dare to try and
         tell you how to run your house. But I got to know Belle well on the long journey here, and I believe it would be more fruitful
         for you to hold her back. Let her learn from the other girls and perhaps even tease the gentlemen a little with her.’

      
      ‘If I wanted your opinion, honey, I would’ve asked for it,’ Madame responded. Yet despite what she’d said, she looked amused at his cheek.

      
      ‘I wouldn’t dream of offending such a beautiful woman,’ Etienne said silkily. ‘It was just that I know sometimes girls are
         whisked so quickly into working that their true assets are not noticed. Belle has been treated very badly, abducted from her
         home and taken to Paris where she was subjected to the kind of thing I know you abhor. She could do with more time.’

      
      Madame was nodding her head as Etienne was speaking, but once he reached the part about her being badly treated in Paris,
         she turned to look at Belle appraisingly.

      
      ‘Is that so, honey chile?’ she asked.

      
      ‘Yes, it is,’ Belle replied, surprised to be spoken to. ‘I was abducted because I witnessed a murder. In Paris I was raped
         by five different men, and then I became very ill,’ she admitted. But not wanting to look as though she was permanently damaged,
         she smiled at the older woman. ‘I’m all better now of course, and I would make a very good maid and I could help you all around
         the house with cleaning, laundry and even cooking.’

      
      ‘I sure didn’t pay for you to be brought all the way from Paris to be a maid,’ Madame said. Her tone was sharp but her dark
         eyes were twinkling. ‘My house is one of the best in town because my girls are happy, and I guess I can wait a little while
         to see how things go with you, and see if you can be happy too.’

      
      ‘You are a good woman,’ Etienne said, taking her hand and kissing it.

      
      ‘I think you are sweet on her,’ Madame said lightly, raising one eyebrow suggestively.

      
      ‘Any man would be,’ he replied. ‘She’s a little pearl.’

      
      Etienne said he had to go then and Belle followed him to the front door to say goodbye.

      
      The hall was almost as grand as the drawing room, with a huge chandelier, a black and white tiled floor and walls covered
         in an ornate red and gold raised paper. Everything Belle had seen so far seemed fine, but she was aware that appearances meant
         little, and once Etienne had left she would be on her own, in a strange country, without anyone to turn to.

      
      Perhaps Etienne sensed how she felt for he stopped at the door and turned to her. ‘Don’t be scared,’ he said, caressing her
         cheek tenderly. ‘Although I’ve never met Martha before, I have it on good authority she is a good woman. You will be safe
         here.’

      
      Belle didn’t want him to go, but she was too proud to cry or look distressed. ‘Tell me something, would you have killed me
         if I’d run away or sought help?’

      
      He grinned boyishly. ‘How could I kill you if you’d run away? And I couldn’t have done it if you’d got help either. But I
         had to scare you into behaving. I’m sorry if I frightened you.’

      
      ‘I’ll never be sorry I met you,’ she said, and blushed a becoming pink. ‘You’ve got a piece of my heart now.’

      
      ‘Stay as beautiful and as sweet as you are now,’ he said. ‘I believe you will come to see New Orleans as your home, and you’ll
         forget the past. Just make sure you never let anyone push you around, and put some money away for a rainy day too.’

      
      Belle moved forward so she could kiss him on the lips. ‘Safe journey home and think of me sometimes.’

      
      His eyes, which had seemed so hard and cold when she first met him in Brest, were now soft and sad.

      
      ‘It will be hard to think of anything else,’ he said, then kissed her with such feeling that she felt her legs were going
         to give way.

      
      
         *



      
      By the time Belle fell exhausted into bed at first light the following morning, she almost felt she was at home. The atmosphere
         in Martha’s was similar to Annie’s Place, overcharged with expectancy, faintly hysterical, yet warm and welcoming too. It
         even smelled and sounded much the same – perfume, cigars, the rustle of taffeta petticoats and girlish giggling. She might
         not have spent an evening upstairs back home, but the sounds and smells permeated the whole house.

      
      There were only five other girls here, all around eighteen or nineteen and exceptionally pretty: Hatty, Anna-Maria, Suzanne,
         Polly and Betty. In the early evening when Belle saw them coming down the stairs, each in a different vivid-coloured silk
         dress that revealed enough of their charms to tease any man, it was like looking at five rare and beautiful hothouse plants.

      
      They hadn’t looked that way at their first meeting. Although it was the middle of the afternoon, they’d only just got out
         of bed, and they wore only a loose wrap over a chemise, with their hair all bedraggled.

      
      As the girls ate fruit and pastries and drank coffee, Martha had introduced Belle. She suggested she tell them something about
         herself, and as Belle wanted them to become her friends and allies, she told them that she had been brought up in a brothel
         and about the murder she’d witnessed.

      
      Afterwards she wondered if she’d said too much, and that it might have been better to have kept her own counsel, but they
         had hung on her every word, full of sympathy for her, and wanted to know all about England. She had been surprised at their
         concern for her, remembering that whenever a new girl arrived back home there was always backbiting and bad feeling.

      
      Raven-haired Anna-Maria was Creole, and her French accent was comfortingly like Etienne’s. Hatty and Suzanne had come from
         San Francisco, and as with Belle, Martha had paid to have them come and work for her. They were quick to say they hadn’t got any regrets, and although their year’s contract
         with Martha had ended months ago, they wanted to stay on.

      
      Polly and Betty had worked together in an Atlanta bordello but it was closed down by the police and so they came to New Orleans.
         They said they were fortunate in being directed to Martha’s, and in being taken on immediately.

      
      All five were white girls. It seemed that mixed houses weren’t allowed, so the coloured girls were in different houses.

      
      The pianist sat down to play in the drawing room in the early evening, the girls arranged themselves prettily on the couches,
         and soon afterwards gentlemen began to arrive. To Belle’s surprise they really did appear to be gentlemen. They were astoundingly
         well-mannered, they didn’t use any profanities, and treated the girls like real ladies. They all wore well-cut suits, boiled
         white shirts, highly polished boots, and had neatly trimmed beards and moustaches. There were a few who sported the kind of
         loud checked waistcoats and ostentatious gold watch chains that Etienne had pointed out as being markers of ‘white trash’
         while they were on the ship from New York. But though these men were a little brash and flashy, they were still very polite.
         Belle thought it rather sweet that they asked the pianist for special tunes so they could dance with the girls.

      
      The pianist’s name was Errol, and he was a negro, but apparently all pianists here were called ‘the Professor’. He knew hundreds
         of tunes, just playing them by ear without any music. Some got Belle’s toes tapping and made her want to dance. Betty told
         her it was called jazz, and she would be hearing a great deal more of it for it was the music of New Orleans. But the Professor sang too – he had a lovely deep, husky voice – and in some of the songs he’d changed
         the words to rather naughty ones about Martha’s house which made everyone laugh.

      
      Belle offered the gentlemen whisky, wine or champagne, which seemed awfully expensive at a dollar a time, especially as she
         knew the ‘wine’ they bought for the girls was just red-coloured water. She thought it was nice that the men weren’t rushed
         up the stairs and that the girls sat around chatting and flirting with them, just as if they were at a party. But she realized
         later that all the drinks they bought added up to quite a lot, so that was why Martha encouraged the girls to keep them in
         the drawing room.

      
      Asking a girl to dance appeared to be the discreet way the men picked their girl, and when they left the room together, hand
         in hand, they could have just been going to take an innocent stroll around the garden.

      
      Belle wondered how the money changed hands, for apart from charging for the drinks, and seeing the gentlemen tipping Errol,
         she saw no other money. But Suzanne explained that the first thing the girls did when they got to their room with the gentleman
         was to ask for the twenty dollars. This they handed to Cissie, the upstairs maid, who passed it on to Martha who kept a record
         of what all the girls earned in an evening.

      
      Cissie was a negro, a tall, thin woman with a cast in one eye. She had a very stern expression and rarely smiled, but the
         girls had said she was kindness itself, especially when they were sick.

      
      Belle had been very surprised by what a short time the men spent upstairs with the girls, especially as they usually stayed
         in the drawing room chatting and drinking for over an hour. She thought the average time they spent in a girl’s room was only
         about twenty minutes; if they stayed as long as thirty minutes Martha began to look tense. Then as soon as the men came down
         they left the house. Belle had always assumed the sex act lasted at least an hour, for that was how long it seemed to be for
         her in Paris, and when Kent was with Millie. Now she was beginning to see that it had been a much shorter time than that, it was just the horror of it which had made it appear so long.

      
      As each girl entertained about ten gentlemen during the evening, at twenty dollars a time, they were making a small fortune,
         even if Martha took half of it. Belle had thought it marvellous when Martha said she’d give her a dollar a day to serve drinks,
         and just this first evening she’d been given a total of two dollars, fifty cents in tips. That of course was small beer in
         comparison to what the girls got, or the tips the Professor received – almost every gentleman gave him a dollar. But it seemed
         to her that this was a place where anyone with the right attitude could get very rich very quickly.

      
      The girls had said that tonight was a quiet night, and that on Saturdays it was packed out. Yet having watched the girls,
         seen their ready smiles, heard the peals of laughter, it obviously wasn’t as vile a job as Belle had imagined.

      
      But she didn’t want to think about that just now. It was better to allow herself to sink into her soft feather mattress with
         just a thin comforter over her because it was so warm, and remember how cold it was back home.

      
      She hoped that by now the postcard she had sent Annie and Mog in New York had reached them. Etienne hadn’t let her say where
         she was bound for, or what she was expected to do, just as she hadn’t said what had happened to her in Paris. But considering
         her mother ran a brothel, they were bound to realize the truth. All Belle could hope for was that they sensed she was happy
         when she’d written the postcard and that would stop some of their anxiety.

      
      She had planned to write a proper letter home once she was settled here, but she wasn’t so sure now if that was the right
         thing to do. It might just make things worse; after all, her mother couldn’t afford to come here and get her, and even if
         she could, Martha would be bound to insist that she paid back however much she’d paid for Belle.

      
      She wondered too about Jimmy. She so much wanted to write and tell him the whole story, but if she did, he might want to go
         after Kent, and then his life could be in danger.

      
      So on reflection Belle thought maybe it might be better for everyone if she didn’t write at all. The truth would only make
         them fret. Yet if she was to lie and tell them she was working in a shop or as a maid, they wouldn’t believe that. After all,
         no one would ever abduct someone and then give them a nice, respectable life!

      
      She fell asleep pondering on the problem.

      
      Belle found herself wide awake the next morning at ten o’clock. It seemed odd that there was barely a sound from the street
         outside. The previous evening it had been even rowdier than Monmouth Street on a Saturday night.

      
      She was dying to go out and explore, as all she’d seen of New Orleans so far was from the cab on the way from the ship. It
         had been quiet then too, as it was only nine in the morning, and all she saw were delivery carts, road sweepers and negro
         maids scrubbing doorsteps and polishing door brass. But she had been impressed by how old and attractive the city was. Etienne
         told her that the part they drove through from the dock was called the French Quarter, because back in 1721 the first twenty
         blocks were laid out by the French.

      
      All the houses were right on the street with no front gardens, like many of the Victorian terraces back home, but these houses
         weren’t all the same: there were colourful Creole-style cottages with shuttered windows right next to houses of the Spanish
         style with dainty wrought-iron balconies on their upper floors, often with a profusion of plants and flowers growing there.
         Belle had glimpses of pretty little courtyards, there were squares with a central garden, and she saw many exotic-looking
         flowers and tall palm trees.

      
      Etienne had gone on to explain that until 1897, New Orleans was a terrifying, lawless place, with prostitutes plying their wares or posing nearly naked in doorways all over town. With
         it being such a busy port, sailors of every nationality poured into town nightly to gamble, drink, find a woman and usually
         end up in a fight too. The death toll from stabbings and gunshot wounds was high, and countless others were found unconscious
         in back alleys having been beaten up and robbed. Ordinary, respectable people trying to bring up their children had this going
         on all around them and they demanded that something must be done about it.

      
      Alderman Sidney Story came up with a plan to take the area of thirty-eight blocks on the far side of the railway track, behind
         the French Quarter, and make prostitution legal there. This would mean that all the city’s ills were housed in one place,
         making it easier for it to be policed. Ordinary law-abiding people were happy to vote for a bill that would mean an end to
         whores and rowdy, drunken sailors around their homes. Gambling and opium dens would be out of sight, and they would no longer
         have to fear the violence of vice-related crime.

      
      Sidney Story sponsored the bill and got it passed, and so the area was given the name of ‘Storyville’. But most people just
         called it the District.

      
      Belle had been somewhat amused as Etienne explained how it had been before the bill was passed. It sounded so much like Seven
         Dials! She told him about that and said that although she’d been surrounded by all kinds of criminal activity and vice, she
         hadn’t really been aware of it, nor touched by it, not until Millie was murdered.

      
      ‘It amuses me that the very people who complain about the vice are mostly the ones who benefit most from it,’ Etienne said
         with a wry smile. ‘Shops, hotels, saloons, laundries, cab drivers, dressmakers and milliners couldn’t survive without all
         the visitors the District brings to New Orleans. Even the local council, the hospitals and schools benefit from the taxes that come from it. But everyone likes their dirty
         income to be hidden.’

      
      Belle got out of her bed to go over to the window and see this place the good people of New Orleans wanted hidden away.

      
      Her room was on the fourth floor, just a small, sparsely furnished room intended for a maid, very different from the opulent
         rooms the girls had downstairs. The window looked out on to the railway tracks which separated Basin Street from the French
         Quarter. As she understood it, Basin Street was the first in the District, and the one with the most prestigious sporting
         houses, the most beautiful girls, the best food, drink and entertainment. The establishments in the streets running behind
         Basin Street, be it saloons, restaurants or sporting houses, became cheaper and rougher as they got to the end of the District.
         By the last block and Robertson Street, the bars were hovels and the working girls down there turned tricks for just a few
         cents. Some couldn’t even afford to rent one of the cheap cribs.

      
      Betty had told her about the cribs. They were a series of tiny rooms with no space for anything more than a bed. Men stood
         in line outside, and as one came out the next went in. Betty said they could service as many as fifty men a night. But these
         girls were controlled by pimps, who took most of what they earned and were often beaten if they didn’t earn as much as their
         pimp wanted. For these girls there were no such luxuries as a bath or indoor lavatory. Their lives were unspeakably hard,
         and most took refuge in drink or opium. Betty said that the men who used them were the very roughest kind, and the girls had
         no hope of anything improving for them, and most saw death as a happy release.

      
      To Belle’s disappointment she couldn’t see anything more than the railway tracks opposite, even when she craned her neck out of her small window. For now she would have to be satisfied with what she’d seen fleetingly as she arrived on the
         previous day – big, solidly built houses, not a single one dilapidated the way they’d been around Seven Dials. She’d been
         told by Hatty that they mostly had electric lighting in every room, and steam heat.

      
      Even though it was only April, the sun was warm on Belle’s bare arms and face, just like a summer’s day back home. She thought
         of how grey, cold and windy it was in Seven Dials at this time of year, and she surprised herself by being more glad than
         sad that she was here.

      
      She wished she could go out now, walk around and see the District for herself. But she had a feeling Martha might not approve
         of her going without first asking permission.

      
      Opening her door and going out on to the narrow staircase which led to the next floor, she listened for signs of anyone else
         being up. But there wasn’t a sound aside from gentle snoring which seemed to be coming from Hatty’s room.

      
      She could smell the cigars from the previous night and there was a blue satin garter lying on the red and gold carpet on the
         landing below her. She wondered which of the girls it belonged to, and why it had been dropped there. A window on the landing
         had a pretty white lace blind over it, and as the bathroom door was slightly ajar she could see the black and white floor,
         and part of the claw-footed bath.

      
      It all looked so clean, bright and pretty, and she smiled to herself, thinking back to how she had thought of nothing but
         escape when she was in Paris. She could leave here right this minute, get dressed, walk down the stairs and out the front
         door. But she realized she really didn’t want to.

      
      And it wasn’t just because all she had in the world was the two dollars and fifty cents in tips she got last night. She actually
         liked it here.

      
      ‘Better start behaving like the other girls then,’ she murmured to herself, turning to go back into her room and into bed.

      
      A week later, about three in the morning, Belle was alone in the drawing room collecting up glasses and ashtrays, when she
         heard screaming coming from out in the street.

      
      It had been a quiet night at Martha’s. The last gentleman had left half an hour earlier, and the girls had gone up to bed
         as there clearly weren’t going to be any more callers. Martha had gone to her room on the first floor, and Cissie was in the
         kitchen making a cup of tea.

      
      Belle put the tray of glasses down and went over to the window to look out. She could see a small crowd gathered some twenty
         yards away, further down the street by Tom Anderson’s, for they were standing in a pool of bright light from his place.

      
      Belle had been astounded when she first saw Tom Anderson’s by night for it was lit with so many electric lamps it almost hurt
         her eyes. Anderson ran everything here – he settled disputes, punished those who needed it, and owned more than his fair share
         of the town. His dazzling, half-block-long saloon was all ornate carved cherry wood, mirrors and gilt, and was run by twelve
         bar tenders round the clock.

      
      Basin Street was never completely silent. There might be a lull after five in the morning until nine or ten but the rest of
         the time music blasted out of dozens of bars, clubs and sporting houses, there were buskers in the streets and on top of that
         all the carousing and shouting which went hand in hand with a red light district. Sometimes Belle would look out to see gangs
         of sailors lurching drunkenly down the street towards the Few Clothes Cabaret. The other girls said they’d probably had a
         drink in most of the bars they’d passed since leaving their ship. They would be making for the cribs in Iberville Street where
         the whores cost a dollar, but by the time they got there they’d probably be unable to perform and their money would be gone.

      
      Men who came into New Orleans by train were better placed to get to the women before they were too drunk, for the trains stopped
         right there at the start of the District and the passengers would have seen girls in some of the sporting houses posing seductively
         in windows for their benefit.

      
      Unable to see from the window, Belle went to the front door and out on to the porch. She assumed the gathered crowd were watching
         two brawling men as there were cheers and shouts of encouragement. But suddenly the crowd broke away, and to her astonishment
         Belle saw it was two women fighting, going at each other like two savage dogs.

      
      She had seen the big woman with dyed red hair the previous day, for she’d been shouting out in the street. Hatty had said
         she expected it had something to do with the woman’s pimp, who’d been seen with another woman or something similar. If that
         was the case and the slightly smaller woman with bleached hair was the one who’d stolen the red-headed woman’s lover and protector,
         she was in danger of being killed.

      
      They rolled together on the ground, got up and leapt at each other again. The blonde fought like a woman, scratching the other’s
         face with her nails, but the big red-head fought like a prizefighter, using her fists, and each time one connected with the
         blonde’s face or body the crowd cheered.

      
      All at once they were locked together, and Belle moved out along the sidewalk to get a better look. A sudden wail of pain
         and outrage from the blonde made everyone move closer still, and the red-head spat something out of her mouth on to the pavement.

      
      She had bitten three fingers off the other girl’s hand.

      
      Belle was transfixed to the spot in horror. The three bloody fingers were there on the sidewalk about ten yards in front of
         her.

      
      ‘That’ll do!’ a man in the crowd roared out. ‘C’mon, Mary, yer can’t bite lumps off folk.’

      
      ‘I’ll bite the ear or the nose off anyone who tries to stop me killing the bitch,’ the red-head screamed out, blood dripping
         from her mouth.

      
      Four or five men leapt forward and restrained the woman, while others took care of the injured one.

      
      Belle backed off and went indoors, feeling queasy at what she’d seen.

      
      ‘What was all that commotion?’ Martha asked, coming down the stairs just as Belle locked the front door.

      
      Belle told her, and retched as she explained.

      
      ‘That’ll be Dirty Mary,’ Martha said, and taking Belle’s arm drew her into the drawing room and poured her some brandy. ‘She
         took an axe to another woman a few years ago, sliced her arm right off below the elbow. She got acquitted too. She’s got the
         luck of the devil himself.’

      
      ‘Why would she do something as bad as that to anyone?’ Belle asked, feeling very shaky and wishing she hadn’t gone outside.

      
      ‘She’s got syphilis, that’s why they call her Dirty Mary. It can affect the brain, you see.’

      
      ‘But won’t she infect people?’ Belle asked in horror.

      
      ‘Oh, she don’t fuck no more,’ Martha said as calmly as if she were discussing what they would have for breakfast. ‘She only
         does French now.’

      
      ‘What’s that?’ Belle asked, though guessing she’d rather not know.

      
      ‘She takes it in her mouth.’ Martha wrinkled her nose with distaste. ‘A lot of the girls do that, no danger of getting pregnant
         and you can’t catch nothin’ either. You’ll have heard the girls speak of the French House further down the road – that’s what
         they do there.’

      
      Belle winced.

      
      ‘Now, don’t you go looking that way,’ Martha said with a smile. ‘It’s quick, don’t make no mess, nor need no bed. There’s
         a whole lot of advantages to it.’

      
      Belle had heard more than enough about ‘French’, but she did want to know what was going to happen to Mary and the blonde
         with the missing fingers.

      
      ‘Mary will go to court; she probably won’t get no more than a fine though. The other girl will go to hospital.’

      
      ‘But without fingers how will the blonde girl manage?’ Belle asked.

      
      Martha smiled and patted Belle on the shoulder. ‘You stop worrying about other people and go to bed. Tomorrow I want to talk
         to you about your future.’

      

      
      
      Chapter Sixteen

      
      ‘You just stay there and watch what Betty does,’ Martha said firmly. She indicated the low chair behind the screen and the
         small hole in the screen’s fabric which Belle could look through from a sitting position. ‘Mind you take it all in! How she
         checks he’s got no pox, washing him and all. You stay quiet there and learn!’

      
      Belle had been given prior warning that this was how Martha prepared new girls, so it wasn’t a total shock to her. And Betty
         had been astoundingly open when she spoke of how she viewed her work.

      
      Belle liked the saucy girl from Atlanta. She was funny, warm-hearted and always keen to chat.

      
      ‘We all make out we’re having a good time,’ Betty said with a wicked grin. ‘I mean, that’s the job. But I think naughty thoughts
         when I’m doing it, and guide them to pleasure me, and you know, honey, sometimes it’s real good.’

      
      While Betty was unusual in being eager to discuss such things, Belle could sense that none of the girls actually hated their
         work or were unhappy about their life. They all laughed a lot, and they took a great interest in everything and everyone around
         them. All of them had come from poor families, yet while each of them had mentioned that, poverty didn’t appear to be the
         only reason they’d ended up as whores. Belle felt it was a combination of a craving for adventure, enjoying being lusted after,
         greed and laziness too, because they knew respectable work was hard.

      
      Belle was grateful that Martha had given her almost two weeks’ reprieve before throwing her to the lions, for in that time the languid, sensual atmosphere in the house had got to her. Over and over she’d found herself daydreaming of how she
         had felt when Etienne held her and kissed her, she looked at men appraisingly, and wanted them to want her too. She longed
         to wear a beautiful silk gown like the other girls, to have Cissie help her dress her hair, and to earn more money too.

      
      It might have been that the atmosphere in the house had soothed the traumas of the past, and indeed made her actually look
         forward to the day she would become what Martha called ‘a courtesan’. Yet it was taking walks around New Orleans that had
         made her see she had choices. She didn’t have to think of herself as trapped for ever in a place and an occupation she loathed.

      
      At first all she saw was the colour, music and decadence of New Orleans: one huge party that went on round the clock, seven
         days a week. It was only when she looked a little closer that she saw it was all about making money. Right from the rich men
         who owned the ritzy gambling saloons where thousands of dollars changed hands nightly, the madams running exclusive sporting
         houses, down to the cab drivers who charged just a few cents for a ride, and the musicians in every bar or busking right on
         the street, money was the hub the whole District revolved on.

      
      But unlike London and New York where it was mainly men who ran the show, here women could have starring roles. They came from
         all over America and beyond. Many were madams of course, but still more had shops or other businesses – they owned hotels,
         bars and restaurants. Belle had been told that a big proportion of them had arrived in town flat broke, and used prostitution
         as a way of getting started, but that impressed her all the more because it proved that with drive and determination anyone
         could make good.

      
      Belle felt she could do it too. She had the cachet of being English to start with, which was a curiosity here. Without being boastful she could see she was also prettier than most other girls, and she had youth on her side too. But above everything
         else she was intelligent. She hadn’t really been aware of this back home because she had no one much to compare herself with.
         Here, she saw daily that she was streets ahead of the other girls in the brains department. As Etienne had said, most were
         dumb, lazy and greedy.

      
      Both Mog and Annie were keen readers, and they had directed Belle towards books and the better-quality newspapers, but she
         hadn’t realized that was unusual for a girl of her background. She remembered in the house in Paris that the maids had seemed
         surprised she read the books left in the room. Etienne had been equally surprised to find her reading. Reading had given her
         knowledge about so much – history, geography, and different kinds of lives to her own.

      
      None of Martha’s girls read, in fact Belle sensed that they couldn’t, for they would flick through magazines just looking
         at the pictures. They had very little knowledge or interest in anything beyond the latest fashions and the District gossip.
         Betty had believed that England was by New York. Anna-Maria thought that Mexico was just beyond the Mississippi. The only
         thing they all aspired to was love and marriage. They all wanted a husband who would give them a pretty house and children,
         and though Belle thought that was understandable, she wondered how they thought they were going to achieve it. Surely they
         knew that few men would want to marry a working whore?

      
      Belle had no ambition to be kept like some little pet. She wanted to be equal to any man. She didn’t know yet how she was
         going to achieve it, but for now she was going to study men very closely and learn all about them.

      
      It was some ten minutes before Betty came into the room leading her gentleman by the hand. Betty was a short, curvy red-head, with pale, creamy skin and wide blue eyes that held an innocence her ribald conversation belied.

      
      Her apple-green silk dress barely covered her ample breasts, and as she shut the door she pulled down the bodice to expose
         them, and took the man’s hands and placed them on her. ‘You like them, honey?’ she asked, looking up at him with the sauciest
         of expressions.

      
      ‘Love them,’ he said, his dark eyes feasting on her breasts, his voice thick with lust. ‘I sure can’t wait to see what else
         you’ve got for me.’

      
      He was no more than twenty-four, slender and dark-haired, with a moustache and suntanned skin. He was not perhaps really handsome,
         but he had a nice face.

      
      ‘Well, honey, you just give me the twenty dollars, then slip off your trousers and get ready to visit paradise.’

      
      Belle wanted to laugh, for Betty knew she was there watching, and it seemed like that last line was straight out of a whore’s
         instruction manual.

      
      The man gave her the money, Betty opened the door and handed it over to Cissie, then closed the door, leaned back on it and
         smiled seductively at her man.

      
      ‘Let’s see what you’ve got for me then,’ she said.

      
      He had his shoes, trousers and underpants off in the blink of an eye, and Belle could see his penis was already erect as it
         was pushing his shirt out in front of him.

      
      ‘A lovely big one,’ Betty said, and she nudged him down on to the bed, pulled his shirt up and took hold of his penis, squeezing
         it and looking at it closely.

      
      Only the day before the girls had been talking about checking for pox while they were drinking coffee in the kitchen. They
         spoke of looking for ‘gleet’, a yellowish pus, and any sores or lesions around the genitals. If there was any evidence of
         infection they turned the man away.

      
      After Betty had examined her man she took a cloth from a bowl of water and disinfectant and washed him vigorously, but all the time making ribald remarks about his manhood and how
         much she was looking forward to having him inside her.

      
      She got the man to unfasten her gown once she’d finished washing him, and tossed it and her petticoat aside on to the chair,
         leaving herself wearing only a lace-trimmed chemise which exposed her breasts and ended at her bottom. Belle had been told
         that in other sporting houses the girls only ever wore lingerie, some danced with their men when they were almost naked. But
         Martha liked to maintain an illusion of purity in her house, so although the girls’ necklines were low and they wore no drawers,
         they were dressed while in the public rooms.

      
      The young man was growing more and more excited as Betty stripped off her clothes, and as she climbed up on to the bed and
         knelt beside him, she lifted her chemise to show him her private parts. Belle could see she had a very luxuriant mound of
         dark curly hair there, and as the young man reached out to touch it, Betty groaned and arched her back, inviting him to take
         liberties with her.

      
      It was the oddest thing to Belle. She had imagined that she would feel revulsion at witnessing such things, and indeed reminders
         of what she’d been through in Paris, but instead she felt a curious excitement, and a warm sensation in her own private parts.

      
      The man’s fingers had disappeared right into Betty and she was undulating her body as if loving it, making little low moaning
         sounds.

      
      ‘Umm, that sure feels good, honey,’ she said. ‘You’re getting me good and ready for riding your big cock.’

      
      Belle looked at the man’s face and saw his eyes were feasting on Betty’s breasts, and the excitement he was feeling as he
         touched her was evident in his high colour and the stiffness of his penis.

      
      ‘Ride me now!’ he said suddenly, and Betty moved quickly to straddle him, slowly moving down until he was right inside her.
         She leaned forward, supporting herself on her hands, and the man played with her breasts as she rode up and down on him.

      
      He was almost delirious in his pleasure, his head tossing this way and that on the pillow, his hands moving down over Betty’s
         curvy body with evident delight. And Betty seemed to be controlling the act, rising almost off him, then sinking down again
         while his gasps and groans of pleasure got louder and louder.

      
      Then all at once it was done. The man let out a kind of frenzied roar and then he was still, reaching up to cup Betty’s face
         tenderly.

      
      Betty wasn’t sharp with the man but she wasted no time in slipping off him, washing his penis and handing him his underpants
         and trousers. As he was putting on his shoes, she was washing herself, and by the time he was ready to leave, she was at the
         door waiting to stand on tiptoe to kiss his cheek to say goodbye.

      
      ‘Bye, sugar,’ she said. ‘You come back to me real quick now.’

      
      There had been no kissing at all until that one brief goodbye, and as Betty closed the door on her man, Belle came out from
         behind the screen rather sheepishly.

      
      ‘See, there ain’t nothin’ to it,’ Betty laughed. ‘You gets ’em all excited even before you gets to the bed and they is a marshmallow
         in your hands. You know I’d do it with that young man for free, he’s nice and I reckon he’d pleasure me all night if I asked
         him to.’

      
      Belle helped Betty back into her dress and fastened up the hooks and eyes. ‘Why didn’t you kiss him?’ she asked.

      
      ‘ ’Cos that’s what sweethearts do, honey,’ Betty said. ‘Kissin’ gets you goin’, but it’s for making love, not turning a trick.
         You save that for the man you love. You understand?’

      
      Belle did understand, far better than she’d expected to. She couldn’t claim that she was eager to take her place as one of
         the girls, but she was far less reluctant now, and she even thought if she got a young man like that one, it wouldn’t be too
         bad at all.

      
      During the next week Belle watched each of the girls with a client, and one evening she watched Anna-Maria and Polly with
         just one man.

      
      ‘I make ’em pay a great deal more for this,’ Martha explained. ‘It’s usually the old, rich ones that want it, but you’ll see
         the girls don’t mind it at all; the hardest thing for them is not to laugh.’

      
      Belle had already found that laughter was a plentiful commodity in Martha’s house. During the afternoons the girls loved to
         sit out in the small shady back yard sipping iced tea or lemonade and discussing the previous night’s highlights. They held
         little back, descriptions were vivid and graphic, and mostly very funny, especially those given by Betty and Suzanne. Sometimes
         the girls laughed so much they complained of getting a stitch.

      
      At first Belle just sat back and listened, but gradually she had been coerced into telling the girls about her experiences
         in Paris. Yet those nightmare scenes which she had tried so hard to forget became almost comedy when she relayed them to her
         new friends. She found herself exaggerating the fatness of one man or the great age of another, that way it hurt less. Maybe
         her voice did crack and her eyes fill with tears on occasions, but the girls would take her hand and squeeze it, and make
         some comment that not only showed they understood what she’d been through, but often turned her tears to laughter.

      
      ‘If you can laugh about the pathetic old devils who can only get it up with someone young and frightened, then you’ve scored
         over them,’ Suzanne said, with a touch of bitterness that suggested she knew what she was talking about. ‘Don’t you let them ruin your life, Belle. One day you’ll meet
         a man who will show you sex can be beautiful. But while you’re here we’ll show you it can be fun, and very profitable.’

      
      Suzanne’s words proved true when Belle watched the girls performing with the client. Both of them, raven-haired Anna-Maria
         and blonde Polly, were completely naked, their young, firm bodies and lovely faces in strong contrast to the big, boastful
         Texan with the ruddy face and huge, flabby belly. His penis was very small, but when Anna-Maria knelt with her knees either
         side of his neck and let him watch her at close quarters as she stroked herself, it leapt to attention. Polly jumped on to
         it, leaning back to play with his balls as she moved on him, then Anna-Maria moved forward so the man could lick at her.

      
      Belle could hardly believe what she was seeing, for it was quite clear that the girls had the upper hand, not the man. She
         watched their faces. Polly was trying hard not to laugh, yet at the same time stroking him and gyrating her hips to make it
         as erotic as possible so he would ejaculate quickly. Anna-Maria did in fact seem to be really enjoying being licked by the
         man; she was telling him it was thrilling and sexy and that she was coming. She certainly looked as if it was for real, her
         face was flushed, eyes half closed and mouth partially open.

      
      The Texan bellowed like a bull when he came, and Polly put her hand over her mouth to stop herself laughing. Anna-Maria was
         still undulating against the man’s big tongue; she caught hold of his head at the point when she said she was coming, and
         sweat was glistening on her forehead and running down her breasts.

      
      Belle sat back in her chair as the two girls said their goodbyes to their client. He was grinning from ear to ear, insisting
         they’d taken him to the ends of the world and back.

      
      ‘I sure would like you two little fire crackers in my bed every night at home,’ he said, putting his arms around them both
         and squeezing them hard. ‘I reckon I’ll be taking my cock in hand every night and thinking of you both.’

      
      After they’d let the man out and closed the door, Belle came out from behind the screen. Polly started to giggle. ‘How was
         that, sugar? You like it?’

      
      Anna-Maria was sitting on the edge of the bed, struggling to put her chemise back on. She looked a bit stunned.

      
      ‘That sounded as though you really liked it,’ Belle said to her.

      
      ‘I did,’ she said in her faint French accent, and she giggled and blushed. ‘That ees the first time that ever happened to
         me, I really did come.’

      
      Belle had heard that expression many times since arriving at Martha’s. She understood it in the male sense, but she hadn’t
         until now known it could happen for women too. However, it obviously struck a chord with Polly as she went off into a fit
         of giggles. ‘Imagine him cock in hand thinking of us,’ she chortled.

      
      Belle went off up to her room to let the other two girls get washed and dressed again. She sat on her bed and realized she
         was confused. Not about what she’d just seen, but all the things life had thrown at her, for surely there had to be some plan
         behind it, if she could just work it out.

      
      She’d grown up in a brothel but hadn’t known what that meant. She’d seen a girl murdered and her mother had lied about who
         did it. Then there was her abduction and the horrible events in Paris. But then she met Etienne, by whom she’d been terrified
         at first, only to get to like him, maybe even love him a little. She ought to have been horrified at being brought here to
         be a whore, yet she wasn’t. She ought to be appalled by New Orleans, yet she liked it. She didn’t feel even the slightest resentment that Martha was going to push her into the work she’d bought her for.

      
      Was this because she was born to be a whore? Was it possible you could inherit the disposition for such a job in the same
         way you inherited your mother’s nose or colouring?

      
      Part of her believed that it was bad for any woman to sell her body, yet the other part denied it. She’d seen the delight
         on that man’s face tonight, the girls had made him happy, so how could it really be bad?

      
      But there were other things which puzzled her too. She missed Mog, and would always have a special place for her in her heart,
         but she felt more at home here with Martha and her girls than she had back in London. Why was that? Didn’t that make her disloyal?

      
      If Etienne had tried to have his way with her she suspected she wouldn’t have resisted him. That was surely further proof
         of a loose nature. In fact it seemed to her that she couldn’t define what was good or bad any more, for everything had become
         mixed up and blurred around the edges.

      
      A soft rap on her door startled Belle, and she was even more surprised when Martha put her head around it.

      
      ‘Can I come in, honey?’ she asked.

      
      ‘Yes, of course,’ Belle said, feeling awkward at being caught out. ‘I was just going to come downstairs again. I’m sorry.’

      
      ‘Pay no mind to that,’ Martha said, sitting herself down on the narrow bed. ‘You needed to gather yourself, I understand.’

      
      Belle had noticed the older woman seemed to understand almost everything people did. She hadn’t heard her raise her voice
         in anger once.

      
      ‘I dare say what you saw tonight was a little surprising?’ Martha went on.

      
      Belle would’ve expected her to use the word shocking rather than surprising, yet in fact her word was exactly how it was.

      
      ‘Yes, ma’am,’ Belle whispered, dropping her eyes.

      
      ‘You didn’t expect the girls to have so much fun, or the gentleman to be so pleased?’

      
      Belle nodded.

      
      Martha sighed deeply. ‘Respectable, church-going folks don’t tend to see that we were made to enjoy sex. It ain’t just about
         gettin’ babies, honey. Lovin’ one another in the physical way is good for all of us, it’s the glue that can hold a marriage
         together and make it a happy one. If the wives of the men we service here were to let themselves go and learn to love fuckin’,
         there’d be no need for places like mine.’

      
      Belle blushed. Martha and all her girls used that word a great deal, and she found it disconcerting.

      
      Martha tilted up Belle’s chin with one finger. ‘Look at you blushing! That’s what it is, honey chile, might as well learn
         to say the word and be done with being bashful. Once you knows how good it can feel to be loved by a man, you’ll see things
         clearer. I reckon I ought to have suggested that Etienne stayed the first night with you here. He’s the kind to awaken any
         woman.’

      
      ‘He was married,’ Belle said indignantly.

      
      Martha laughed. ‘Now, honey, do you think I worry about married men coming in this house?’

      
      Belle smirked, for she guessed that more than half the men who came here were married. ‘No, I suppose not.’

      
      ‘Etienne had, how shall I say?’ Martha paused to choose the right word. ‘Charisma! I doubt he’s ever paid for a woman.’

      
      ‘He was very proper with me,’ Belle retorted.

      
      ‘And that makes a woman even more inclined to be improper,’ Martha chuckled. ‘But honey, I think it’s time I got you awakened.’

      
      Belle had the most vivid, disturbing dream that night. She was naked, lying on a big bed surrounded by men who were all reaching
         out to touch her. They weren’t grabbing at her roughly, just gentle strokes that made her feel like she was on fire. She woke from it to find she was dripping with sweat,
         her nightdress up around her armpits, and she was fairly certain she had been stroking her private parts in just the way she’d
         seen Anna-Maria do earlier in the evening.

      

      
      
      Chapter Seventeen

      
      Jimmy dodged behind a pile of flower boxes in the market as the man stopped to speak to someone. He waited a second, then
         peeped out round the edge of the boxes to see what they were doing.

      
      He was absolutely certain the man was Kent. He’d spent hours over the last few weeks watching his office building, at all
         different times of the day, gradually eliminating the men who worked in the printer’s on the ground and first floor as they
         went in or out. There was never a light up in Kent’s office, and Jimmy had begun to think he’d given up using the place, when
         suddenly today he appeared.

      
      There was something about the way the well-dressed man walked up Long Acre, purposeful, self-assured, which made Jimmy stiffen
         even before the man got close enough for him to see that he had the prominent nose, the thick, military-style moustache, and
         the wide, muscular shoulders which fitted the description he’d been given of Kent.

      
      When he went into the building, this confirmed it was him, but it also put Jimmy in a quandary. It was just after ten in the
         morning, he’d already been out for over an hour, and he knew he must get back to the pub. But his need to know more about
         this man was greater than his fear of his uncle. He decided to wait for another hour and see if he came out again and where
         he went. To his delight, Kent reappeared after only ten minutes.

      
      Jimmy followed him down through the flower market towards the Strand, but before he got there, Kent turned right into Maiden Lane. Jimmy kept well back, only too aware that his red hair, even though it was covered by a cap, was memorable.
         Like most of the old lanes in the area, Maiden Lane was narrow and squalid, with old buildings like rabbit warrens on both
         sides. There were also the back doors of two theatres in the Strand, and when Kent suddenly disappeared, Jimmy thought at
         first that he’d slipped into the Vaudeville. But as he reached the theatre door he found it was locked. The door next to it
         was slightly ajar though, and it seemed very likely that was where he’d gone.

      
      Jimmy hesitated. Above the door was a hand-painted sign of a woman’s face half concealed by a fan. There was no name, nothing
         to say what the business inside was, but he was fairly sure it was some kind of drinking club, probably with dancing girls.
         Maybe Belle had been brought here if Kent owned the place.

      
      His heart was hammering with nerves, but he pushed the door open a little further and went in. Aware that if he was caught
         prowling he’d be in big trouble, he decided the only way to behave was as if he had real business there. So he walked boldly
         down the narrow corridor and up the bare wooden stairs as all the doors on the ground floor had padlocks on them.

      
      At the top of the flight of stairs was another door with a small pane of glass in it. He peeped through and saw the room inside
         was more or less as he’d expected, large, dingy and windowless and furnished with tables and chairs. The floor was just rough
         boards. The bar was on the right-hand side, a small stage and a piano on the left. It would have been in total darkness but
         for an open door at the far end, and Jimmy could hear men talking in there.

      
      He opened the door a crack and the smell hit him like being slapped round the face with a stinking floor cloth. It was a gut-wrenching
         mixture of stale beer, tobacco, dirt and mildew. He asked himself then whether he was really brave enough to go in, for if he was stopped he couldn’t claim to have
         a valid reason for being there. But scared as he was, he felt compelled to hear what the men were talking about and see what
         the room they were in was like.

      
      With a hammering heart, he crept round the edge of the room, staying close to the wall and ready to duck down under a table
         if anyone came out. All the time his ears were straining to hear what was being said.

      
      ‘They said they want two more, but I can’t get the kind they want,’ one of the men said. He was well spoken, so Jimmy thought
         it was probably Kent.

      
      ‘Surely Sly can come up with a couple?’ a man with a rougher London voice answered.

      
      ‘No. He’s gone yellow-bellied on me since that other one. There’s a cove over in Bermondsey who I hear can do it, but I don’t
         know if I can trust him.’

      
      Jimmy crept closer, right up to the door, and peeped through the crack on the hinges side. It was an office, with a big window
         which looked out on to the Savoy Hotel in the Strand. Kent was standing facing the window, and the other man was sitting in
         a chair behind a desk. He looked very like the pictures of King Edward, big, bald, with a bushy beard, but he had a vicious-looking
         scar on his cheek, and he wore a red waistcoat under his jacket and a gold watch chain.

      
      ‘We don’t have to fret over whether we trust him,’ the bald man said with a mirthless chuckle. ‘Once he comes up with the
         girls we can dispose of him.’

      
      Jimmy knew he’d heard enough to be torn limb from limb if he was caught, so he sidled away from the door and crept back round
         the room on tiptoe. When he reached the outer door he was through it and down the stairs in the blink of an eye, nervous sweat
         dripping from him.

      
      
         *



      
      ‘You damn fool! What on earth did you think you were doing?’ Garth roared at Jimmy.

      
      He had been annoyed when he got up at nine and found his nephew had gone out, for he had an errand he wanted him to run. But
         when Jimmy still wasn’t back at eleven he became angry. A delivery of beer was expected, the fireplace in the bar needed clearing
         and the fire lit, plus dozens of other jobs. When Jimmy came running into the bar, red-faced and out of breath, Garth had
         jumped to the conclusion that the lad had been up to some mischief and had fled from whoever was chasing him. But when he
         questioned him and found that he’d been spying on Kent, fright made him even angrier.

      
      Despite all his bragging, Garth had failed to find the man Sly, and indeed to get any further information about Kent. Noah
         had drawn a blank as well, and it said reams about Kent’s reputation that no one dared talk about him. With the police showing
         absolutely no interest in apprehending anyone for the crime, it was over three months now since young Belle went missing,
         which almost certainly meant she was dead too. Garth had mentally given up, even though he wouldn’t admit that to Mog.

      
      To discover his nephew was still trying to do something both shamed him and made him feel inadequate. And it was his way to
         strike out when he felt like that.

      
      ‘I have to find out more about the man,’ Jimmy said defiantly. ‘And from what I heard today, I’d say they were snatching other
         girls and taking them away somewhere. I’m going to break into that office and see what else I can discover.’

      
      ‘You’ll do no such thing,’ Garth roared. ‘You get caught by anyone involved with that club and you’ll be killed and thrown
         into the river.’

      
      ‘I won’t get caught, I know how I’m going to do it,’ Jimmy said stubbornly.

      
      ‘You won’t go near that place again,’ Garth bellowed at him.

      
      Jimmy was scared when his uncle yelled like that, but he stood his ground and looked up defiantly at the older man. ‘We’ve
         found nothing new for ages now, Uncle. Mog is grieving, Annie’s gone away because she can’t bear to think about the fire taking
         all she held dear, and I want to see that bastard hang for killing Millie, and get Belle back.’

      
      ‘She’ll be dead by now,’ Garth shouted in exasperation. ‘Surely you realize that!’

      
      Jimmy shook his head. ‘I feel she’s alive, and so does Mog. But even if we’re wrong and she is dead, I still want to nail Kent.’

      
      Garth was pulled up short by his nephew’s courage and determination. It made him feel ashamed of himself. ‘You be very careful
         then,’ he said. ‘The last thing Mog and I want is to have you disappear too. And next time you want to play detective, for
         God’s sake tell us where you’re going.’

      
      Jimmy scuttled off then to do his chores, but he was grinning. He’d half expected his uncle to give him a thrashing; he certainly
         hadn’t expected to find concern.

      
      Garth slumped down on to a chair after Jimmy had gone, confused by his feelings and by the way his life had changed since
         his sister died and he took Jimmy in. In fact he didn’t remember having much feeling about anything, he was too busy taking
         care of the Ram’s Head, and he supposed the past had made him bitter.

      
      He and Flora had not been close as children. He’d only been six and his sister fourteen when she was apprenticed to a fashion
         house and went to live in there. Flora finished her apprenticeship and stayed in that same fashion house as a seamstress until
         she married an Irish artist, Darragh Reilly, when she was twenty-five.

      
      Garth was seventeen at the time of the wedding and he could remember his father saying Flora had picked a broken reed. It soon became evident that his father was right, because Darragh believed himself to be far too talented an artist
         to soil his hands doing any other kind of work to bring in some money. Soon after Jimmy was born he disappeared, never to
         return, and Flora had to become the sole breadwinner.

      
      Garth did what he could to help her in the early days of her abandonment, but Flora was such a good seamstress that she soon
         began to make a living for herself. Garth always admired her for that, but he often fell out with her about how she was with
         Jimmy. He felt she was too soft with him, and that the lad would end up being a waster like his father.

      
      He had to concede now that he’d been wrong there. Jimmy was a hard worker, honest and loyal and a credit to his mother. He
         could do well in life if he just put this thing about Belle aside. But with Mog around he wasn’t likely to do that, she kept
         the flame burning.

      
      Annie had moved out six weeks earlier. She’d rented a house up in King’s Cross and was intending to take in boarders. While
         she’d been here she’d been idle, acted superior and walked about like she had a bad smell under her nose, so Garth was glad
         when she left. Mog might be grieving for Belle still but she kept it to herself and was a superb housekeeper. He really liked
         her, and he knew Jimmy did too.

      
      Mog came into the bar just as Garth was pouring himself a small whisky.

      
      ‘You’re starting early today!’ she said sharply. She glanced round at the fire which hadn’t been cleared from the night before.
         ‘It’s another cold day, it should be lit before customers come in.’

      
      ‘I’m the landlord here,’ Garth pointed out. ‘I do know what needs doing, and that’s Jimmy’s job.’

      
      ‘He’s doing his work in the cellar and trying to keep out of your way,’ Mog said, ‘so I’ll do the fire. He does so many jobs
         for me during the day, it’s the least I can do.’

      
      ‘You’re a kind woman,’ he said, his voice husky, for she had dropped to her knees by the hearth to rake out the cinders and
         for some reason the sight of that made him feel chastened. ‘I really don’t know how we got along before you came. Now we’ve
         got laundered shirts, good food and a clean house.’

      
      Mog sat up, dropping back to sit on her heels. She wore her grey apron over her dark dress; the apron would be changed to
         a snowy-white one once she’d finished all the morning’s dirty work. ‘I’m just doing my job,’ she said. ‘But mostly it don’t
         seem like a job, not as your Jimmy is such a lovely lad. I know you’re vexed because he won’t give up on Belle, and maybe
         you even think that’s my influence, but I can’t take any credit for his determination, he’s like a young bulldog with a bone.’

      
      Garth couldn’t help but smile for he remembered his mother saying that about him when he was a young lad. ‘I worry he’ll get
         himself beaten up,’ he admitted.

      
      ‘You should smile more,’ Mog said boldly. ‘It makes you handsome.’

      
      Garth laughed then. It occurred to him that he had become inclined to smile and laugh a great deal more since Mog had come
         to live here – she had a way with her.

      
      ‘If I should smile to make me more handsome, I think you should wear something prettier than a black dress day after day,’
         he said teasingly.

      
      ‘You can’t make a silk purse out of a sow’s ear,’ she said, looking right at him with those steady grey eyes. ‘And if I started
         dressing up, folk would say I’d set my cap at you.’

      
      ‘Since when did you care what folk say?’ he asked, amused by her response.

      
      ‘I knew exactly who I was when I worked for Annie,’ Mog said thoughtfully. ‘I was her maid, housekeeper, mostly mother to
         her child too. I might have known all the comings and goings in her place, learned stuff about our gentlemen that would curl your hair, but everyone round here knew I wasn’t a whore. I was proud of that, it gave me dignity.’

      
      ‘You still have that dignity,’ Garth said. ‘Nothing’s changed.’

      
      ‘Folk are waiting for me to slip up,’ she said. ‘Few people around here really liked Annie, she was too cold and haughty.
         They thought the same of me too, without ever knowing me. Now Annie’s moved on, they want to gossip about me. Believing I
         was warming your bed to keep a roof over my head would give them plenty to chew on.’

      
      It was a surprise to find Mog was so astute. Garth already valued her for her homemaking skills, but he had been guilty of
         assuming she was a simple soul. In a flash of intuition he realized she was sharper than he was, and that she’d only stayed
         working for Annie because she loved Belle.

      
      ‘I would never give anyone the idea you were warming my bed,’ he said, surprised at himself for caring what his customers
         and neighbours thought about Mog.

      
      ‘But I’ll keep wearing the black dresses and aprons to spare you the embarrassment of them thinking you are,’ she retorted,
         and got back to clearing the fireplace.

      
      Garth busied himself straightening up bottles behind the bar but all the time he was watching her busily shovelling up the
         ash into a tin box. It was clear she believed herself to be unattractive, and no doubt Annie had reinforced that view for
         her own ends. But Garth was attracted to her curvy little body, and he saw a sweetness in her face that came from within.
         As a younger man he’d always gone for the kind of saucy, pretty women who use their feminine wiles to get what they want.
         But he knew to his cost that their kind were mostly insincere. They turned into treacherous harpies if the presents, attention
         and drink didn’t flow their way fast enough. Maud, his last woman and the one that set his heart on fire, had been a fine
         example. He’d vowed when she skipped off with another man, taking his savings with her, that he’d never let another woman into his life.

      
      Two days later at four in the morning, with the sounds of his uncle’s snoring reverberating through the Ram’s Head, Jimmy
         slipped out through the back door into the dark streets. He ran all the way down to the market, only slowing down to side-step
         the porters pushing heavily laden carts of fruit, flowers and vegetables.

      
      He went to Maiden Lane first, but as he expected the club door was padlocked. He then went round to the Strand, crossed over
         the road by the Savoy Hotel and looked up at the windows on the opposite side. Most of the windows above the rank of shops
         were part of the shop or storeroom beneath; in some cases the owners lived there. The office Jimmy wanted to reach was very
         obvious because the windows hadn’t been cleaned in years, and furthermore the smallest pane of glass on the end had been broken
         sometime and a piece of wood put over it, something he’d noticed when he was peering through the crack in the door.

      
      There was a stout-looking drainpipe running from the top of the building right down to the street, and it was only a foot
         or so from the first-floor window sill. Even from across the street in darkness, Jimmy could see that the sill was a wide
         one. Stuffed into his coat pocket he had a bunch of keys, a couple of candles and a few tools for picking locks and prising
         doors open. He also had a length of stout rope wound round his chest beneath his coat. But he thought he could get into the
         office without using any of these things.

      
      Checking first to see there was no one about, he crossed over, jumped to get a grip on the drainpipe and then began shinning
         up it. He had always been good at climbing; his mother had said he was like a cat.

      
      Once up on the window sill, he examined the broken window and found to his delight that the wood was only tapped tightly on
         to the frame, to keep the rain and cold out rather than burglars. A little prise and a yank and it was off, but before leaving
         the window sill Jimmy took the rope from his chest and secured it tightly around the drainpipe in case he had to make a hasty
         exit.

      
      Inside the office Jimmy lit his candle, then pulled the curtains across the window. They were very old, stiff with dirt and
         smelled bad, but at least they were thick and would stop anyone noticing the light from the street. Once they were pulled
         he lit the overhead gaslight, for he could be quicker if he could see well.

      
      It was an untidy, jumbled office, and very dirty, with ashtrays piled high with cigar stubs, used glasses, cups and plates
         everywhere. The waste bin was overflowing with paper and there was cigar ash all over the floor. It didn’t look as if the
         place had been cleaned for months.

      
      The drawers in the desk revealed nothing of interest, only some account books which appeared to be the club’s. In an unlocked
         cashbox there was close on fifty pounds, perhaps a few days’ takings. But he closed that up and put it back where he’d found
         it, for he wasn’t there to steal.

      
      Next he opened the filing cabinet, but there was no organization there, just piles of papers shoved in on top of one another.
         Clearly the man who owned the place didn’t understand the concept of filing.

      
      Jimmy lifted out a pile of papers and put them on the desk to go through. There was a variety of reasons for the correspondence.
         Some of the letters were about this building; it seemed Mr J. Colm was renting the property in Maiden Lane from a company
         in Victoria. They were writing to him to warn him they’d had complaints from other tenants about noise, drunks leaving the
         building and violence spilling out into Maiden Lane. Some of the letters threatened him with eviction, but Jimmy saw such threats went back over four or five
         years, so it seemed Mr Colm was either ignoring them, or paying his landlords something to keep them sweet.

      
      The other correspondence was mainly from suppliers of drink. There was also a list of women’s names and addresses who Jimmy
         thought might be dancers or waitresses. He put that in his pocket.

      
      He trawled right through the contents of the cabinet, but there was nothing that proved a link or partnership between him
         and Kent, or indeed anything other than stuff directly to do with running the club. He pulled the curtain back a little and
         guessed by a faint light in the sky that it was getting on for six, and he must leave before the Strand became busy with people.

      
      He was just going to open the curtain before turning off the gas when he saw an address tacked on to the wall by the window.
         It was one in Paris, and he probably wouldn’t have thought anything of it, but the name was Madame Sondheim, and to an eighteen-year-old
         boy with imagination, that sounded like a brothel keeper’s. So, just in case, he snatched it down and stuffed it in his pocket,
         then opened the curtains and turned out the light.

      
      Once out on the window sill Jimmy saw several people walking along the Strand. But it was raining and dark and they had their
         heads down, and delaying his descent to the street would do him no good as more and more people would soon be about.

      
      He let the rope drop down over the sill, then nimbly went down it hand over hand. A man coming towards him looked shocked
         and surprised, and called out for him to stop. But Jimmy took off at speed, belting round the corner, then doubling back along
         Maiden Lane to Southampton Street. The man must have decided against giving chase, for there was no hue and cry or pounding feet following him, and by the time he reached the market, Jimmy slowed down to a mere stroll.

      
      ‘Where have you been, Jimmy?’ Mog asked as he walked in the back door. She had a wrap over her nightdress and her hair was
         loose on her shoulders. ‘You’re soaking wet! What time of day is this to go out?’

      
      ‘A good time if you want to get some information,’ Jimmy said with a grin.

      
      ‘You haven’t been getting into that man’s office again?’ she asked in alarm.

      
      ‘Not the one you mean,’ Jimmy said. ‘Why are you up so early anyway?’

      
      ‘I heard you slip out,’ she said reproachfully, and wagged her forefinger at him. ‘I was that worried I couldn’t get back
         to sleep. So I came down to make a cup of tea in the end.’

      
      For just a brief second Mog had an expression on her face that was so like his mother’s it made a lump come up in Jimmy’s
         throat. ‘Don’t look like that,’ he whispered.

      
      ‘Like what?’

      
      ‘Like my mother used to.’

      
      Mog came closer to him, took off his cap and ruffled his hair. ‘Looks like I’ve got to take her place,’ she said. ‘We’ll have
         a cuppa and you tell me what you found.’

      
      Some half an hour later over a second cup of tea Jimmy had told Mog everything.

      
      ‘This Madame Whatsit might not be anything to do with Belle,’ Mog said sadly, but she continued to stare at the piece of paper
         as if willing it to answer her questions. ‘As for the list of girls or women, it’s far more likely they are girls that work
         for him.’

      
      ‘But I did hear him talking about getting girls, and he said someone had turned yellow-bellied on him. Garth said the man called Braithwaite was known as Sly, and we know Braithwaite went to France with Kent, so maybe it was him who turned
         yellow-bellied. If we could just talk to him!’

      
      ‘A man like that wouldn’t admit anything he’d done, not even after he was sorry he’d done it,’ Mog said sadly. ‘He’d probably
         cut your tongue out to shut you up if you got anywhere close to him. But this Madame Whatsit, she might be worth following
         up. Noah might be game for going there and finding out about it.’

      
      ‘Shall I run round to his place and leave a message for him?’ Jimmy asked.

      
      Mog sighed. ‘I think we’d better talk it over with your uncle first. But let’s have another look at that list of girls. Some
         of them live close by here – I could make a few enquiries about them myself.’

      
      Later that morning, with her chores completed and a steak and kidney pudding simmering in a pan on the stove, Mog went round
         to Endell Street to the first address on the list.

      
      Endell Street was a mixed area. Some of the buildings and houses were in a bad state and poor people lived in them in overcrowded
         and insanitary conditions, but the rest of the houses were neat and tidy, homes to decent, hard-working people – cab drivers,
         carpenters and the like. Mog was very surprised to find that number eighty was one of the tidy ones, with snowy-white lace
         curtains at the window and a well-scrubbed doorstep.

      
      She knocked at the door, uncertain about what she was even going to say, and when the door was opened by a plump woman around
         the same age as her, wearing a spotless white apron over her print dress, Mog was tongue-tied for a moment.

      
      ‘I’m sorry to call on you, but does Amy Stewart live here?’ she asked once the woman had enquired what she wanted and forced
         her to say something.

      
      ‘She did,’ the woman replied, but all at once her lips began to quiver and her eyes filled with tears.

      
      ‘Oh, please don’t take on,’ Mog begged her in alarm, assuming the girl had done something to upset her mother.

      
      ‘Why are you asking?’ the woman said, and there was a kind of plea in her eyes that Mog could identify with. ‘My Amy disappeared
         two years ago. She went to the shop for me and she never came back. She was only thirteen, too young to go anywhere on her
         own.’

      

      
      
      Chapter Eighteen

      
      ‘I’m charmed to meet you, Belle. You must know your name means beautiful in French? You were well named for you are truly
         beautiful.’

      
      Belle felt she was blushing from her hair to the tips of her toes, for this handsome man paying her such an extravagant compliment
         had a French accent like Etienne, with a deep, velvety tone that made her tingle inside.

      
      ‘Well, thank you, Mr Laurent, you are very kind,’ she said breathlessly.

      
      ‘You must call me Serge. Will you come for a little walk with me?’ he asked. ‘We could go to Jackson Square and get an ice
         cream.’

      
      Belle realized as soon as Martha called her downstairs to introduce her to this man that he had to be the one Martha hoped
         would teach her to like lovemaking. She had come downstairs in trepidation, expecting him to be old and ugly. When she was
         confronted by a slim, tall man, beautifully dressed in a pale grey suit, with a captivating face, her heart lurched. His hair
         was black, his eyes like pools of melted chocolate, and his full mouth that turned up at the edges made him look as if he
         was smiling even when he wasn’t. She had never seen such a perfect-looking man; he even had a dimple in his chin and his teeth
         were flawless.

      
      For a moment she could only stare at him. She might be scared stiff at the prospect of making love, but surely no woman in
         the world would be able to resist Serge Laurent. Even his name made her heart flutter.

      
      ‘I’d love to go for a walk with you,’ she said breathlessly. As they walked to Jackson Square, Serge told her many little stories about people who had lived in the houses they passed
         in the French Quarter. He introduced her to pirates, gamblers, Voodoo queens, madams and villains, along with a smattering
         of famous writers and poets. He made it all so colourful she felt sure he was making some of it up, or at least exaggerating,
         but that didn’t matter – she was enjoying his company and it was a lovely warm day.

      
      Martha had said earlier today that soon it would turn very hot, and that was when people got too lazy to work, tempers flared,
         and sometimes people went mad because the heat got to them. Belle couldn’t imagine heat like that; back home the hottest days
         she remembered was when the milk turned sour and the butter melted in a dish. But hot weather in England never amounted to
         more than perhaps only seven or eight days in a whole year.

      
      Serge bought them both an ice-cream cone and they went into the gardens on Jackson Square and sat on a bench in the shade
         to eat them. Belle had only been to this part of the French Quarter a couple of times and she really liked it. It was gentle,
         quiet and serene, at least compared with Basin Street which was always loud, hectic and rough.

      
      There were a couple of musicians busking, a black girl was tap-dancing on a piece of board, and a strange-looking mulatto
         woman wearing a red satin cape over what looked like an old lace wedding dress was telling fortunes with some sticks she was
         throwing.

      
      Many of the men walking round the square were likely to be down in the District later in the day; perhaps many of the pretty
         younger women walking under their frilly parasols were in fact whores by night too. But it didn’t seem that way. If Belle
         looked up she could see people sitting out in the afternoon sun on their pretty wrought-iron balconies, mothers nursing their babies. She could hear couples chatting together, and children squealing as they played ball games with their
         mothers, and it felt as if nothing bad could ever happen in the French Quarter.

      
      Serge didn’t ask her any questions, not even about her background or how she came to be with Martha. He talked about general
         things and told her even more amusing stories, but all the time he was holding her hand and caressing it, and all she could
         think of was how much she wanted to be kissed by him.

      
      They had come out of Martha’s at about three, and it was nearly five when he said he’d take her to his place to make her some
         mint tea. By then Belle felt she might just pass out with longing if he didn’t kiss her soon.

      
      She didn’t have long to wait. They were barely in his small apartment with dark wood shutters at the windows, when he took
         her in his arms. As his lips came down on hers she felt as if she was losing all sense of her own will. She wanted nothing
         more than to be possessed by Serge.

      
      ‘Beautiful, beautiful Belle,’ he whispered as he nuzzled at her neck while unhooking her dress. ‘You know you were made for
         love, your hair, your skin, your body, all so perfect. And I will make you see how good lovemaking is for you. You might have
         come in here a young girl, but you will go out a woman.’

      
      Belle wanted to believe him as he bent his head to kiss her breasts, murmuring that they too were perfect, that he’d never
         said this to another girl, and that he was falling in love with her. But she knew that wasn’t how it was, that he was just
         an actor who played his part superbly, and she didn’t really mind, for he was making her feel things she couldn’t have imagined
         before.

      
      He removed all her clothes easily and quickly and moved her over to his bed while still fully dressed himself, apart from his jacket which he’d taken off as they came in. Then on the bed he kissed her ever more passionately while his fingers
         caressed her private parts. The astounding thing was that the stroking and probing which those other men had done back in
         Paris and had seemed so vile and painful, were now exquisitely lovely.

      
      His lips moved down her body, kissing her breasts, her arms, her belly, and she was arching her back for more of his caresses
         for he had found a spot in her vagina which felt so wonderful when he circled it with his finger that she thought she might
         scream out loud.

      
      He moved away from it, turning her over to kiss her back and her buttocks, then slid his hand beneath her again to play with
         her and make her gasp out that it was wonderful.

      
      Belle didn’t remember him removing his clothes, he did it so seamlessly. One minute he was dressed, the next naked, and when
         she saw his erect penis, she wasn’t scared, she wanted it inside her.

      
      She was beyond caring about how she was behaving or what he would think of her. She pulled him towards her by his hips, wrapping
         her legs around him like a vine, and as he slid into her she screamed out in pleasure.

      
      Belle had witnessed the sex act many times now, but what she felt at this moment had nothing in common with the quick, unemotional
         procedures she’d observed. Both she and Serge were bathed in sweat, every stroke, squeeze, kiss or caress was intended to
         please, and it did, so much. He withdrew from her several times, on each occasion finding that little sensitive spot again.
         Then all at once she felt herself exploding under his fingers, and he drove himself in again, harder and harder, until it
         happened for him too.

      
      Half dozing, lying in the security of Serge’s arms, Belle felt that at last she understood all those jokes the girls made. This was the state everyone wanted to attain, but perhaps
         few did, for she was sure not many men understood a woman’s body like Serge did.

      
      He half sat up, leaning over her, his dark hair flopping over his tanned face. ‘You were made for love, Belle. And now you
         know how good it can be, make sure you have lovers worthy of you, for most men are selfish, thinking only of their own pleasure.’

      
      Belle frowned. She remembered Millie saying something like that one day in the kitchen. Mog had shushed her, mouthing something
         to remind Millie that Belle was listening.

      
      ‘I doubt the men who will be paying me will want to please me,’ she said lightly.

      
      ‘Many will if you encourage them,’ he said with a smile, bending to kiss her again. ‘I learned all I know in cat houses. It
         is a fallacy that all men just want to spill their seed and leave. They may do that because it is expected, but a good courtesan
         will give them much more than that. Martha sees your promise, and I sense you wish to become rich. Is that so?’

      
      Belle nodded.

      
      ‘Then be the best of the best,’ he said. ‘When a man wants you, you ask him if he wants heaven, or just a little release.
         You fulfil his fantasies and he will come back again and again to you, paying more each time.’

      
      ‘But how do I know what his fantasies are?’ Belle asked, puzzled because she didn’t really know what he meant by the word.

      
      ‘It is simple, you ask him.’ Serge laughed, his dimple deepening. ‘You see, my fantasy is just what I had, an inexperienced
         girl whom I take to heaven and back. Many men share that one, especially with a young, pretty girl like you. But some men,
         they like a girl dressed as a maid or a waitress. I have a friend who likes his lady to dress in a nun’s habit.

      
      ‘It doesn’t have to be about dressing up or acting though. Some men like a girl to be a tease, to walk around naked and show
         herself to him. Even to touch herself there so he can watch her do it.’ Serge put his hand on her vagina again and smiled
         down at her. ‘I would like to see you do that, just as I would like to see you suck my cock, and I would like to lick you
         there too. But I have to get you back now, and I have to leave something for other men to be the first with.’

      
      Martha only smiled at Belle when she got back to Basin Street. Serge had brought her back at ten in the evening, kissed her
         goodbye at the door, and she knew deep down that it would be the last she’d see of him. She wondered as he walked away through
         the crowds on the street, so light on his feet, back straight, head held high, how much money he was paid for the time he
         spent with her.

      
      She felt she ought to be ashamed, but she wasn’t. Serge was after all just doing as she herself intended to do. And if he
         could make her feel so good when he was being paid to do it, then she was sure she’d be able to do likewise.

      
      She felt she understood all the mysteries of life now. Martha might have taught her the practical things like putting a little
         sponge deep into her vagina to prevent getting pregnant, the douching out afterwards, and what male infections looked like.
         But even if the men who paid her for sex could never make her feel the way Serge had, at least she knew now how good it could
         be with the right man.

      
      The following afternoon Martha called Belle up to her room. ‘I think you are ready now,’ she said with a warm smile. ‘So tonight
         you make your debut.’

      
      Belle’s heart fluttered nervously, wanting so much to ask for a bit more time. But Martha had already been incredibly patient
         and kind, and she had a feeling that might end if she didn’t get some return for her investment very soon. ‘If that’s what you’d like,’ she said.

      
      ‘Brave girl,’ Martha said. ‘The first time is always the worst, awkward and embarrassing, but let me show you the gown I’ve
         picked out for you. That should make you feel better.’

      
      She went behind her dressing screen and brought out a red silk gown. Belle couldn’t help but gasp for it was beautiful. Sleeveless,
         with a low neckline, it looked as if it was designed to cling to the body rather than conceal it.

      
      ‘Try it on,’ Martha said. ‘Go on! There’s a new chemise behind the screen too.’

      
      As soon as Belle had shed her own clothes and put on the new chemise, she sensed Martha didn’t want her wearing any drawers.
         The new chemise was red and white spotted crêpe de chine, barely covering her nipples and short, reaching only about two inches
         below her bottom. It made her feel wicked; she wished she could see herself in a mirror because she could imagine how Serge
         would have reacted to seeing her that way.

      
      The dress was whisper-light, with whalebones in the bodice to support and shape her breasts. There were several rows of ruffles
         beneath the hem of the skirt which created the swishing sound and movement of petticoats, but the soft red silk clung to her
         body like a second skin.

      
      ‘Come out and I’ll fasten it for you,’ Martha called out.

      
      She said nothing as Belle came out hesitantly. She secured the gown at the back in silence, tucking the straps of her chemise
         out of sight on her shoulders. ‘Take a look,’ she said then, pointing at the large cheval mirror.

      
      Belle could hardly believe what she was seeing. She looked so shapely, so adult, she hadn’t known her body was so curvy and
         womanly. It was of course the cut of the dress, which clung to places that were normally well covered with petticoats and
         drawers. She hadn’t even realized her breasts had become so big; they were threatening to pop out of the bodice.

      
      ‘Aren’t I indecent?’ she whispered, looking at Martha.

      
      The woman laughed. ‘Sure would be if it was church you were goin’ to. But for our gentlemen you’ll look like first prize.
         I think you like yourself a little in that gown, don’t you?’

      
      Belle did a twirl in front of the mirror. All that she’d felt with Serge the previous day was still with her, and this dress
         made her feel giddy with expectancy. ‘I like myself a lot in it,’ she admitted, and laughed. ‘I think I already am a whore
         at heart!’

      
      Martha came over to her and, putting a jewelled hand on each shoulder, kissed both of Belle’s cheeks. ‘Most women are, but
         they repress it and deny it,’ she said. ‘You’ll be one of the great ones, I sensed it when you first arrived. Now, let’s get
         that dress off, you can put it on later after you’ve bathed and Cissie has arranged your hair. You can have a little brandy
         tonight to calm your nerves, but don’t let Cissie tempt you into laudanum, that’s a bad road to take.’

      
      Belle was astounded by how nice the other girls were to her when she came down to the parlour dressed ready for her first
         gentleman. She had expected sniping – after all, she was competition and younger than all of them – but they complimented
         her on how lovely she looked and everyone had a bit of advice.

      
      ‘Don’t let them stay over their time.’ ‘At the first hint of trouble, call Cissie,’ ‘Don’t kiss them, or forget to wash and
         examine their cock. Make sure you get the money before you undress.’

      
      ‘You look scared,’ Hatty said in sympathy. ‘Remember that we all were. You’ll be fine, the men are going to be so eager for
         you, they’ll come as soon as look at you.’

      
      Martha watched when the first three men of the evening came in. Two of them were friends who had been here before, the third
         one she didn’t know, but he was young, no more than twenty-five, fresh-faced and fair-haired. She decided he was ideal for Belle, for he looked as nervous as she was.

      
      Belle looked beautiful. The dress was a triumph, enhancing both her figure and her skin tone. Cissie had coaxed some of her
         hair back and fastened it with a thin red ribbon, then used curling tongs to give her ringlets bouncing on her almost bare
         shoulders. A touch of rouge concealed that she was pale with nerves.

      
      Martha felt indebted to her associate in the hospital in Paris. She had been honest enough to admit Belle had been ill used,
         and the price she asked for reflected that. But she had said too that she thought Belle could be brought round, and she had
         that special quality which made great courtesans.

      
      It had been a gamble depositing a large sum of money in a bank with no certainty the girl would ever arrive here, and even
         if she did, the associate in Paris might have been totally wrong in her assessment.

      
      But the moment the Frenchman arrived here with Belle, Martha knew she’d found her little golden goose. She wasn’t just pretty,
         she was beautiful, with a perfect body, and her English voice would set many a man’s pulse racing even before he saw her other
         assets. At fifty dollars a time, more than double what she asked for the other girls, she would recoup what she’d paid out
         for her in just weeks.

      
      Many people claimed there was aphrodisiac in the very air of New Orleans, and maybe that was partially true, for this young
         English girl had opened out like a flower to the whole idea of sex and seduction since she’d been here. Maybe it was Etienne
         who had healed her wounds on the way here, perhaps created the first sexual stirring in her, and being made to watch the other
         girls with their clients and listening to their ribald tales had stirred her up still more. But it was Serge of course who
         had achieved her ripening into womanhood. Martha had seen the expression on the girl’s face when she returned home. Serge had definitely taken her to a place she was going to want to return to.

      
      Now that Belle was one of her girls, Martha had got Esme in to serve drinks in her place. Esme was in her thirties, a mother
         of three now and no longer inclined to sell herself, but she was a very good maid, intuitive, discreet and excellent at putting
         the right girl with the right man. She didn’t take any nonsense from the girls either. If they had their way they’d spend
         all night in the parlour drinking, dancing and flirting, but one look from Esme and they high-tailed it off up those stairs.

      
      Esme didn’t have to recommend Belle to the fair-haired young man. He gazed at her with his mouth hanging open and Belle moved
         towards him as though she’d done this a thousand times before.

      
      ‘I’m Belle,’ she said with that delightful, wide-mouthed smile she had. ‘Would you like a drink?’

      
      It was Esme who informed the young man that the fee would be fifty dollars, and Martha smiled when he didn’t even look shocked
         and took out his pocket book to pay then and there. Esme shook her head. ‘Not here, give it to Belle when you get upstairs,
         she passes it to the maid.’

      
      Belle was still sipping the brandy Martha had given her for Dutch courage, but the young man, who said he was called Jack
         Masters and was from Tennessee, gulped his down in one, then took Belle’s hand and walked with her to the stairs.

      
      Martha slunk back into the shadows as they walked up the stairs. She didn’t want to see Belle’s pretty face tight with fear.
         She could still recall her own first time, it was in a cat house in Atlanta and the man she’d got was no pussy cat like the
         one Belle had landed. He was such a brute she felt she’d been torn in two.

      
      
         *



      
      ‘Well, Jack, if you’ll just take your pants off, I can wash you,’ Belle said, trying hard to sound as if she’d said that a
         hundred times before. He’d given her the money as they got into the room, and she’d opened the door again and handed it to
         Cissie who was waiting outside. As she poured the water from the jug into the basin on the washstand, her hand was shaking
         so hard she thought she might drop it.

      
      ‘You sure are lovely,’ he said as he unbuttoned his trousers. ‘Why, I can’t believe I’ve found an angel like you.’

      
      ‘That’s very kind of you, sir,’ Belle said, suppressing a giggle. ‘Is that because you haven’t been to a sporting house before?’

      
      His pants were on the floor, along with his underpants. He was very pale-skinned and his legs were very thin. ‘This is my
         third time,’ he said with some pride. ‘I come to New Orleans on business with my uncle once every three months. He’s in tableware.’

      
      Belle knew she had to hurry him along, so she parted his long shirt, took hold of his penis and went to wash it with the cloth.
         His penis instantly reared up, and thankfully it looked very healthy, with no sign of any discharge.

      
      ‘He’s pleased to see me,’ she said, copying what she’d heard Hatty say to one of her gentlemen.

      
      ‘He sure is,’ Jack gasped.

      
      ‘Well, you’d better unfasten my dress for me,’ Belle said.

      
      His breath was hot on the back of her neck, and she could feel his fingers trembling. That he wanted her so badly made her
         feel a faint stirring of desire for him too. She didn’t think it was going to be too bad.

      
      Once she had stepped out of her dress and thrown it on a chair, she stood there in her short chemise, stockings and shoes
         and, smiling at him, reached out and took his hand, placing it on one of her breasts.

      
      She was just going to ask him how he wanted her, when he lunged forward, pulling her chemise down to expose her breasts, and took one nipple in his mouth to suck. His hand slid between
         her legs, and holding her that way he nudged her towards the bed and bent her back down on to it. He wasn’t rough, just passionate,
         and again Belle felt that stab of desire, so she moved under him, telling him she liked it. All at once he was on her, pushing
         into her, while his mouth was still glued to her breast. She was only half on the bed, and he was standing on the floor fucking
         her.

      
      He came after just four or five thrusts, then collapsed on top of her with a sob. She looked at the little clock on her mantelpiece
         and saw he’d been with her less than ten minutes. It was almost a comic situation; he’d spent more than most people earned
         in months on her, and it didn’t even last as long as a glass of beer. But she saw the sad side of it: a nice but lonely young
         man who probably thought coming to a whorehouse made him a real man.

      
      She cuddled him for a couple of minutes, telling him he was marvellous, then eased him up from her and said he must get dressed.
         She half expected him to say he hadn’t had long enough, but he looked stunned and happy, not a bit disgruntled.

      
      ‘Could I call on you next time I get to New Orleans?’ he asked.

      
      ‘Of course, I’ll be waiting for you,’ Belle replied.

      
      He was gone in a trice. She shut the door behind him and leaned back on it, closing her eyes. She didn’t feel bad at all,
         for Jack had seemed really delighted with both her and himself. If they were all like Jack, she might even find herself begging
         one of them to stay a while longer so she could teach him a thing or two about pleasure.

      
      She laughed to herself then. She was officially a whore now. A fifty-dollar-a-time one at that. She wondered what her mother
         and Mog would think of that.

      
      
         *



      
      ‘You’ve made a mistake, Martha,’ Belle said at the end of the evening. All the girls had received their pay, and Belle had
         hung back till everyone else had gone. She wanted to query why she’d only been given two dollars. ‘I went with twelve men.
         I should be getting three hundred dollars.’

      
      ‘No, honey. New girls under contract to me get just two dollars a day until their fee has been repaid and the cost of any
         gowns, shoes or underwear recovered.’

      
      Belle didn’t know what to say. Two dollars for a night’s work would be as much as she could expect in most other lines of
         work. But Etienne had said she’d get half of what was taken, and she didn’t like being cheated.

      
      ‘Well, I’m sure you won’t mind showing me the books you’re keeping?’ she said after a second’s thought. ‘Show me what you
         paid for me, what you’ve spent on me so far. That way I’ll know how long I have to go until the debt is paid off.’

      
      She saw Martha’s face tighten, and knew being smart probably wasn’t such a good idea. But she had no intention of retracting
         anything.

      
      ‘Go to bed,’ Martha said in a voice like ice. ‘I’ll talk to you in the morning.’

      
      Belle lay awake for a long time that night, listening to the sounds of Basin Street. A jazz band was playing just along the
         street and she could hear dancing feet pounding on a wooden floor somewhere close by, shouts, laughter, muffled conversations,
         drunks calling out and bottles being thrown into a bin. It was much the same kind of noise she’d grown up with in Seven Dials,
         and that made her consider what her mother’s response would have been if any of her girls had questioned what they were paid.

      
      She suspected Annie would have told them they could sling their hook if they didn’t like it and there were plenty more girls
         to take their place. But then, Belle had no idea how many men each of her mother’s girls serviced in an evening. Nor did she know the price they charged. But she doubted that
         they went for more than five pounds a time, top whack. She also had no doubt that if the girls had only got one pound a night
         all found, they’d have been ecstatic.

      
      But knowing that didn’t make Belle feel any better. It was she who had to put up with men groping her, gawping at her, saying
         crude things, pawing her, fucking her and finally maybe even giving her the pox or making her pregnant. All Martha did was
         sit on her fat backside and watch the money flow in.

      
      Belle was sore too, not so much from the sex, as none of the men lasted long enough to hurt or bruise her, but from the disinfectant
         Martha made them use. It smelled strong enough to kill a grown man, let alone a sperm or a germ.

      
      It was clear there was big money to be made from whoring, but now Belle had a sick feeling that she wasn’t going to make it
         here working for Martha. The woman was unlikely to ever admit how much she paid for her, and that meant the time would never
         come when Belle didn’t owe her.

      
      But Belle wasn’t finished yet. These Southern Americans thought they were all so smart, but they couldn’t beat the cunning
         of a girl from Seven Dials. She’d go along with everything for now, but she’d be watching, listening and learning, then when
         the right opportunity came along, she’d grab it with both hands.

      

      
      
      Chapter Nineteen

      
      Mog looked at Mrs Stewart in astonishment. ‘You say your Amy’s gone missing?’ she gasped.

      
      ‘Yes, that’s right. It were two years ago now. I nearly lost my mind with grief and worry.’

      
      ‘I’m so sorry,’ Mog said with utter sincerity. ‘We lost our Belle the same way so I can understand what you’ve been through.
         Could I come in for a moment and talk to you?’

      
      ‘You know something?’ Hope sprang up in Mrs Stewart’s face and for a brief second she looked ten years younger.

      
      ‘Not exactly, but if we put our heads together …’ Mog said.

      
      Mrs Stewart opened her door wider. ‘Come in, Mrs …’ She paused, realizing she didn’t know the name.

      
      ‘Miss Davis,’ Mog said as she stepped over the threshold. ‘But everyone calls me Mog. Belle is my friend’s daughter, I don’t
         have any children of my own, but I helped bring Belle up from a baby.’

      
      ‘I’m Lizzie.’ Mrs Stewart led the way down a narrow passage into a large, warm kitchen. ‘I’d take you in the parlour but it’s
         so cold in there. I always lit the fire in there until Amy disappeared, but there doesn’t seem any point now.’

      
      ‘I live in the kitchen too,’ Mog said. She glanced round the room, noting that it was spotlessly clean, and the table and
         floor well scrubbed. Two easy chairs by the stove made it very homely. ‘No point in wasting good coal on a fire you can’t
         sit in front of. You say your Amy was thirteen when she went. Did the police have any suspects?’

      
      Lizzie shook her head sadly. ‘They were worse than useless, kept telling me she’d come home in her own good time. I knew my girl, she wouldn’t go off like that and frighten me.’

      
      ‘What do you think has happened to her?’ Mog asked.

      
      ‘It’s my belief she’s gone to the white slave trade,’ Lizzie said.

      
      In the more sensational newspapers there were always stories about young women being captured for this trade. In the past
         Mog had thought it was scaremongering, lurid stories made up to sell more newspapers. Yet however much she had once laughed
         at fanciful tales about young English girls being sold to become concubines in the harems of Persian princes, now that Belle
         was gone, she no longer found it amusing.

      
      ‘I don’t think the white slave trade exists, at least not in the way it has been portrayed in the press,’ Mog said gently.
         ‘But I do think your Amy may have been taken by the same people that took our Belle.’

      
      She didn’t want to say too much. ‘You see, a friend of mine has been doing some snooping to try and find Belle, and he came
         across a list of names and addresses. Your Amy’s was on it, that’s why I called on you.’

      
      ‘We must take it to the police then,’ Lizzie said.

      
      Mog became a little frightened then; she didn’t know if she could trust Lizzie Stewart. She was a respectable woman, and if
         Mog began telling her about a girl being murdered in a brothel she’d probably run down the street squealing like a stuck pig.

      
      ‘We think the man behind this has the police in his pocket,’ she said. ‘So I daren’t go to them until I’ve got real proof
         that he’s snatching young girls. But I’m going to call on the other addresses on the list, and if all the girls have disappeared
         then we’ll have a case that the police won’t be able to ignore.’

      
      ‘Are you saying the police are corrupt?’ Lizzie’s pale blue eyes opened wide with childlike innocence.

      
      ‘Let’s just say they look the other way sometimes, especially if villains are strong, powerful men,’ Mog said, not wishing to disillusion the woman entirely. Lizzie was comfortably off,
         and although she lived close to Seven Dials she was probably blissfully unaware of what went on there. ‘Do you have a picture
         of Amy you can show me?’

      
      Lizzie went straight over to the dresser and brought over a framed family group picture taken in a studio. She was sitting
         on a couch with her husband, a tall, slender man with a large moustache, and Amy was sitting on a low stool by their knees.

      
      ‘Amy was twelve then.’ Lizzie’s voice trembled. ‘Isn’t she pretty?’

      
      ‘She is indeed,’ Mog agreed. The girl was slender like her father, her fair hair plaited and wound round her head like a crown.

      
      ‘When I took her hair down it reached her waist.’ Lizzie’s eyes filled with tears and her lip trembled. ‘The day she disappeared
         she was wearing a cornflower-blue coat, the same colour as her eyes, I made it for her myself. Larry, my husband, he said
         it was a daft colour for a coat because it would show the dirt. But I didn’t care, she looked so pretty in it …’ She stopped
         short, overcome by emotion.

      
      Mog put her hand on the other woman’s arm in silent sympathy.

      
      ‘She’s my only child. The pain of losing her was so bad I thought I’d die,’ Lizzie sobbed. ‘Sometimes I wish I had died because there’s nothing else left in this life for me.’

      
      ‘I’ve felt the same way about Belle,’ Mog admitted. ‘It’s the not knowing if they are alive or dead which makes it even worse.
         But I’m staying strong because I don’t believe Belle is dead, not in my heart. And I’m going to find her. How about you? Do
         you think Amy has been killed?’

      
      Lizzie shook her head. ‘No, I’m sure I’d sense it if she was. Larry doesn’t trust my intuition, he says it’s just wishful
         thinking, but I think he’s wrong.’

      
      ‘Then there’s hope,’ Mog said, and put her arms around the other woman and hugged her. Lizzie hugged her back and they stood
         that way for some little while, two strangers united because of fear for their girls.

      
      Mog broke away first, her eyes damp with tears now. ‘I can’t promise you anything, but I will come and tell you if I find
         out anything at all. If you think of something that might help us, or you just want to talk to me, you can find me in the
         Ram’s Head in Monmouth Street.’

      
      The second name on the list was Nora Toff of James Court. Mog knew that it was over by Drury Lane, and she remembered people
         often called it Gin Court for it was said to be home to hard drinkers. But, unconcerned whether this was true or not, she
         hurried off there, anxious to have some kind of case to put before Garth and Noah.

      
      James Court was very squalid. Mog picked her way carefully through refuse, ignoring the stares from snotty-nosed urchins wearing
         only rags and found her way to number two, which had a door that appeared to have been kicked in many times. She rapped firmly
         on it.

      
      ‘Bugger off, you little bastards,’ a male voice bellowed from within, and Mog stepped back from the door in fright.

      
      It was flung open by a man wearing only trousers and a dirty vest. His feet were bare and he smelled of drink. ‘If you’re
         from the church you can bugger off too,’ he snarled at her.

      
      ‘I’m not from the church,’ Mog said, indignation at being spoken to so rudely making her bolder. ‘I came to ask you about
         Nora Toff. Is she your daughter?’

      
      ‘And what’s it to you?’ he said.

      
      Mog took that to be confirmation that he at least knew Nora, even if he was not her father.

      
      ‘I hope she has nothing to do with me, but my friend’s daughter has disappeared, and also another girl under very similar circumstances. I’d just like to know if Nora is safe at home.’

      
      ‘She went off six months ago,’ the man said. ‘What are you saying? What’s happened to those other girls?’

      
      ‘We don’t know, they just disappeared,’ Mog said. ‘Both of their mothers know they wouldn’t run off of their own accord, they
         were good girls.’

      
      ‘You’d better come in,’ the man growled. ‘Our Nora weren’t flighty neither, she never done nothing like that afore.’

      
      Mog did not want to go into the man’s home alone; the dank, festering smell wafting out was enough to know it would be even
         worse inside. He looked a desperate character too; it really wasn’t safe. ‘I’d like to talk about it to you,’ she said carefully,
         ‘but not here. Could you come to the Ram’s Head in Monmouth Street early this evening? Ask for Mog.’

      
      She slipped away quickly, even as he was calling after her. Once around the corner in Drury Lane she looked at the list of
         names and addresses and decided that she’d done enough for one day.

      
      When Mog walked into the pub, she found Noah there talking to Jimmy and Garth. They all looked round expectantly as she came
         in and obviously had been discussing the list of names.

      
      ‘Amy Stewart disappeared two years ago,’ Mog said quietly, aware some of the drinkers might be listening. ‘Only thirteen and
         she’s got very respectable parents.’ She went on then to tell them what had happened when she asked about Nora Toff.

      
      ‘I’m not sure if the man was her father,’ she explained. ‘He was a rough sort, and he’d been drinking, but I suggested he
         came here in the early evening. I don’t feel inclined to try any more today – Lizzie Stewart drained me.’

      
      ‘I’ll go and ask about some of the others,’ Noah offered, taking the list from her and looking at it. ‘There’s two from near Ludgate Circus, I’ll check them as I’ve got to go to Fleet
         Street this afternoon anyway.’

      
      ‘What about going to Paris? To check out that Madame Sondheim,’ Jimmy said, his eyes sparkling with excitement. ‘If you go,
         Noah, can I go with you?’

      
      ‘You aren’t going anywhere, son,’ Garth said firmly.

      
      Jimmy stuck out his lip.

      
      ‘Your place is here,’ Noah said, reaching out to ruffle the lad’s hair. ‘You’ve done a fine job getting this list, and the
         address in Paris, but if I take anyone there with me, it will have to be someone who speaks French.’

      
      ‘Seems to me,’ Garth said ponderously, ‘that we should double our efforts to find that man called Sly and kick some information
         out of him.’

      
      ‘Oh, Garth!’ Mog exclaimed.

      
      Garth folded his arms defiantly. ‘Look, Jimmy heard him mentioned again, they said he’d turned yellow-bellied, so ask yourself
         why that is.’

      
      ‘Disgusted with what the others were doing?’ Noah suggested.

      
      ‘Possibly,’ Garth said. ‘But it’s more likely he found himself in deep water and got scared.’

      
      ‘You said no one round here had seen him in ages,’ Jimmy said.

      
      Garth nodded. ‘That’s right, but I know a man I could lean on who might tell me where he hangs out.’

      
      Mog didn’t like it when men spoke of giving people a kicking or leaning on them, and said so. Garth merely grinned. ‘Some
         folk just don’t respond to being asked nicely,’ he retorted.

      
      Two weeks later Mog, Garth, Noah and Jimmy gathered round the table in the kitchen behind the saloon. It was wet and very windy outside, and at six in the evening the bar was still quiet.

      
      Noah had a sheet of paper in front of him on which he’d written out the names and addresses from the list found in Colm’s
         office and next to each he’d made notes of what he’d found out.

      
      ‘Amy Stewart,’ Noah read. ‘Disappeared two years ago, age thirteen. Nora Toff, fourteen, disappeared six months ago. Flora
         Readon, sixteen, disappeared eleven months ago. May Jenkins, disappeared fourteen months ago.’

      
      Noah paused and looked around the table. ‘There’s no need to go right through all the twenty names on this list. All but three
         of them have gone missing in the last four years. They were mostly between fourteen and sixteen. Amy Stewart was the youngest
         of all at thirteen. Every one of them was said to be pretty; in most cases I was shown a photograph which confirmed this.
         As for the remaining three names I can’t be sure what happened to them as their families no longer live at the addresses on
         the list. But a neighbour of Helen Arboury said the girl had “gone off”. She couldn’t or wouldn’t say if she thought there
         was anything suspicious about this, but she did say that Helen’s mother was a widow and she took her other two children and
         went to stay with relatives.’

      
      ‘So shall we go to the police now?’ Mog asked. ‘I mean, that’s all the proof we need that Kent and the man Colm in Maiden
         Street are grabbing young girls and doing heaven knows what to them.’

      
      Noah looked at Garth, who shook his head. ‘We could go to the police, Mog – I’d say for any man to have a list of missing
         girls in his office makes it fairly certain he’s heavily involved. But I’m afraid there might be an informer at the police
         station. If these people find out we’re on to them they’ll shut down their operation and then we’ll never find any of the girls, or see those responsible put behind bars.’ He
         paused, looking thoughtful. ‘My plan is to stop wasting time and go to Paris immediately to check out Madame Sondheim.’

      
      ‘Even if she is involved, it was probably only as the person the girls were taken to initially,’ Mog said doubtfully. ‘They
         could be anywhere in the world now.’

      
      ‘Trust me to use my initiative,’ Noah said with a smile. ‘Obviously I’m not expecting all twenty girls to be locked up at
         that address. I have a friend who speaks French who’ll go with me. I think together we can find out something.’

      
      ‘I still think it would be more direct to find the man Sly and make him talk,’ Garth said stubbornly. ‘Besides, if you run
         into trouble in Paris you’ll have no one there to call on.’

      
      ‘We’ll cope,’ Noah said firmly. ‘I’ve got my editor on side. He’s really hoping for a sensational story, so he’s come up with
         false identities for us and he’ll pay all our expenses. We’re going to pose as a couple of wealthy businessmen having a fling
         in gay Paree. Girls will of course come into that!’

      
      Mog nodded. She could see what Noah meant, and if his friend was as well bred and charming as he was, she doubted they would
         have any trouble gaining the confidence of a brothel owner, or the girls in her house. ‘But you must be careful,’ she warned
         them. ‘A great many brothels employ a thug to deal with difficult customers, and if they suspect you are investigating them,
         you are likely to find yourself dragged into a back alley and beaten up.’

      
      ‘Don’t worry, Mog.’ Noah smiled at her. ‘We’ll be passing on every last bit of information to my editor as we go. If anything
         should happen to us he’ll be poised to strike. He’s got a copy of the list of girls’ names too, and there’ll be huge headlines
         about the police doing nothing while young girls go missing.’

      
      ‘That won’t bring you back to us,’ Mog said reproachfully.

      
      ‘I’ll be back,’ he said with a wide grin. ‘I’m after a staff job on the paper.’

      
      ‘That’s it then,’ Noah said to his friend James, looking up at the tall, ugly house lying slightly back off the square in
         the Montmartre district of Paris. ‘It looks a bit forbidding, hardly a house of fun!’

      
      ‘We need to ask someone about it and Madame Sondheim,’ James replied. ‘We should pick on someone our own age. I mean, if she
         does run a brothel here the people who live in this square might not want to admit it.’

      
      ‘I don’t think anyone living in Montmartre is troubled at the idea of a brothel,’ Noah said with a grin. Walking up from the
         Pigalle, they’d seen dozens of street walkers, and they’d looked at the posters of the cancan girls outside the Moulin Rouge.
         ‘Some of the artists who live here only paint girls in brothels, so there must be hundreds of them.’

      
      ‘Maybe so, but this square looks like a place where ordinary people live,’ James said.

      
      James Morgan would be described by most people as ‘a gentleman of leisure’. When his father inherited his grandfather’s successful
         hardware shop in Birmingham, he sold it and sank everything into manufacturing bicycles. He was a visionary, and while most
         people thought him crazy to take such a risk on something which might only be a five-minute wonder, he was convinced that
         bicycles would become the most popular means of transport. He was right of course, and having got into the business before
         the rest of the world realized their value, and overcome various teething troubles, British-made Morgan bicycles had become
         the benchmark of good craftsmanship and reliability.

      
      His company had gone from strength to strength, selling not just to the home market, but exporting all over the world. James was officially employed in the London office, but his only real work was taking trips around Europe to find new outlets.
         This was why he had been happy to agree to come to Paris with Noah: to all intents and purposes he was just checking on some
         of the shops which already stocked Morgans.

      
      Noah pulled out his pocket watch. ‘Almost one,’ he said. ‘So why don’t we go and have luncheon in that place over there?’
         He pointed to a restaurant across the square with tables and chairs outside. ‘We can play the part of a couple of bounders
         and ask the waiter where we can find some girls!’

      
      James laughed. He liked being with Noah; his warmth, good looks and confidence drew other people to them. James didn’t find
         it so easy to make friends – he wasn’t exactly shy, just unable to push himself forward. He knew he wasn’t handsome, being
         short and a little tubby, and his hair seemed to recede further each time he looked in the mirror. People were always saying
         that at thirty, well-educated and wealthy, he was the most eligible of bachelors, but although his parents and their friends
         were always introducing him to suitable girls, they never seemed to be very keen on him. The truth was that he thought women
         found him boring, and he felt he must be for he was still a virgin. But he couldn’t bring himself to tell Noah that.

      
      Two hours later, after a good lunch with several glasses of wine, the two men were having a brandy each.

      
      James had not been able to bring himself to ask outright if there was a brothel nearby, but Noah, with only a handful of French
         words to work with, a little sketch of a naked woman on a piece of paper, and a great many gestures with his hands, had managed
         to make himself understood to the little old waiter with a stooped back and a green apron almost as long as his trousers.
         The waiter pointed diagonally back across the square, exactly to the address they had, and held up seven fingers which they had to assume was the time the place
         opened.

      
      ‘So we’re doing fine so far,’ Noah said, ordering another brandy. ‘Once I knew that was a brothel I didn’t think it wise to
         mention Madame Sondheim. If she got to hear anyone was asking about her, we might find we couldn’t get into the place.’

      
      ‘So we’ve got to go in there tonight?’ James said nervously.

      
      ‘How else are we going to find out anything?’ Noah asked, rolling his eyes in a display of impatience. ‘Come on, James, you’re
         the one that speaks French, don’t you go all reluctant on me now.’

      
      ‘I’ve just never been in a brothel before,’ James whispered, not wanting anyone to overhear him. ‘I don’t know the form.’

      
      ‘They kind of know if you’re green.’ Noah laughed, remembering his first time. ‘I don’t suppose it’s any different here. We’ll
         both act like novices, that way we might get to chat more to the girls. As you are the one with the French, you could make
         out you don’t really want to do it as you have a fiancée at home.’

      
      ‘But I wouldn’t mind doing it,’ James said eagerly.

      
      Noah smirked. ‘You are a novice, aren’t you?’

      
      James hung his head and admitted it. Noah had explained everything about Belle witnessing Millie’s murder when James agreed
         to come to France with him, but now he felt he had to tell his friend how he met Millie and how he felt about her.

      
      ‘I was totally smitten with her,’ he admitted. ‘She was so beautiful, warm-hearted and kind, not the way people think whores
         are. It’s because of how she was that I must find out where Belle is, and all those other girls too.’

      
      ‘Did you love her?’ James asked. He had agreed to come on this trip because he felt he and Noah would be rescuing girls from moral and physical danger. But his sheltered upbringing made it hard for him to accept that any decent man could
         have had romantic ideas about a whore.

      
      ‘What is love?’ Noah said with a wry smile. ‘If it is having someone on your mind so continuously that you can’t eat, sleep
         or think about anything else, then yes, I loved her. But I think my father would insist that what I felt was lust. I suppose
         that if I had been able to whisk her away from Annie’s Place and been on my own with her, then maybe in a few weeks I might
         have discovered that’s all it was. But I didn’t get the chance to find out. So I suspect I’ll always be hoping to find another
         woman that makes me feel the way she did. Have you ever felt like that?’

      
      ‘The closest I’ve come to it is having very lurid dreams about one of the girls I saw in my father’s factory in Birmingham,’
         James admitted. ‘If I hadn’t had one or two glasses too many I wouldn’t tell you, but this girl was testing out the height
         of the saddle on a bicycle. Her skirt was rucked up and I could see her black-stockinged leg, right up to her knee, surrounded
         by the lace on her petticoat. I thought it was the most erotic thing I’d ever seen.’

      
      Noah sniggered. ‘But what did she look like?’

      
      ‘Just ordinary really,’ James admitted. ‘I only see her leg in my daydreams, not her face.’

      
      ‘Well, James, along with finding out what happened to Belle and the other girls here in Paris, we’ll have to make sure you
         get something more substantial to dream about than a girl and a bicycle.’ Noah grinned. ‘Now, let’s go for a walk and get
         to know the area before we come back here tonight.’

      
      The two men returned to the square at eight that same evening. Darkness had fallen when they came out of their hotel on to
         the Pigalle, but they found themselves plunged into brilliant light, noise and action. They were astounded by the huge numbers of bars, cafés and restaurants which hadn’t been apparent earlier in daylight. A tout outside the Moulin Rouge was
         yelling out that it was the top show in Paris, and tourists of many different nationalities were standing outside gawping
         at a huge poster showing a row of female legs high kicking out of a froth of net petticoats.

      
      As they walked up the steep, winding lane, music from pianos, accordions and violins wafted out of dark, smoky bars. Cooking
         smells from the restaurants vied with those of street traders with their hot chestnuts or crêpes, and added into the pungent
         mix was the odour of horse droppings too.

      
      James and Noah’s eyes popped many times as a tout shoved a picture of statuesque showgirls wearing little more than a few
         sequins and a large feathered fan under their noses. There was no shortage of prostitutes either, they were accosted several
         times during their walk, and whatever it was that the girls said to James they got him blushing furiously.

      
      James said that the doorman had warned they should be careful as it was still a dangerous place, full of thieves and thugs,
         even though many of the old dwellings had been pulled down in the last ten years as the Sacré-Coeur was being built. But Noah
         thought it was the most thrilling place he’d ever been to. It was picturesque, colourful and vibrant, with a strong overtone
         of sauciness thrown in and less squalid than Seven Dials.

      
      ‘Another drink before we go over there?’ James suggested as they got to the square. Madame Sondheim’s place was in darkness
         except for a red light by the door. But Noah was sure that the lack of light inside was only because it was shuttered, not
         because there was no one there.

      
      ‘That’s just delaying tactics,’ Noah teased him. ‘It’s best to go now, they are bound to be busier later on, and we might
         not get a chance to talk to anyone. Now, I’m relying on you, you’re the one with the French. I’ll try and get an English-speaking
         girl, however ugly.’ He broke off laughing. ‘I want you to see I am serious and committed!’ he added.

      
      James looked like a frightened rabbit as they approached the front door. ‘Courage, my friend,’ Noah said. ‘What’s the worst
         that can happen in a brothel?’

      
      ‘That I couldn’t get it up?’ James replied, assuming that was Noah’s worst-case scenario.

      
      ‘No, for me it’s a fire breaking out and I have to run out naked,’ Noah grinned.

      
      James laughed, and found it made him feel a bit less tense. ‘That’s easily overcome, just keep your clothes on.’

      
      When Noah rang the doorbell a little hatch shot back and they saw a woman peering out at them. Noah lifted his hat to her.
         The door opened and a rather gaunt-looking woman of at least fifty, wearing a plain black dress, stood there.

      
      James told her in halting French that they were English and a friend had given them this address. The woman made a gesture
         to come in with one hand, then, after closing the door, took their hats and ushered them into a room to the left of the hall.

      
      The room was very warm, thanks to a blazing fire. There were four girls in the room, all scantily dressed, with silky negligees
         barely disguising their underwear. The woman who had shown them in offered them a drink; there was no choice, just red wine.
         She then introduced the girls as Sophia, Madeleine, Arielle and Cosette. Arielle was a dark-haired beauty, with huge, limpid
         eyes, and a wide, full mouth, but the other three girls were all unremarkable.

      
      James shook their hands, which made the girls giggle.

      
      ‘Do any of you speak English?’ Noah asked.

      
      ‘A leetle,’ the small, mousy-haired one called Cosette replied.

      
      James began speaking to Arielle and Noah noted that she seemed quite taken with him and involved with whatever he was saying to her. Noah smiled resignedly at Cosette and took her hand to kiss it.

      
      That made all the girls giggle too, but Cosette looked as if she liked it.

      
      A pianola in the corner of the room was playing, and Noah held out his arms to dance. Again Cosette giggled as if no man had
         ever suggested such a thing as a dance before. ‘Does Madame Sondheim not like you to dance?’ he asked. He knew many madams
         didn’t like the girls wasting their time with such things.

      
      ‘You know her?’ Cosette looked alarmed.

      
      Noah shook his head. ‘No, not me. My friend came here, he said she was very fierce. Is that right?’

      
      Cosette nodded. Noah noticed she had pretty grey eyes, and even though her hair looked in need of a wash, it was marvellous
         that she spoke some English.

      
      ‘You tell me about it upstairs?’ he said, sensing she would be very guarded in front of the other girls.

      
      ‘You want me?’ she asked, as if astounded.

      
      Noah wasn’t sure he wanted to have sex with her, but he smiled and said of course he did. All at once she had her hand in
         his and practically dragged him from the room while James was left with the beautiful Arielle, Madeleine and Sophia looking
         on.

      
      Cosette took him up to the third floor, but as they went past the closed doors on the first and second floors he heard sounds
         which suggested there were other girls in there with clients. Cosette’s room looked just like her – worn, untidy and uncared
         for.

      
      ‘You must give me the money,’ she said, holding out her hand.

      
      Noah had not got to grips with French money, so he took a ten-franc note from his pocket and handed it to her. She frowned,
         so he added another to it, and this time she smiled and went to the door where she handed the money to someone else.

      
      She began to take off her blue wrap, but Noah stopped her. ‘I can’t,’ he said. ‘My friend wanted woman very much. I just come
         with him. We just talk?’

      
      Cosette shrugged and sat on the bed, pulling the wrap back over her shoulders.

      
      ‘Englishmen strange,’ she said, shaking her head.

      
      Noah laughed. ‘Yes, that is so. Many of us like very young girls. I heard Madame Sondheim gets very young girls sometimes.’

      
      ‘Not for young men like you,’ she said incredulously. ‘Only old men.’

      
      Noah came and sat on the bed beside her and took her hand in his. ‘Does she get young English girls?’ he asked.

      
      Cosette nodded. ‘Sometimes. It is bad. We hear them cry. Not good for us, the men who come only want this.’

      
      Noah took that to mean trade was dropping off for her and the other girls because of it.

      
      ‘Have you seen any of these young girls?’

      
      ‘No, never see. They stay upstair. Not come in parlour.’

      
      ‘Locked in?’ Noah mimed the locking process.

      
      She nodded.

      
      ‘The men go up there?’

      
      Again a nod. ‘How much?’ he asked.

      
      She made a gesture with her hands which appeared to mean it was a huge amount of money and she pursed her mouth in distaste.

      
      ‘Then where do they go?’ Noah asked.

      
      Cosette didn’t seem to understand that question. Noah tried again, changing words, asking how long the girls stayed upstairs,
         but she still kept shaking her head and saying ‘No understand’. But the strangest thing was that there were tears in her eyes.

      
      He took out his wallet and peeled off some notes. ‘For you,’ he said, folding her hand around the notes. ‘Madame will not
         know.’ He lifted her chin and very gently wiped her tears away with one finger. ‘Now tell me why the tears?’

      
      A volley of French spewed out, and even though he didn’t understand a word of it, he knew outrage when he heard it, and it
         wasn’t directed at him. ‘English, please,’ he said. ‘Where do the girls go?’

      
      ‘I not know,’ she said. ‘I hear someone say some go to couvent.’

      
      ‘Couvent?’ he queried. ‘Is that the same as convent?’

      
      She shrugged, clearly not knowing if it was.

      
      ‘Where?’ he said, and seeing a pencil by the bed picked it up and opened his wallet to find a scrap of paper to write it on.

      
      But she pushed his hand and shook her head. ‘I not know where it is. Or what it called. I only hear them say “couvent”.’

      
      He began to ask her if a girl was brought here in January, but she put a finger across his lips. ‘No more. I can say no more.
         You understand, trouble for me.’

      
      To Noah that meant there was a girl brought here in January and if they could find the convent, they were on their way.

      
      Noah couldn’t bring himself to leave Cosette without making her feel better about herself.

      
      ‘You are a sweet girl,’ he said, taking her face between his two hands and kissing her forehead, cheeks and then her lips.
         ‘If I was not married …’ He paused, hoping she’d draw the right conclusion to that remark. ‘But my wife made me promise to
         be good in Paris.’

      
      She smiled then, and it was as though the sun had come up, for her face actually became pretty. ‘Your wife lucky to have good
         husband,’ she said.

      
      ‘You talk more,’ she went on, pulling him back to the bed when he walked towards the door. ‘I speak the Engleesh.’

      
      Noah felt it was more that she didn’t want him to go downstairs too quickly for fear of losing face with the other girls than because she wanted to practise her English, but it would have been churlish to refuse.

      
      She said she came from Reims, that she was the eldest of seven daughters, and her father was a farm labourer. She didn’t have
         to say why she’d come to Paris to become a whore, it was clear it was the only way she could earn enough to send money home
         for her family. She blushed when she told him she’d learned her English from an English artist who lived in Montmartre. She
         said she saw him when she had afternoons off. When Noah asked if he would marry her, she laughed lightly and said no, because
         he was very old. She added that he was kind to her, and it struck Noah that if she smiled more and looked prettier, then more
         people would be kind to her.

      
      When Noah went back to the parlour, only Sophia was still there. She said something in French which sounded very surly, and
         sat down again, turning her back on him.

      
      Five minutes later James came down the stairs. His face was bright red and he was beaming. As the maid who’d let them in appeared
         from a doorway at the back of the hall to pass them their hats, the two men said nothing further until they were walking across
         the square.

      
      ‘She was wonderful,’ James blurted out. ‘So kind, so giving.’

      
      ‘But I bet she took the money,’ Noah said archly. He was glad his friend had finally got there, but realized he was now expected
         to spend the evening being told how marvellous the experience was.

      
      ‘I don’t think she wanted to,’ James said dreamily. ‘She’s too afraid of Madame Sondheim not to take it.’

      
      ‘So you did ask her some questions then?’

      
      ‘She didn’t seem to understand many of them. I asked about young girls and she just said she was better for me than someone
         very young.’

      
      Noah couldn’t help but smile. He supposed it was an impossibility to expect his friend to interrogate a woman as lovely as
         Arielle when he was alone with her in a bedroom.

      
      ‘Does the word couvent mean convent?’ he asked unexpectedly.

      
      ‘Yes, why?’ James frowned.

      
      ‘Because that is where some of the young girls go after that place. Unfortunately I would imagine that looking for an unnamed
         convent in Paris will be close to the proverbial needle in a haystack.’

      

      
      
      Chapter Twenty

      
      1911

      
      The heat woke Belle and as usual she was bathed in perspiration. She thought nostalgically of the cool English weather all
         the time now for the sticky summer heat of New Orleans was exhausting.

      
      She remembered how thrilled she’d been back in April of last year when she was given this room. It was at the back of the
         house, so it was quieter, large and sun-filled, and had a beautiful big brass bed. It hadn’t occurred to her then that it
         would be like an inferno once the weather grew warmer and that was why none of the other girls wanted it.

      
      But then, in sixteen months of being at Martha’s, she’d found that she couldn’t actually trust anything or anybody. What seemed
         good one day could become bad the next.

      
      It had been a huge mistake to ask Martha for proof of what she’d paid for her, especially so soon after she’d arrived here.
         The woman had been really frosty with her and Hatty warned Belle she ought to apologize immediately.

      
      ‘We are all on some kind of a contract, honey,’ she explained. ‘The madam of a whorehouse has to hold the whip hand or the
         girls take advantage. Even for those of us who weren’t bought like you were, she still gives us board and lodging, she supplied
         us with dresses, shoes and the like, so of course she takes that back out of our money – she has a living to make. We have
         to earn her trust too. How would it be if she took on a girl and got up one morning to find she’d hightailed it out of town
         taking the silver teaspoons and a trunk full of dresses?’

      
      Put like that, Belle could understand. ‘But all I wanted to know was how long it would be before she’d got all her money back,’ she explained. ‘I can’t see anything wrong in asking that.
         How else can I plan my life?’

      
      ‘Martha don’t see it that way, she’d say it was her business,’ Hatty insisted. ‘And us girls are just like flowers, we only
         stay fresh for a limited period. She’s got to make her pile out of us while she can. If we get pregnant, get the pox, get
         our face slashed by another girl, or beaten up by one of the men, we aren’t any good to her.’

      
      That sent a shiver of fear down Belle’s spine. She hadn’t considered that any of those things could happen to her, but perhaps
         they could. ‘But the man who brought me here said she was a good woman, and she seemed so kind,’ she said in puzzlement. ‘How
         can she earn so much money from us and then sling us out if something bad happened?’

      
      Hatty smirked as if unable to believe Belle was that naive. ‘She is a good woman, at least compared with most of the madams in this town. She feeds us well; if we’re sick she takes care of
         us. She don’t expect us to work when we’ve got our monthlies. Afore you start complainin’, honey, you gotta open your eyes
         and see how it is for some of the girls in this town. My! Some of ’em ain’t even fed right, they get whipped, they’ve had
         their babies taken away. I heard tell there was one madam, when her top girl wanted to leave to go home to her folks, she
         got a tattoo put on the back of the girl’s hand, which said “Whore”. That way she could never go home. If you’ve got a coupla
         hours, I could tell you stories about mean madams that would make your hair fall out.’

      
      ‘But I need the money to get back to England,’ Belle argued, though what Hatty had said frightened her. ‘I’m scared I’ll be
         here for years and years.’

      
      Hatty laughed at that. ‘Honey chile, none of us, not even the real pretty ones of us, will be here for years and years, not
         up this end of the town anyway,’ she said, condescendingly patting Belle on the head. ‘Best thing you can do is make it up with Martha, prove yourself here, then bide your time and
         look out for a rich man who might take you for his mistress, or even marry you. That’s the only way I’ve seen girls get out
         of it, and it’s what I’m gonna do.’

      
      Belle thought about everything Hatty had said for a couple of days. The part which shook her most was the statement about
         flowers not staying fresh; it hadn’t occurred to her that there was some kind of time limit to this work. On top of this she
         remembered how Etienne had said that girls should always keep the madam sweet. Her mother used to complain about certain girls,
         and now she came to think about it, those girls always left. Probably not by their own free will either.

      
      There was no doubt in her mind that Martha was very annoyed with her. She turned away when Belle came in the room, and hadn’t
         once spoken directly to her.

      
      What with everything Hatty had told her, Belle realized she had no choice but to apologize and make everything smooth again;
         if not, she just might find herself sold on to someone else. Everyone in America was very eager to point out that slavery
         was a thing of the past, but while the slave markets for field hands and servants might be gone, here in New Orleans they
         still existed for whores, whether white, negro or mulatto.

      
      Everyone accepted this arrangement; Martha’s girls talked about it all the time. At the high end of the market there was even
         a kind of kudos for a girl who had changed hands for a great deal of money. That girl could rely on being treated with kid
         gloves as long as men flocked to pay a king’s ransom for her. But further down the line the girls had no rights; no one cared
         how they were treated, least of all the police. And Belle was fairly certain that if a girl was to speak out about it, she’d
         probably end up silenced for good.

      
      So Belle told herself that she must be glad she was in a good sporting house, and that she was considered a valuable commodity because she was young, pretty and English. She must
         take to the work, show real enthusiasm for it, and that way she could keep herself safe until she found a way out of it.

      
      So she went to Martha and apologized.

      
      Belle found she barely remembered incidents that had happened just a week ago, yet she could recall everything about that
         day sixteen months ago when she went down to see Martha in her parlour.

      
      She dressed for the occasion in the pale blue frilly dress she’d been given in France because it made her look innocent. She
         left her hair down on her shoulders, and she put just a touch of rouge under her eyes to look as if she’d been crying.

      
      It was almost noon and Martha was sitting on her couch wearing her apricot-coloured loose tea dress, her hair covered in a
         matching turban.

      
      ‘What is it, Belle?’ she asked in a chilly tone.

      
      ‘I came to ask your forgiveness,’ Belle said, keeping her head down and wringing her hands. ‘I know you are cross with me
         for asking about the money, I realize I must have sounded very ungrateful when you’d been so kind to me.’

      
      ‘I do not like being questioned by my girls,’ Martha replied. ‘This is my house and it runs by my rules.’

      
      ‘I was very wrong to question you,’ Belle said. ‘But I didn’t understand how it all worked, I’m so new to it. I wasn’t thinking
         about the lovely dresses and underwear and shoes you’d got for me, or how much it must have cost to bring me here. But I have
         thought it all through now and I realize I am very, very lucky to be in your house. Please can I make amends for upsetting
         you?’

      
      ‘You, honey, are very fortunate I didn’t sell you on to another house immediately,’ Martha said sharply. ‘The only reason I didn’t was because you are so young, and unaccustomed to this business. I have taken time and trouble with you; no
         one else in this town would do that.’

      
      ‘I know, ma’am,’ Belle said contritely. ‘You’ve been like a mother to me. I am so sorry.’

      
      ‘Do I have your word then that there will be no further unpleasant outbursts from you?’ Martha asked.

      
      ‘Oh yes, I promise that I will do my best to make it up to you,’ Belle said, and managed to squeeze out a tear or two, even
         though she would have preferred to tell the woman what she really thought about slavery. ‘I truly want to put this behind
         me and start afresh.’

      
      ‘Come here, honey.’ Martha patted the seat beside her for Belle to join her. ‘I am glad you came down to me today. It tells
         me you are at heart the sweet thing I took you for. Now, I am going to overlook your mistake this time, I think perhaps it
         went to your head a little that my gentlemen were so taken with you. But should you question me again I won’t be so lenient
         a second time. You’ll be out that front door before you can even say Mississippi. Have I made myself clear?’

      
      ‘Yes, ma’am,’ Belle said, hanging her head and forcing out a few more tears. ‘I promise I will never show you any disrespect
         again.’

      
      ‘Run along now, honey,’ Martha said, patting Belle’s knee as if she were a child. ‘And do take off that dress, it looks like
         something a school marm would wear.’

      
      Belle remembered how she left Martha’s parlour that day and ran back to her room so she could seethe in private at the indignity
         of having to grovel just to keep a roof over her head. But she made a promise to herself that she would play the game for
         only as long as it suited her, and then she’d be off.

      
      Belle hadn’t reckoned on the seductive charm of New Orleans, however. Nor had she realized that the easy, luxurious life at Martha’s would suck her in and make her as indolent as the other girls.

      
      Martha reverted to being the warm, friendly woman she’d been before their little upset. Belle had made friends with the other
         girls and during the afternoons they went out together to Jackson Square or for a walk along the levee by the Mississippi.
         They always had plenty to laugh and chat about, for their work was such that often very funny things happened, and no one
         took it very seriously. Belle had her two dollars a night, and she saved as much every week as she could.

      
      Mostly Belle felt really happy with the girls, as though they were the older sisters she’d never had. She learned from them
         about America, about fashion and beauty tips, and about men of course, for they were always a main topic of conversation.

      
      Belle had her big new bedroom too, which although too hot in summer, was pretty, with deep pink roses on the wallpaper. She
         could eat what she liked, and she had developed a taste for spicy jambalaya and the other traditional Creole dishes. She could
         sleep most of the day if she wished to or laze on cushions in the shady back yard reading a book. She never had to scrub floors,
         wash clothes or do anything other than make herself look pretty.

      
      But now and again anger and resentment would rise up inside her.

      
      She could deal with the work; if she was completely truthful, mostly she quite enjoyed it. She preferred the older men to
         the younger ones. Sometimes they told her they were widowers or that their wife wouldn’t sleep with them any longer. Though
         she knew it was quite likely that they were lying and all they wanted was young flesh and uncomplicated thrills, whether they
         spoke the truth or not, they were invariably polite, gentle and grateful. She was often moved by their appreciation – a few
         tears, a warm hug before they left, flowers or chocolates left for her later made her feel special and even loved.

      
      Some of the younger men, on the other hand, could make her feel dirty. They could be rough, uncouth and very insensitive to
         her feelings. They often acted like they thought she should be grateful they’d picked her, and occasionally she’d get one
         who would claim she wasn’t worth the money. Martha said a proportion of men always did that as they felt diminished by having
         to pay for sex, and she shouldn’t take it personally. But it was hard not to.

      
      In much less than two years, she’d gone from barely understanding what sex meant to knowing more than she wanted to. She knew
         now that no two penises were the same; she’d seen huge ones, tiny ones, bent ones and diseased ones, and every other kind
         in between. She’d learned the tricks of tightening her internal muscles to increase men’s pleasure and make them climax quicker.
         She could even take them in her mouth and look as if she was loving it when she really felt like vomiting.

      
      Some men wanted real lovemaking, others just quick release. Some wanted to believe she was really a lady, while others wanted
         her to act like a wanton hussy. She had developed the ability to sense which they wanted just by the way they looked at her
         down in the parlour. She slid from lady to hussy so often that mostly she no longer knew which was closest to her real character.

      
      Belle knew she wasn’t the same girl who had come out from England. She didn’t have romantic daydreams any longer, instead
         she took all she was told with a pinch of salt. She had developed a certain cynicism and she could be hard too, especially
         to men who came close to seeing the girl she used to be.

      
      England and all those she loved there seemed a distant blur now, like looking back on a dream. Her seventeenth birthday had come and gone, and she still hadn’t written a letter home because she knew there was nothing she could say that
         would make her mother and Mog feel better about her disappearance. She thought it was best that they believed she was still
         in New York as she had been when she’d sent a card, and that she was having a far better life than she could have had with
         them.

      
      Yet she couldn’t help but scour the newspaper for English news. Unfortunately the American papers only wrote up an English
         story when it was something really newsworthy and important, like when King Edward died last May. That had been covered well,
         with pictures of his funeral, and Belle cried when she saw one with Westminster Abbey and the Houses of Parliament in the
         background and remembered when Jimmy took her there.

      
      Mog would have been there in the crowd somewhere to watch. Even though she didn’t like crowds, nothing would stop her seeing
         a procession, and she’d thought King Edward was a good sort. Sometimes there would be a few lines about the suffragettes too,
         the force-feeding of them in prison or the latest thing they’d done to push their cause. That was enough to make Belle cry
         as well, for Mog had always said she wished she had the guts to join them.

      
      Yet it was the coronation of George V back in June of this year which really made her homesick. That was the kind of story
         from England Americans liked, and every paper and magazine was full of it. She could remember when Edward VII had been crowned, the excitement, the bunting and flags going up. Mog took her to watch the procession in Whitehall and she’d
         never forget the gilded coach and everyone cheering. They’d had a street party that day, someone wheeled a piano out, and
         the dancing and drinking went on most of the night.

      
      When these feelings of homesickness came upon her, Belle tried to tell herself that her life here was far better than in England, but the debt to Martha was always there in the back
         of her mind. Common sense and a love of figures said the money had been repaid months ago and that Martha was a greedy, conniving
         witch who was taking her for a fool.

      
      Belle had enough money saved to leave town, though it wasn’t enough to get back to England, but it was said that Martha had
         spies everywhere and word would get back to her the moment one of her girls bought a train ticket, whereupon she would immediately
         send someone to the railway station to stop them boarding.

      
      Belle told herself that was just a story put about to frighten the girls, but all the same she was too afraid to chance it,
         for she knew if she was caught, Martha would take her revenge. She’d sell her on before the day was out, and it wouldn’t be
         to another house up on Basin Street, but several blocks back where she might be expected to service forty or fifty men during
         the course of one day. And the people who owned those places watched their girls closely and beat them if they stepped out
         of line.

      
      Pregnancy was another worry. So far Martha’s sponges and douches had protected her, and indeed the other girls in the house,
         but Belle knew that in other houses the girls weren’t so lucky. They had the choice then of visiting Mammy Lou, a mulatto
         woman who could get rid of unwanted babies, or having the baby and taking the chance on her madam letting her stay in the
         house. Belle knew Martha would never agree to any of her girls bringing up a baby in her place. There were cat houses in the
         back streets where there were several babies and small children living in an upstairs room but Belle had heard they were dosed
         with ‘the Quietness’, a cordial made by Dr Godfrey which was laced with laudanum, and when they were bigger they were farmed
         out. Even back in London Belle had heard of children sent away to stay with women who made a business out of minding children. They got no tender love and care there, mostly they weren’t even fed adequately,
         and it was said to be just the same here in America.

      
      But for now Belle felt she must concentrate on pleasing Martha, because she still had a feeling the woman didn’t really like
         her. There was nothing tangible to confirm this, just the odd dark look or a sharp word, but the other girls often told her
         stories about how vindictive Martha had been in the past to girls who’d upset her in some way.

      
      Belle didn’t find it easy to suck up to her like the other girls did. She avoided letting Martha see her reading the newspaper
         or a book, guessing that was one thing which set her apart as different, and she never aired her opinions either. But Belle
         wasn’t made to be subservient, and she couldn’t bring herself to act dumb to please a woman who bought and sold human beings.

      
      So it seemed to Belle that Hatty’s idea of finding a man who wanted her as his mistress was the only way out of her predicament.
         She didn’t want a husband; it wouldn’t be right to marry knowing she was intending to run off. But a married man keeping a
         mistress was already being deceitful, so he deserved to be deceived himself.

      
      Every night Belle jotted down in her diary all the gentlemen she serviced, and later she’d think of each one and make further
         notes: what she thought of him, what he looked like, how often he visited Martha’s, and if she was his favourite. There were
         many men who visited Martha’s on a regular basis and always asked for her. She separated out those she liked especially, and
         those who bought her presents, and finally those she thought were probably rich enough to keep a mistress.

      
      It came down to just two men: Faldo Reiss, a jovial Texan who had an important job on the railways, and Captain Evan Hunter, who owned several ships which sailed out of New Orleans. Faldo was in his fifties and had a wife and four grown-up
         children back in Houston. Evan was a little younger, around forty-seven – he’d never mentioned a wife or children but his
         home was in Baton Rouge.

      
      What Belle needed to establish was whether the two men had legitimate business in New Orleans, or whether they went out of
         their way to come here to Martha’s just to see her.

      
      It was frustrating that Martha didn’t encourage any man to stay longer than half an hour in the girls’ rooms. This was because
         she could make far more money with a succession of men than one staying for several hours, or even all night. Half an hour
         was just about the right length of time for the sex, but it left no time for talking. There was time in the parlour, but the
         other girls and Martha always had their ears flapping, so Belle couldn’t hope to have an intimate conversation with anyone.

      
      On a Friday night right at the end of July, rain was belting down so hard that the drains couldn’t carry the water away fast
         enough and Basin Street became like a river. The girls called it a hurricane, but then they were always talking about hurricanes
         and how scary they were, with roofs being ripped off houses and trees being uprooted. Martha agreed this could be a hurricane,
         although it was a month early, but she said the girls were exaggerating and that in all her years in New Orleans she’d only
         ever seen one roof ripped off.

      
      Belle had seen rain as hard as this dozens of times in England, but there it was always cold. This rain was like a warm shower,
         and she wasn’t surprised that people were still out on the streets regardless of getting soaked.

      
      But the rain was keeping gentlemen away. By nine in the evening only two had come in, the Professor was wilting at his piano
         and the girls were so bored that they were sniping at one another.

      
      Anna-Maria, who Belle had discovered at least a year ago was extremely treacherous, asked Suzanne why she had chosen a green
         dress as it made her look sallow. This wasn’t true – Suzanne had glossy, coppery-coloured hair and green suited her.

      
      ‘I don’t mean to be unkind,’ Anna-Maria simpered. ‘I just think someone ought to tell you.’

      
      ‘Someone ought to tell you that you’re a lying bitch,’ Suzanne retorted, getting to her feet and looking down at the other
         girl menacingly. ‘You’re jealous of me because that rich banker asked for me yesterday.’

      
      ‘He won’t ask for you again now he knows how dirty you are,’ Anna-Maria snapped back, jumping out of her chair. ‘I know you
         don’t wash between clients, you stink like a polecat.’

      
      Suzanne sprang at the other girl with her long nails poised to claw her face. Belle didn’t like Anna-Maria much, and felt
         she deserved a scratched face for being so nasty to Suzanne, but Martha was likely to put all the blame on to the one that
         struck the first blow. So Belle jumped up too and stepped in front of Anna-Maria.

      
      ‘That’s enough,’ she said in the kind of firm voice she’d often heard Mog use with the girls. ‘Anna-Maria! You will apologize
         to Suzanne, that was an awful thing to say and it isn’t even true.’

      
      Hatty, Polly and Betty all began to add their opinions. Betty said that Anna-Maria deserved a good thumping as she was always
         making mischief.

      
      ‘Watch out I don’t claw you as well,’ Anna-Maria yelled at Betty, trying to get past Belle. ‘You’re just jealous of me too.’

      
      The Professor began to play louder, and at that moment the parlour door opened and Martha stood there, her double chin quivering
         with anger.

      
      ‘What is this?’ she asked, looking at each of the girls in turn.

      
      None of them answered. It was an unwritten law that they didn’t tell tales on one another.

      
      ‘I suppose it was you, Belle?’ Martha snapped. ‘I can see by the way you are that you’ve been intimidating Anna-Maria.’

      
      ‘I haven’t,’ Belle said, aware she was still standing right in front of the other girl, and maybe that did look like intimidation
         to someone just coming into the room. ‘Tell her, Anna-Maria?’

      
      ‘She was, she’s always pushing me around,’ Anna-Maria burst out.

      
      By lying she’d just knocked out the code of silence, and all the other girls began to shout out what had really happened.

      
      They were all still shouting and adding other grievances about Anna-Maria when suddenly Cissie’s voice cut through the noise
         to say a gentleman had called.

      
      It was Faldo Reiss, the big Texan, but although he was usually impeccably dressed in a pinstriped grey and white tail coat
         and stiff-winged collar, tonight, soaking wet, he looked ridiculous as he stood in the doorway of the parlour.

      
      The girls fell silent immediately. Belle wanted to laugh, for with his wet clothes sticking to him and plump belly, hair and
         moustache dripping wet, he resembled a walrus.

      
      ‘How good to see you, Mr Reiss,’ Martha gushed. ‘The girls were just having a little debate. You look almost drowned, you
         poor man. Cissie will take your coat and hat, and do come in and have a drink.’

      
      Belle pulled herself up sharply and went over to Faldo, smiling a welcome. ‘How nice to see you, Mr Reiss. I hope you didn’t
         risk getting pneumonia just to see me?’

      
      ‘I would risk anything to see you,’ he said gallantly, taking the glass of whisky Cissie offered him and downing it in one.

      
      ‘Could we dry his clothes for him?’ Belle turned to Martha to ask.

      
      Martha gave a kind of bodily quiver, as if she was trying to shake off the incident she’d broken up a few minutes earlier.
         ‘Yes, Belle, that would be kind. Would you like to go up with Belle, Mr Reiss, or was it another girl you wanted to see?’

      
      Belle sensed Martha hoped it was another girl he wanted. But Faldo smiled and said it was Belle he wanted.

      
      As they went out of the room, Belle couldn’t resist smirking back at Anna-Maria.

      
      Up in her room, Belle urged Faldo to take off all his clothes. She said she’d give them to Cissie to dry down by the stove
         in the kitchen. ‘Mind you, they won’t be dry in just half an hour,’ she said, as he began to peel them off.

      
      ‘I’ll pay to stay all night,’ he said all too eagerly. ‘Will that be all right?’

      
      ‘I’ll have to consult Madam,’ Belle said, lowering her eyes coyly. She wasn’t keen to have him there all night; he was a big
         man, and the thought of him wanting to do it over and over again wasn’t inviting, but then, she had wanted an opportunity
         to get to know him better, and this was it.

      
      She took his clothes and shoes downstairs, passing them on to Cissie.

      
      Martha was still in the parlour, and as Belle went in she sensed tension and guessed she’d been telling the girls off. Belle
         asked if she could speak to her privately. When Martha came out into the hall she explained, and asked how much it would be
         if Faldo stayed the whole night.

      
      ‘Five hundred dollars,’ Martha said curtly.

      
      Instinctively Belle knew that was a far higher price than was normally charged, especially in such bad weather when they were
         unlikely to get any other business. But she had a feeling Martha had picked on such a high price hoping Faldo would refuse
         it, which would make Belle lose face in front of both her and the other girls.

      
      ‘I don’t know if he likes me that much,’ Belle said with a little grin. ‘I can only ask him.’

      
      As she went back upstairs, her satin gown rustling, she could sense Martha’s eyes following her, and her animosity. It made
         Belle feel uneasy, but she really didn’t know what she could do about it.

      
      Faldo was in bed when she got back to her room. He had a big, flabby white chest, and where he’d rubbed his hair dry on her
         towel it was standing up like a porcupine.

      
      ‘I don’t think you’ll want to stay all night, she says it will be five hundred dollars,’ Belle said in a small voice.

      
      He made a loud guffaw of laughter. ‘I call it a bargain to stay with you,’ he said. ‘Pass me my pocketbook on the table, honey.
         I’ll add another twenty so we can have a bottle of champagne too.’

      
      As Belle came back up the stairs a few minutes later with the champagne in an ice bucket and two glasses, she could hardly
         contain her delight. Martha’s face had been a picture when Belle gave her the money, struggling between pique because she’d
         been mistaken about Faldo, and sheer greed that she’d got so much money on a bad night.

      
      But Belle’s delight was not in making Martha eat humble pie, but in Faldo’s reaction. He wanted to be with her, and he’d asked
         for champagne, which implied he saw this as a special occasion. She was determined to make sure it was one.

      
      A little later, sitting up beside him in her bed drinking the champagne and laughing with him, Belle remembered what Etienne
         had said about loving her clients a little. Physically Faldo was not very attractive; in fact, he was very odd-looking. His
         head was small and egg-shaped and completely out of proportion with his big frame. His eyes were like black boot buttons and
         his nose was too big, and with his big flabby belly, yet skinny arms and legs, he was all wrong. Yet despite that he was a nice, good-humoured man, who’d always treated her well. He didn’t appear to have any of the disturbing little fetishes
         other men had, and he smiled with his eyes as well as his mouth.

      
      But now he seemed in no rush to have his way with her, she was seeing yet another side of him. It was good just to lie back
         on the pillows and talk; she never had a chance to do that with other men. He told her how he had to ride the railway a great
         deal to check that the passengers on the trains were being treated properly, that the trains ran on time, and that the stations
         along the routes were maintained well. But he was also involved in decision-making about new railways, negotiating the deals
         for the land they crossed, and buying up or building hotels and other related businesses by the railway stations.

      
      He had the ability to make even rather mundane things interesting, but once he got on to the subject of different parts of
         America, the wildlife and the Red Indians, he was spellbinding. ‘It’s God’s own country,’ he said with real fervour. ‘Vast
         plains, huge forests, wide, fast-flowing rivers and mountains so beautiful they bring a lump to your throat.’

      
      Then he wanted to know about England, and although Belle did her best to describe London so he could imagine it, she was ashamed
         that she knew so little about the city of her birth.

      
      She wanted to ask him about his wife and children, but she sensed he wouldn’t welcome such questions. So instead she told
         him how she had been snatched off the street and eventually brought here.

      
      He looked thoughtful as she told him the story, and when she’d finished he took her hand in his and squeezed it.

      
      ‘It’s men like me who make this lucrative market,’ he said sadly. ‘We only see the excitement, the colour and the thrill of
         sporting houses. We don’t ever think how the girls came to be there. I sure do feel ashamed now.’

      
      She squeezed his hand back and cuddled closer to him. ‘Don’t be. You are a good man. There aren’t any girls in this house
         who aren’t willing. Even if I hadn’t been forced into this way of life, maybe I would’ve come to it anyway. You weren’t the
         one who captured me, or one of the men who raped me in Paris. I like being here with you. I really like you.’

      
      He turned to her and stroked her cheek. ‘I like you too, Belle. You are the prettiest girl I’ve ever seen, with your mop of
         dark curls and your dancing eyes. You make me feel young again.’

      
      When they’d drunk all the champagne Faldo scooped her into his arms in the way she felt a husband or a lover would, and he
         sought to please her rather than expecting her to please him.

      
      Sex with any of her clients was quickly over and much the same whoever it was with. Faldo had been like all the other men
         too; there was nothing to single him out other than that he hadn’t been rough, said crude things or been unpleasant in any
         other way. But he was different tonight, slower, sensitive and loving. It wasn’t in the same league as Serge’s lovemaking,
         but it was enjoyable.

      
      Belle glanced at the clock on her bedside table at one point and was amazed to see it was gone twelve, yet they’d come up
         to her room soon after nine. But he was holding back, wanting to make it last, and for once Belle didn’t try to speed things
         up; she was liking it, really liking it.

      
      Daylight was just creeping around the edges of the shutters when she awoke to find herself still in his arms, and his body,
         which she’d thought so flabby the previous evening, now felt warm, soft and comforting. And she stretched herself along it
         like a cat, winding her legs over his. This, she thought, was how it must be when you were married, a cosy kind of contentment.

      
      He made love to her again a little later and it was sweeter still than it had been the night before. She even let him kiss
         her, for she felt as if she should give him all that she had.

      
      But around half past eight he looked at his pocket watch and sighed. ‘I have to go, my little flower. I have a meeting at
         ten and I need to go to a barber’s and get shaved and back to my hotel to get a clean shirt.’

      
      ‘It’s been really lovely,’ she said, wrapping her arms around him tightly. ‘I wish it could be like this all the time.’ In
         the half-light of the shuttered room he didn’t look old or ugly, just a sweet man who had made her feel happy and good about
         herself.

      
      ‘You are good at your job,’ he chuckled softly. ‘For a moment I almost believed you meant it!’

      
      Belle sat up sharply and looked down at him. ‘But I did. Truly!’

      
      He smiled and moved closer to kiss her nipple. Just that light touch sent a shiver of pleasure down her spine and she pulled
         him closer to her.

      
      ‘I have to go,’ he said reluctantly after a minute or two. ‘Could you get me my clothes?’

      
      Some ten minutes later he was dressed in his dry, pressed clothes. Cissie had even polished his shoes for him. He put his
         hands on Belle’s waist, smiling down at her red satin and lace negligee. ‘Can we do this again, sugar?’ he asked.

      
      ‘I would be cross if you didn’t want to,’ she replied, tilting her face up so she could kiss him. ‘But I feel bad that you
         had to pay Madam all that money.’

      
      He leaned down to kiss her. ‘You’re worth it, sugar,’ he said with a smile. ‘But now I must hit the road!’

      
      Belle went back to bed after she’d shown him out. She wasn’t sure exactly what she felt. She was pleased that she’d got closer
         to Faldo, maybe he would want her for his mistress now, and she was fairly certain he could afford to pay whatever Martha asked to release her. But she also felt sad that she was planning to cheat such a good man.

      
      ‘You can’t think about that,’ she told herself sharply. ‘Your duty is to look after yourself and get back to England. Faldo
         will get what he wants too.’

      
      ‘What was it like with him all night?’ Hatty asked later that same day. All the girls were in the kitchen dunking beignets
         in their coffee. ‘He sure must be loaded to pay so much.’

      
      Hatty was a big, voluptuous girl with mid-brown hair, green eyes and a very kind heart. She was the one Belle confided in
         and sought out for company. She’d been brought up in an orphanage in San Francisco and had run away when one of the male governors
         tried to have his way with her. She had been forced into prostitution by a couple who pretended to befriend her, and it was
         these people who sold her on to Martha, along with Suzanne.

      
      ‘Or he’s in love with Belle?’ Betty said with a wide smile.

      
      ‘I think it was more because he didn’t want to put his wet clothes back on,’ Belle giggled.

      
      She had noticed Anna-Maria was scowling and so she thought she’d better keep her real thoughts about Faldo to herself for
         now. ‘I thought morning would never come,’ she added for good measure.

      
      There was a little more conversation between the girls about men who asked to stay all night. It seemed to Belle that most
         men backed off when they heard how much it was. From what she could gather, without seeming too interested, Hatty was the
         only other of them to have had an all-nighter.

      
      ‘You’d better share your tricks with us, honey,’ Anna-Maria said to Belle. The girl was smiling, her voice sugar-sweet, but
         Belle sensed the underlying venom. ‘Did you pick them up in Paris? Do tell!’

      
      ‘No tricks. Like I said, he just didn’t want to put his wet clothes back on,’ Belle repeated. ‘I wouldn’t mind betting that
         when he looks at his empty pocketbook he’ll never come back again.’

      
      In the week that followed Faldo was never far from Belle’s mind. It wasn’t so much daydreaming about him as the possibility
         of the ticket out of here and a few steps nearer to getting home to England. But meanwhile, along with the undercurrent with
         Martha, there was one with Anna-Maria too. She gave Belle dark looks, and often broke off conversations when Belle came into
         the room.

      
      Belle knew Anna-Maria had been the house favourite when she arrived, and within weeks Belle had taken her place. Belle could
         imagine how galling that was; she knew even she would be jealous if Martha bought in a new girl and her position was usurped.

      
      Anna-Maria’s beauty was of the tempestuous, dramatic kind: olive skin, nearly black eyes and black curly hair, and the fiery
         nature to go with it. She was not only angry about Belle’s popularity with the gentlemen, she resented the other girls approving
         of her and often siding with her.

      
      Cat fights had been commonplace back home in London where hardly a day passed without some little altercation. Belle remembered
         Mog saying once that girls could be as deadly as snakes when they were jealous, so she was careful not to antagonize Anna-Maria
         further.

      
      Ten days passed before Faldo turned up again, and he arrived with a beautiful box of candy for Belle. It was decorated with
         pink velvet roses, and so pretty it made a lump come up in her throat.

      
      ‘May I stay all night again?’ he asked before he’d even had a drink.

      
      ‘Are you sure you want to spend that much?’ she whispered back to him, not wanting anyone else to hear. Fortunately the parlour was crowded and the Professor was playing quite loudly.

      
      ‘The hell I do!’ he said. ‘I’d risk swimmin’ through the ’gators in the swamp to be with you.’

      
      Belle laughed, but said he must ask Martha. There were so many gentlemen in that evening that she felt sure Martha would refuse.

      
      Surprisingly Martha agreed, though Belle didn’t know how much there was in the wedge of notes Faldo handed her.

      
      Once again he ordered champagne and Cissie followed them upstairs with it.

      
      Once in her bedroom, Belle kissed Faldo on the lips and began to remove his jacket. ‘You can’t go on doing this,’ she said.
         ‘It’s madness.’

      
      ‘A good madness, honey,’ he laughed, catching hold of her waist and kissing her again. ‘I’ve thought of nothing else but you
         since I left last time. It’s sure been torture thinking ’bout you with other men.’

      
      She cupped his face in her hands and looked at him tenderly. ‘I can’t do anything about that, Faldo. I’ve been wishing I could
         be with you too.’

      
      He turned her round and began unhooking her dress, bending to kiss her back as he pushed the dress down on to the floor. ‘You
         are so lovely,’ he murmured. ‘So little and perfect, and I’m being an old fool in fallin’ for you.’

      
      Belle stepped out of her dress and turned to him again. ‘I’m falling for you too,’ she said, and she didn’t feel bad saying
         it as it felt like the truth.

      
      He took her with a fierce passion before they were even completely undressed, and Belle responded eagerly.

      
      Later, as they sat in her bed drinking the champagne, with all the noise and music from the District wafting up through the
         open windows, Faldo sighed deeply.

      
      ‘That sounds like you’ve got all the worries of the world on your shoulders,’ she said.

      
      ‘Only one worry, and that’s you,’ he said. ‘What would you say if I asked you to give this up and come and be with me?’

      
      Belle’s heart leapt. She hadn’t expected it to come to this so quickly. ‘I wish I could,’ she said, ‘but I’m tied into a contract
         with Martha.’ She went on to explain it and how she didn’t know how much money was still owing.

      
      ‘I see,’ he said, sounding angry with Martha. ‘But I’ll sort that out, don’t you fear.’

      
      ‘But Faldo, she won’t let me go easily,’ Belle said, and she clung to him, for all at once it occurred to her that Martha
         hadn’t risen to own one of the most successful sporting houses in the District by being soft, honest or caring about the future
         of her girls.

      
      ‘I have influence,’ he said reassuringly. ‘Let me worry about Martha.’

      
      The next morning Faldo got up and pulled his clothes on. Belle stayed in bed, but she was a little worried about his set expression.
         ‘What is it?’ she asked.

      
      Faldo sat on the edge of the bed and looked down at her. ‘I’ve thought it all through,’ he said. ‘You must act like nothing
         is going on between us, don’t say a word to anyone.’

      
      Belle nodded. She was afraid he’d gone off the idea of taking her away.

      
      ‘I’ll set up a place for us,’ he said. ‘It has to be here in New Orleans because this is the only place I come to all the
         time, but I can find somewhere away from the District. When I’ve got it all arranged I’ll come back one evening to let you
         know. The next afternoon you pretend to go out for a walk, but you get a cab and come to me. Once you are out of here I’ll
         settle up with Martha.’

      
      Belle could tell by his serious expression that he’d thought it all through and meant it. She wound her arms around his neck and thanked him. ‘You understand you’ll be on your own a great deal?’ he said warningly. ‘And you won’t be able to come
         back to the District and see your friends. It has to be a clean break.’

      
      ‘I don’t care about that,’ she said. ‘I only want to be with you.’

      

      
      
      Chapter Twenty-one

      
      ‘It’s no good, Jimmy, we just have to accept we are never going to find Belle,’ Noah said pleadingly. ‘Too much time has passed,
         the trail has grown cold and we’ve run out of ideas. I can’t do any more, however much I wish I could.’

      
      It was a hot, airless day in September, and the two young men were sitting in the back yard of the Ram’s Head in the early
         evening. It had been a hot, dry summer and Mog had gone to great lengths to make the back yard more attractive. She’d persuaded
         Garth to get rid of all the old crates and other rubbish out there and she’d planted geraniums in tubs and painted an old
         bench and small table white. For weeks now it had been a much appreciated little refuge from the hurly-burly and heat of the
         pub.

      
      The prolonged drought and heat were causing problems all over London. People were tetchy, they couldn’t sleep, the drains
         stank, food went off too fast, the streets were dusty and even the leaves on the trees were falling prematurely. Just last
         night Garth had said he was in two minds whether to shut the pub for a week so he, Jimmy and Mog could go and stay by the
         sea for a holiday.

      
      But Jimmy’s response was that his uncle and Mog could go, and he’d stay here in case there was any word from Belle. Garth
         had said he never knew anyone so stubborn and single-minded that they could still be hoping word would come after a year and
         a half.

      
      Noah had been back to Paris three times now with James, trying desperately to find the convent the girl in the brothel had
         spoken of. He believed he’d called at every single one in Paris, over forty in all, yet he had been unable to find one that would admit to having any connection to Madame Sondheim.
         Several of the convents acted as hospitals and they did say they’d had many patients who were prostitutes, women who’d been
         attacked and those who had been brought in with complications in childbirth. But they assured Noah and James that these were
         not English girls and not one of them had ever claimed to have been forced into their career.

      
      Noah couldn’t believe that any of the nuns he spoke to would countenance aiding the exploitation of young women anyway. They
         had been very open, horrified that anyone would suspect anyone in a religious order of trying to conceal such a crime.

      
      In the light of this he felt that the people behind this trafficking in young girls were probably calling the place they used
         a convent as a way of deflecting suspicion from it, and that it was just a house where girls were held until they could be
         sent on somewhere else. But without a single clue as to the whereabouts of this house he now knew he had no hope of finding
         it.

      
      Jimmy had been just as relentless in searching too. He’d broken into both Kent and Colm’s offices again to check through their
         papers and he’d cross-examined just about half the population of Seven Dials in the hope that someone would know something.
         A year ago he had found out something, and that was where Charles Braithwaite, known by the name of ‘Sly’, lived.

      
      Jimmy was only told that the man lived in Aylesford in Kent, and he went down there to find out about him. He was told that
         Braithwaites had farmed there for three generations, but Charles Braithwaite had been brought up to think he was a gentleman,
         and ever since he inherited the farm he had spent most of his time in London.

      
      With Garth with him for muscle, Jimmy called at the farm with the intention of forcing Braithwaite to give them some information,
         but they found only Tad Connor, the farm manager. He said Braithwaite had gone away some three months since, and he hadn’t
         heard from him or had any wages in all that time. Connor seemed an honest, decent man caught in the trap of being unable to
         leave because he had a wife and three children to provide for and his cottage was a tied one. He said he was surviving by
         selling produce, and if Braithwaite didn’t come back soon he was going to sell some cows at the market.

      
      Jimmy asked if he could recall Braithwaite bringing a young girl here back in January. Tad did remember his employer and his
         friend coming late one night and leaving early the next day, for that was the only time in January they were there. He said
         if there was a girl with them, he didn’t see her. But he added there had been girls there in the past. He couldn’t remember
         dates, and had only seen the girls from a distance, so he was unable to describe any of them, but he recalled feeling Braithwaite
         and his friend were up to no good as they hadn’t let him into the house during this period as they normally did.

      
      Because Jimmy remembered Colm and Kent talking about Sly turning yellow-bellied, he suggested to Connor that maybe he should
         report his employer missing to the police. Connor didn’t seem to think that was necessary, but he said he’d consider it if
         he still hadn’t heard from Braithwaite in another month.

      
      Shortly after Jimmy and Garth had returned from Aylesford, Noah had told Jimmy he didn’t think there was anything further
         that any of them could do to find Belle. At the time Noah thought Jimmy was in agreement. But looking at him now, it seemed
         as if he wasn’t ever going to let it go.

      
      ‘You did really good with the story in the newspaper about all the missing girls,’ Jimmy said sadly. ‘I really thought that would shake up the police. But they haven’t done anything.’

      
      Noah reached out and ruffled the lad’s red hair affectionately. His story earlier this year about the missing girls had been
         an all-out attempt to get some kind of action and justice. While it appeared to make no difference to the police, who still
         maintained they had done everything possible already, the newspaper received hundreds of letters from people from all over
         England. The story clearly touched a nerve as along with all those offering sympathy to the parents of the missing girls,
         some of the letters were from people who had also had a daughter who had disappeared. Some were from people who offered advice,
         though mostly that was impractical. And a few letters were from those who thought they knew the perpetrators of the crime;
         Noah handed those names over to the police for investigation.

      
      The irony of writing this article was that while it didn’t really help Belle, Noah began to get far more journalistic work,
         all good investigative stuff he could get his teeth into.

      
      ‘The police did do a great deal,’ he reminded Jimmy. ‘They brought Kent and Colm in for questioning, and I really believe
         they tried hard to nail them. But those two are practised villains, and there was absolutely no hard and fast evidence to
         link them to the missing girls. Even Annie’s statement about Kent killing Millie doesn’t really hold water, Mog wasn’t there
         that night to corroborate it. All they’ve got is hearsay, which came from a young girl who is now missing. If Annie had only
         told the police the truth on the night it happened it might all be different now.’

      
      ‘Isn’t there anything else we can do?’ Jimmy asked plaintively.

      
      ‘Our best hope is that one of the missing girls turns up and tells us where she’s been and who captured her.’

      
      ‘If only that could be Belle,’ Jimmy said, his voice cracking.

      
      Noah had known Jimmy now for over a year and a half, during which time his eighteenth and nineteenth birthdays had come and gone. But it was only now that he suddenly noticed
         the physical changes in the lad. He’d grown at least three inches, muscles in his shoulders and arms were straining the fabric
         of his shirt, and he had a shadow of stubble on his chin. He’d shown his maturity in the way he’d resolutely done everything
         in his power to find Belle, and worked so hard for his uncle, but now he was looking like a man, and while hardly classically
         handsome, with his red hair and freckles, he had a good, strong face.

      
      ‘You should be getting out and meeting other girls,’ Noah said gently. ‘You only knew her for a very short time. Even if she
         was to turn up one day, it’s unlikely you’d have anything in common any more.’

      
      Jimmy looked straight at him, his eyes flashing a warning to say no more on this subject. ‘I will find her, Noah,’ he said
         with conviction. ‘Maybe she won’t want me then, and I’ll accept that. I’ve met a few other girls since she went, but they
         didn’t mean anything to me, not the way Belle does.’

      
      With that he said he had a couple of errands to run and went out through the back gate of the yard, while Noah went back into
         the pub. Garth hadn’t opened the bar yet, and he was sitting at the kitchen table smoking his pipe, while Mog sat across from
         him darning a pair of socks. Noah had observed that the pair always seemed to be together now, and Mog was a good influence
         on Garth, for he was a lot less fierce than he used to be.

      
      ‘Would you like a drink, tea or some beer?’ Mog asked.

      
      Noah declined and said he’d better make tracks for home as he was taking a young lady out to the music hall in King’s Cross
         later.

      
      ‘Jimmy ought to be doing something like that too,’ Mog said.

      
      Noah thought so as well, but he was a little surprised at Mog feeling the same.

      
      ‘Well, don’t look like that!’ she exclaimed. ‘He’s nineteen, high time he had a sweetheart.’

      
      ‘She’s right,’ Garth said gruffly. ‘It’s not good for him mooning over Belle all the time.’

      
      ‘I just said something similar to him,’ Noah admitted. ‘But just because we all want that for him doesn’t mean he’ll take
         any notice.’

      
      ‘Maybe I make him worse,’ Mog said fearfully. ‘I mean, I do talk about Belle, I can’t help it. I don’t understand Annie. She
         never comes down here to ask if there’s any news, not even to see how I’m doing. And when I went up there last month the maid
         told me she wasn’t in. I know that was a lie.’

      
      Noah had been to see Annie twice, and he too was baffled by the stony-faced reception he’d got. The house where she was taking
         in lodgers was a smart one, and she’d got the kind of lodgers who would be horrified to discover their landlady had once run
         a brothel, but surely she didn’t think Mog or he would say anything to embarrass her?

      
      ‘She always were a right cold fish,’ Garth said. ‘There were talk she blackmailed the Countess into leaving her drum to Annie.’

      
      ‘That’s malicious gossip and quite untrue,’ Mog said stoutly. ‘The Countess cared for her and Annie looked after her right
         to the end like she was her own mother.’

      
      ‘So why ain’t she more caring about her own kid?’ Garth asked. ‘It’s like you was Belle’s ma, Mog. What went wrong?’

      
      Noah stopped both of them by holding up his hand. ‘I know Annie was forced into that line of work. It can’t be easy to love
         a child when she was born that way.’

      
      Mog was biting her lip as if she had something to say but didn’t dare speak out. ‘Well, Mog?’ Noah said. ‘I can see you know
         something.’

      
      ‘It’s my fault,’ she whispered. ‘As soon as Belle was born I took her in my arms and did everything for her. I never gave
         Annie a look in. She was the Countess’s top girl, and I told her she must get back to it as quick as possible to stop anyone
         else stepping in.’ Mog began to cry, huge tears rolling down her cheeks. ‘If I hadn’t done that I reckon it might have gone
         differently. Maybe this is my punishment. I took Annie’s baby all those years ago so now I’ve got to suffer the pangs of grief
         losing her,’ she sobbed.

      
      To Noah’s surprise Garth got up from his chair and went round the table to comfort Mog, and as the big man bent over her,
         his usually stern face full of tenderness, Noah suddenly realized that Garth had fallen in love with her.

      
      ‘Nothing’s your fault, Mog,’ Noah said over his shoulder as he began to walk to the back door. ‘You’ve been a good friend
         and a fine stand-in mother to Belle. But it’s time you made a life of your own, and it looks to me as if you’ve got the right
         man there to make it with.’

      
      Noah smiled as he reached the back yard. He hoped that Mog and Garth would see for themselves that this was a bright new dawn
         for them.

      
      ‘Don’t cry, Mog,’ Garth said awkwardly. He’d never been comfortable around crying women. ‘Noah’s right, nothing is your fault,
         you’re a good woman.’

      
      ‘What did that last thing he said mean?’ she asked, drying her eyes on her apron and looking up at him. Garth felt that same
         butterfly-in-his-belly feeling he often got around her. He thought she had the sweetest face, he loved the way she bit her
         lip when she was nervous, and the gentleness of her grey eyes. He knew he had to speak now or maybe he never would be able
         to.

      
      ‘About the right man there to make it with! Well, I reckon he knows I’ve got feelings for you, Mog,’ he blurted out.

      
      Her eyes widened and her hand fluttered up to her mouth. ‘For me?’

      
      ‘Yes, you, who else?’ he said, his voice croaky because it seemed a lifetime ago that he’d tried to woo a woman, and she hadn’t meant as much as this one did. ‘But maybe you don’t feel
         the same? If so, speak out and I’ll say no more.’

      
      ‘Oh, Garth,’ she said softly, her lower lip quivering as if she was going to cry again. ‘I do feel that way, but I thought
         it was just on my side.’

      
      Realizing this kind of talk could go back and forth like a tennis match and never be resolved, Garth reached down, took her
         hands and pulled her up into his arms and kissed her.

      
      She tasted of the apples she’d been slicing for a pie earlier, and she smelled of soap and lavender water. He wrapped her
         tightly in his arms, lifting her right off her feet as he kissed her, and his heart soared because he could sense by the way
         her lips were yielding that she felt the same as he did.

      
      ‘I reckon it’s high time I opened the bar,’ Garth murmured against Mog’s neck a little later. He had sat down on a kitchen
         chair and taken her on his lap to kiss her again and again. He didn’t really know how to proceed now. Courting was for young
         people, but he sensed Mog was likely to be frightened off if he tried to go too fast with her. Besides, there was Jimmy to
         think of. He couldn’t just take Mog off to his bed without making it right with the lad first.

      
      But he had a feeling that Jimmy would think marriage was the only right way to do that, and perhaps he’d be right.

      
      ‘I never thought this would happen to me,’ Mog said, blushing prettily. ‘But we have to think of Jimmy’s feelings; we can’t
         let him walk in and catch us like this.’

      
      Garth thought it was astounding how she always seemed to pick up on what he was thinking. ‘I didn’t ever think it would be
         my young nephew that would make me get married again,’ he said.

      
      Mog stiffened on his lap and began biting her lip again, and Garth realized that hadn’t come out the way he intended.

      
      ‘I meant, I can’t set a bad example to him,’ he said, and realizing that didn’t sound so good either, he felt his face turning
         as fiery red as his hair. ‘What I really mean is, I want to marry you, Mog. Will you be my wife?’

      
      She laughed then, a soft little trill that sounded like water over stones. ‘I’d like nothing better, Mr Franklin,’ she said.
         ‘And we’d better make it soon if we don’t want to set Jimmy a bad example.’

      
      Noah was still smiling about Mog and Garth as he walked up Tottenham Road towards his lodgings. He thought they made a perfectly
         matched couple, and he felt certain that Jimmy might stop fretting quite so much about Belle if they decided to marry.

      
      But, as so often happened when he thought about Belle, his mind turned to all those other missing girls and he recalled what
         one of the senior policemen down at Bow Street had said to him.

      
      ‘We know it goes on, young girls lured away to France or Belgium to become prostitutes. And girls there are brought over here
         for the same purpose. We found two French girls at a bawdy house in Stepney we raided a few months back. They were in a sorry
         state, stick-thin, dirty and addicted to opium. Once we got them cleaned up and got someone in to speak to them in French
         we found they thought they were coming to England to be ladies’ maids. Seemed they’d both been interviewed in the same big
         house in Paris by the same woman, who told them they would be coming to England with her for a year. They were both broken
         in by “gentlemen” in a big house, where they were watched so they couldn’t escape. Then, a few months down the line, they
         were taken off to various other places, each worse than the one before, until they got to Stepney and we found them.’

      
      The policeman said that in any year there were three to four hundred young women going missing, and of that number only around a hundred and fifty were ever seen again. He pointed out
         that many were probably with a man they’d run off with, some might have been murdered, but he thought the rest were in brothels
         somewhere. He pointed out that most would be beyond saving, even if they knew where they were, for drug addiction and disease
         would have taken their toll. Before long they would be yet another body on a mortuary slab.

      
      ‘Maybe I’d better make one more trip to Paris, and try bribing Cosette,’ Noah muttered to himself, unable to bear the image
         of young girls on mortuary slabs.

      

      
      
      Chapter Twenty-two

      
      Belle felt quite sick with fear as she walked down the stairs to leave Martha’s for good. It was two in the afternoon, a very
         hot, sultry day without even a whisper of a breeze.

      
      It was only last night that Faldo came in to tell her he’d found a place for them. He paid for only a short time, just long
         enough to give her the address and instruct her on what she had to do, leaving her with a severe case of jitters. This hadn’t
         left her; she’d lain awake agonizing about whether she was doing the right thing: it seemed to her that she was putting all
         her trust into the hands of someone she knew very little about.

      
      But it was too late to change her mind now, and as Faldo had asked, she was carrying only a small reticule, which held nothing
         more than her savings, hairbrush and a few rolled-up ribbons. She was wearing her blue dress beneath the green one she’d been
         given in Paris, and beneath those she had on two sets of petticoats, drawers and chemises. She felt terribly hot with so many
         clothes on, but she hadn’t been quite able to bring herself to leave all her belongings behind as Faldo had said she must.

      
      Everything Martha had given her she’d left in her bedroom, and she hoped the other girls would be able to share out the few
         bits of jewellery and other personal things she’d left behind.

      
      Martha came up the passage from the kitchen just as Belle got to the bottom of the stairs. ‘It’s very hot out,’ she said,
         looking curiously at Belle, as if noticing she looked stouter than usual. ‘The other girls are all out in the back yard drinking
         lemonade.’

      
      Belle’s stomach turned over. She felt sure Martha had guessed what she was up to. ‘I fancied a walk,’ she said. ‘It’s so easy
         to get lazy when it’s as hot as this.’

      
      ‘Well, don’t overdo it,’ Martha said. ‘I’ve never really understood why the English always seem to want exercise.’

      
      Martha had been making sharp little comments about the English for quite some time. Belle had the feeling she had been trying
         to goad her into snapping back at her. She certainly didn’t have any intention of rising to the bait now, so she smiled sweetly.

      
      ‘I expect I’ll regret it as soon as I’ve crossed the railway line,’ she said. ‘And then I’ll be right back for a sit-down
         in the cool and a glass of lemonade.’

      
      Martha walked off into the parlour then, and Belle made it to the front door. She was sorry she couldn’t say goodbye to the
         other girls, for apart from Anna-Maria she had grown to love them all and had been grateful for their company, advice and
         friendship. She was going to miss them for the laughs they’d had, the lovely chats, and because their presence had helped
         when she’d felt scared, alone and homesick.

      
      Belle walked quickly across the train tracks into the French Quarter, then zigzagged her way across it, looking over her shoulder
         now and then to make sure Martha hadn’t sent Cissie or someone else after her to spy on her.

      
      Finally, when she was sure she wasn’t being followed, she hailed a cab to take her down Canal Street.

      
      Belle had rarely been out of the French Quarter and the District, so she had no idea what the Mid-City area was like. The
         cab seemed to go a very long way along Canal Street before it turned off. But she saw the sign for North Carrollton Avenue
         and felt relieved, as that was the right road. Yet when the cab stopped in front of one of the many ‘Shotgun’ houses, she
         was shocked and disappointed.

      
      Belle knew this style of single-storey wooden-frame house was very common all over the Southern States because they were cheap
         to build. At little more than twelve feet wide, with the rooms leading on from one to another without a hall, there was no
         wasted space, plus they caught a through draught of cool air in the summer. They were said to be called ‘Shotgun’ because
         with a door at the front and one at the back a shotgun could be fired clear through the house.

      
      There was really nothing wrong with such a house; she knew millions of people would be happy to have such a home. But she’d
         had the idea Faldo would get them one of the pretty Creole cottages like the ones in the French Quarter, with wrought-iron
         balconies and fancy shutters. She hadn’t expected a shabby, poor person’s house.

      
      There wasn’t even a front garden. All the houses in the street were raised up on brick posts with wooden steps up to the front
         door, the slightly overhanging roof making a small porch.

      
      Faldo came out of the front door and down the steps just as Belle was getting out of the cab. He greeted her with a warm smile,
         paid the driver and then took her arm to help her up the steps.

      
      ‘I hope you didn’t run into any problems with Martha,’ he said. ‘I was worried for you.’

      
      ‘No. She did speak to me as I was leaving but I just said I was going for a walk. I thought she’d notice how fat I look. I’ve
         got two dresses on and I’m so hot.’ Belle laughed nervously. Relieved as she was to get away from Martha’s without any trouble,
         suddenly she was really scared of what lay ahead of her.

      
      Faldo opened the wire screen door that kept out flying insects and waved her to walk in first. Her first impression was that
         the room was bigger than she’d expected and the high ceiling made it seem airy, but it was very sparsely furnished with just two dark red velvet armchairs and a small table by the window. The lighting was gas, and there was a fireplace,
         although with the weather being so hot, she couldn’t imagine New Orleans ever being cold enough to light a fire.

      
      ‘I managed to get just a few bits of essential furniture delivered this morning,’ Faldo said. ‘But I thought you’d like to
         choose the rest yourself.’

      
      Belle had no idea what to say. It looked so bare and uninviting, especially after the comfort of Martha’s. She knew she was
         going to be living here alone most of the time and that made her shiver with fear.

      
      ‘Can I see the rest?’ she said, trying to pull herself together and be glad she’d managed the first step towards freedom.

      
      ‘Just a bedroom and kitchen,’ he said, leading her through the door into the bedroom. The bed he’d bought was a pretty brass
         one, and sitting on it were some new bed linen, pillows and a quilt. ‘I left it for you to make, women are so much better
         at such things.’

      
      There was also a dark wood dressing table with three oval mirrors, a stool sitting before it. Belle admired it and the bed,
         then gave Faldo a hug because she was afraid he’d sense her true feelings about the place.

      
      ‘I know you are too young to have learned homemaking skills, honey,’ he said, his lips against her neck. ‘But I’ll help you
         all I can, and a clever girl like you can pick up so much from magazines and books.’

      
      The third and last room was the kitchen. It had a gas stove, a sink, shelves on the wall with some crockery and saucepans
         sitting there, and a small scrubbed table with two chairs in the centre. Faldo opened a cupboard lined with some kind of metal,
         with a lump of ice sitting in a square dish at the bottom. ‘This is where you’ll store milk, butter and meat to keep cool,’
         he explained. ‘A man will come round to sell you ice each week. You just go out to him with the dish when he rings his bell.’

      
      Belle had seen ice being brought into Martha’s, but she didn’t expect that ordinary people could have it too, and that made
         her spirits rise just a little.

      
      ‘But I’m afraid the water closet is outside,’ he said, looking concerned she would be offended by this.

      
      ‘That’s fine,’ she said, though her heart sank back down again.

      
      He filled the kettle to make some coffee for them. He’d bought a box of groceries too, and seeing a walnut cake on the top,
         Belle roused herself to put everything away.

      
      ‘Can you cook?’ he asked as he spooned the coffee into a pot.

      
      ‘A bit,’ Belle said. ‘I used to help Mog back home. I peeled and chopped vegetables, made jam tarts and stuff like that with
         her. But I never made a whole meal by myself.’

      
      ‘If you can read, you can cook,’ he said, and smiled. ‘At least, that’s what my mother used to claim. Maybe you should go
         to a bookshop and get a recipe book?’

      
      ‘That’s a really good plan,’ she said, wanting to sound enthusiastic and joyful, even if she didn’t feel it.

      
      They had coffee and walnut cake, then Faldo told her he was going to give her ten dollars a week pocket money. Belle was horrified
         it was so little – she wouldn’t get far on that – but he didn’t notice her stricken face. ‘But I’ve opened two accounts for
         you,’ he went on. ‘One is at Frendlar’s grocery shop down Canal Street. The other account is at Alderson’s, it’s a store which
         sells everything from stockings, sewing cotton to tables and chairs. Between these two shops you’ll be able to find everything
         you need to make this house a home; just charge it to me. You must sign the bills as Miss Anne Talbot, and should anyone ever
         question you, you must say I’m your guardian. Is that all right with you?’

      
      Belle assumed she had to have a false name in case Martha tried to find her. ‘You’ve been very kind,’ she said. ‘I hope you
         don’t come to regret this.’

      
      He smiled and reached out to caress her cheek. ‘There is no reason why I should, you are a delight. But I am concerned about
         you feeling lonely and bored. I will come as often as I can, but I know that isn’t the same as having friends or family nearby.’

      
      ‘I’ll be fine. I can read, do sewing and learn to cook,’ she said more bravely than she felt. ‘But what do I say about myself
         to any of the neighbours?’

      
      Faldo frowned. ‘I think it best that you keep your distance from them,’ he said. ‘But if circumstances arise where you have
         to speak to them, clearly you mustn’t tell them you’ve just come from the District. You could say I’m your guardian and you
         came because your parents back in England died. If they are curious about why you aren’t living with my family you could say
         you like to be independent. But it would be safer to avoid having to say anything, that way it won’t get back to Martha that
         you are here.’

      
      ‘When are you going to speak to her?’ Belle asked.

      
      ‘I’m not, honey,’ he said, and seeing the surprise on her face he went on to explain. ‘She’s a tough woman, she’ll ask for
         an enormous sum for you, and could make mischief if I refused to pay her that much. So I shall call round one evening soon
         and ask for you, that way making myself look innocent of any part in your disappearance. But, as I’m sure you can understand,
         you mustn’t go anywhere near the District or the French Quarter.’

      
      Belle nodded, but she felt let down that he wasn’t prepared to pay anything to free her. ‘Of course. I wouldn’t want to go
         there anyway,’ she said.

      
      ‘Well, shall we?’ he said, taking her hand and leading her back to the bedroom. He lifted all the bed linen off the bed and
         dumped it on the floor. ‘It will have to be a quick one, I’ve got a business meeting later.’

      
      Some little time later, Belle heard the wire fly screen on the front door bang shut, and the sound of Faldo’s feet going down
         the steps, and she lay back on the bare mattress and began to cry.

      
      She felt more of a whore now than she ever had at Martha’s. He had got her to take off all her clothes and then just did the
         act without any petting or kissing before hurrying away.

      
      None of this was what she’d expected. She was alone in a part of town she didn’t know and which could well be dangerous. She
         didn’t have the luxury of a bathroom or an inside lavatory. Faldo was going to give her less money than she got at Martha’s,
         and if Martha ever found out her top girl was still in town she’d probably send someone round to teach her a lesson about
         running off.

      
      But what made Belle feel most upset was that she’d been stupid enough to think she could have everything her way, because
         Faldo loved her. That was perhaps an unreasonable expectation; after all, she didn’t love him and had only turned to him in
         desperation. But it still hurt to think that all he wanted was a pretty girl always available for sex and somewhere to stay
         whenever he was in New Orleans.

      
      He was smart too. By letting her put things on an account that made him appear very generous, but the truth was that he didn’t
         want to give her cash to buy food and household items because he thought she might run off with it.

      
      She had just over a hundred dollars in savings. While that seemed a lot, she had no idea if it would even get her to New York,
         let alone back to England.

      
      Belle cried for so long she didn’t notice it was growing dark outside. She had to pull herself together to put on her chemise,
         close the shutters and light the gas. She could smell food cooking close by, but it was very much quieter out on the street than it had been back in the District. Even if she didn’t
         like anything else about this gloomy little house, that was one good point.

      
      ‘You were far too hasty,’ she said aloud as she went into the kitchen to put the kettle on. ‘You should’ve got to know him
         better, or checked out other men before deciding on him. But you’ve done it now, there’s no way back, so you’ve got to make
         the best of it.’

      
      Within days of leaving Martha’s, Belle discovered that boredom and loneliness were her biggest enemies. She dealt with the
         first by cleaning, cooking, walking, reading and sewing, but she couldn’t find anything to stop the loneliness.

      
      Almost daily she wished she were back with the other girls in Martha’s kitchen over long, leisurely breakfasts, sitting around
         in their nightdresses with tangled hair, everyone talking at once about the night before and shrieking with laughter as one
         of them described a particularly odd experience. Then there were those lazy afternoons wandering the French Quarter or lying
         around in the back yard chatting and sipping cold drinks. She’d even give anything to hear the front-door bell tinkling, although
         that meant a gentleman was coming in and suddenly they all had to turn on seductive smiles and brace themselves for what was
         to come.

      
      Back in the District it was almost impossible to walk down a street without someone stopping her for a chat. Street musicians
         always homed in on girls, often playing a tune especially for them – she couldn’t count the times she had stopped to listen
         and laughed as they flirted with her. She could buy an ice cream or a slice of water melon from a stall and the stallholder
         would tell her a bit of gossip. The shopkeepers were all friendly and greeted her with smiles; there was no uppityness – they
         didn’t consider themselves superior. All over the District there was a sense of everyone being in it together, very much like it had been back in Seven Dials.

      
      But so far not one person in this street had spoken to her, or even smiled. She doubted this was because they knew she was
         a kept woman – she didn’t see anyone talking to anyone else. She could only suppose this was how it was in ‘respectable’ areas.
         People kept to themselves for fear of something. Whether that was fear of involvement, or just common snobbishness, she didn’t
         know. But whatever the reason, she didn’t like it.

      
      Sometimes she felt so alone that she cried herself to sleep. The silence pressed in on her and made her feel threatened. There
         had been a couple of thunderstorms at night too, such heavy rain that it drummed on the tin roof, and such loud thunderclaps
         that she shook with fear. She got into the habit of going out for long walks, each time going further and further to delay
         going home, and making herself really tired so she could sleep when she got back.

      
      Faldo came once a week, but it was always on different days. At first she’d believed that was, as he said, because he didn’t
         have a routine and never knew how long he’d be in one place, but now she suspected it was just so he could check she wasn’t
         keeping company with anyone else.

      
      On his first visit after she moved in, he arrived with a box from a fancy lingerie shop. He’d bought her a beautiful red silk
         chemise with a matching wrap, plus some elegant red leather slippers trimmed with black swansdown. He was so lovely that night,
         really affectionate, complimenting her on how nice the house looked and concerned about her being lonely.

      
      She thought then that was how it was always going to be. She planned on making him special meals, arranging the table with
         flowers and candles, and that sometimes they’d go out to a restaurant or a theatre. She even imagined that perhaps one day
         he’d suggest taking her away for a holiday.

      
      But the next time he came he seemed cold and distant and she couldn’t make out why. It wasn’t as if she looked a mess; every
         evening she washed, did her hair and put on her new lingerie, just in case he turned up. As she was doing all she could to
         please him, it was very hurtful that he didn’t respond with any affection. But that night she forgave him because she thought
         he must have had an awful day.

      
      Yet that was how it had been ever since. She was never able to relax entirely in the evenings because he could walk in at
         any moment. If he wasn’t there by ten she knew he wasn’t coming, so she’d take off the pretty lingerie, put on her nightdress
         and go to bed. And on the evenings he did come round, he didn’t want to chat, ask how her day had been or tell her about his.
         He just took her to bed and did what he wanted to do, then fell asleep.

      
      By day she could convince herself that even if Faldo wasn’t being loving, she was still in a far better situation than she
         had been at Martha’s. She was a mistress, not a whore; she had a comfortable home too, for she’d gone to Alderson’s store
         and picked out bits of furniture, rugs, pictures and ornaments and charged them to Faldo’s account. She had plenty to eat
         and she could please herself what she did all day. But on the nights when he was with her, she would lie awake long after
         he’d gone to sleep, remembering that he’d said even less to her than he did the very first time he was with her at Martha’s,
         and she felt terribly used and hurt.

      
      She found herself thinking of Mog, her mother and Jimmy, and that was like sliding down into a dark tunnel which she knew
         led to nothing but despair. Again and again she thought of writing to them and asking for help to get home, but she couldn’t
         bear to tell them what had happened to her.

      
      One afternoon four weeks after she moved into North Carrollton Avenue, a small hat shop a couple of blocks away caught her eye. She went out walking every day, taking a different route each time in order to learn more about the city and
         its different neighbourhoods. But for some reason she hadn’t come this way before, even though it wasn’t far from where she
         lived.

      
      Belle waited for a heavily laden brewer’s cart to go by, then crossed over to the hat shop. The window display was lovely,
         and she stood looking at it for some time. It had an autumnal theme with a branch of a tree, and gold, russet and red paper
         leaves lying beneath it. Several hats were perched on the tree: a jaunty red one trimmed with long golden and brown feathers,
         a moss-green one with a wide brim and a veil, a brown velvet bonnet and a beautiful tawny gold cloche-style one decorated
         with amber beads.

      
      Since she left England she hadn’t once picked up a pencil to draw hats the way she used to back home. In fact, apart from
         telling Etienne it had always been her dream to have a hat shop, she hadn’t even thought about it once.

      
      But now, as she peered into the shop through the display, it all came back to her. At the back of the shop was a bench, and
         a very small woman with white hair was standing at it working on a black hat on a stand. She seemed to be fixing a veil to
         it.

      
      There were dozens of hats displayed all around the small shop, and Belle felt she just had to go in to take a better look.
         As she opened the shop door a bell rang, sounding exactly the same as the one in the sweet shop near her home in Seven Dials.

      
      ‘What can I help you with, madam?’ the old lady asked, stopping what she was doing.

      
      She had to be at least sixty, her face was heavily lined and her back was stooped. Yet despite her drab black dress with only
         a cream lace collar and cuffs to lift it, she had bright eyes and a warm smile.

      
      ‘I just wanted to have a better look,’ Belle said. ‘I love hats and your window display is so pretty.’

      
      ‘Well, thank you, honey,’ the old lady replied. ‘And you’re English too. I always think Englishwomen have such good taste.’

      
      Belle chatted to her about the hats for some little while, then, because the old lady seemed pleased to have some company,
         she admitted how she’d dreamed of becoming a milliner and having a hat shop.

      
      ‘Fancy that,’ the old lady exclaimed. ‘I never met anyone before who wanted to learn to make them. Most folk think I go somewhere
         and buy ’em ready-made. They don’t know it’s a real art doing the moulding and then the sewing and sticking.’

      
      Belle was prepared to flatter and praise the old lady just so she could stay in the shop and feel marginally less alone for
         a while. She admitted she had no money to buy a hat, but tried some of them on and marvelled at how beautifully made they
         all were.

      
      ‘It’s good to see them modelled on someone as young and pretty as you,’ the old lady said. ‘Now, I’m Miss Frank, and I was
         just going to make myself a cup of coffee. Would you like one too?’

      
      ‘I’m Belle Cooper and I’d love some coffee,’ she replied. It was only after she’d blurted out her name that she remembered
         she was supposed to be Anne Talbot. She couldn’t take back her real name, but she resolved not to divulge anything else.

      
      ‘I always wanted to go to England,’ Miss Frank said, as she opened a door at the end of the shop to reveal a small kitchen.
         ‘I don’t suppose I’ll ever get there now, getting too darn old. But I’d have liked to see King Edward and his palace. Then
         there’s that tower where they used to cut off kings’ and queens’ heads.’

      
      ‘King Edward died last year, and King George has been crowned now,’ Belle said. ‘I went to see the Tower of London once, it’s a scary-looking place. They have men in red and gold
         uniforms guarding it called Beefeaters. But no one gets beheaded now.’

      
      ‘I’m very glad of that,’ Miss Frank chuckled. ‘Beheading wouldn’t be good for my business.’

      
      Belle laughed, the first time she’d really done so since leaving Martha’s.

      
      ‘That’s better, hearing you laugh,’ Miss Frank said. ‘I saw your face as you were looking in the window and you looked so
         sad and forlorn. Are you homesick?’

      
      Belle nodded. She didn’t trust herself to speak because the concerned question made her eyes prickle with tears.

      
      ‘Staying here with relatives?’ Miss Frank looked over her glasses at Belle as she spooned some coffee into a pot.

      
      Belle nodded, then, noticing a head-shaped contraption in the kitchen, she asked if it was for shaping hats, just to move
         the conversation away from herself.

      
      ‘Sure is. I fill the bottom part with water and boil it up, like a kettle. I put the felt or the canvas over the top and the
         steam shapes the crown. The big one at the top is called a block – I have many different kinds for all kinds of brims and
         crowns. I’ll show you how it’s done after we’ve had our coffee, that is, if you’d like to see it.’

      
      Belle stayed in the shop for almost an hour, and Miss Frank showed her all kinds of things to do with millinery. She displayed
         drawers full of ribbons and braids, boxes of artificial flowers, and more still of feathers. It was all fascinating, and Belle
         admitted how she used to draw hats all the time back in England.

      
      ‘If you feel like drawing some again, I’d love to see them,’ Miss Frank said. ‘I’ve been doing this for so many years I dare
         say I’m getting a bit stale. Angelica’s, the dress shop in Royal Street in the Quarter, buys hats from me, and she did say last time I saw her that she could do with some cheekier designs. To be honest, Belle, I didn’t really know what she meant
         by that.’

      
      Belle smiled. ‘I did see a magazine recently with fashions from Paris,’ she said. ‘The hats the models were wearing were smaller,
         hardly bigger than a flower. I saw one which was like a small nest, with a tiny fluffy bird peeping out. I think that’s what
         she meant by cheeky.’

      
      Miss Frank shook her head as if she couldn’t imagine anyone wearing such a hat. ‘Perhaps I’m getting too old? In my younger
         days it was sensible bonnets, straw hats with a nice ribbon and perhaps a flower trimming. Then in the fall and winter we
         had felt hats, fur if it was very cold. It was predictable what ladies would buy each season. It’s not that way any more.’

      
      Belle went home a bit later, but that evening she could think of nothing but hats. She found some paper and a pencil and began
         to draw frantically, but somehow none of the sketched hats looked right.

      
      Three days later, having spent almost every spare moment drawing, she went back to see Miss Frank.

      
      ‘I can’t seem to get anything right,’ she admitted to the old lady. ‘I think it’s because first I need to know how to construct
         a hat.’

      
      Miss Frank just looked at Belle for some little while without speaking. ‘I can’t afford to pay an assistant, not unless trade
         picks up,’ she said. ‘But if you’d like to learn millinery, I’ll teach you.’

      
      ‘You’d do that?’ Belle said breathlessly. ‘I’d like it more than anything.’

      
      From the first morning when Belle presented herself at Miss Frank’s little shop, and was given the task of steaming a felt
         cloche hat on a block, she felt she had hope again. Millinery was a proper trade; once she’d mastered it she could find respectable employment. But even if that was a long way in the future,
         all at once she had a reason to get up in the morning, a purpose in each day other than just waiting for Faldo to turn up.

      
      She learned fast. Miss Frank said she had nimble fingers and a flair for it. And the old lady was a good teacher, as keen
         to pass on her skills as Belle was to acquire them. But there were perils attached to her new role of trainee. Miss Frank
         was inquisitive, and so were the regular customers who’d been coming to the shop for years. They wanted to know why Belle
         had come to America, how and when, where she lived and what she lived on. Even when they didn’t actually ask questions, their
         eyes enquired, and Belle guessed that when she wasn’t in the shop, they would be quizzing Miss Frank.

      
      Lying didn’t come easily to Belle. She’d told Miss Frank she was sent to live with her guardian here when her widowed mother
         died. But as his wife and their children didn’t want her living with them, her guardian had found alternative accommodation
         for her. It didn’t sound plausible, not even to her, that any guardian would expect a girl as young as her to live alone in
         a strange city. Yet Miss Frank appeared to believe it; she tutted and said she thought it was disgraceful, but her sympathy
         only made Belle feel worse. She so much wished she could tell the truth, unburden herself with the whole sorry story. But
         however kindly Miss Frank was, she wasn’t worldly, she was a church-going spinster who probably had never been kissed, let
         alone had a sexual experience. She wouldn’t want a whore in her pretty little shop; she might even believe Belle had crept
         round her with the plan to rob her. She would find the idea of her being the mistress to a married man utterly despicable.
         She might even report Belle to the police, and that way it could get back to Martha where she was.

      
      So Belle tried to keep her lip buttoned, saying as little as possible to both Miss Frank and her customers, while at the same time working really hard to master the new skills she was
         being taught, and practising designing hats at night.

      
      She didn’t tell Faldo about her new interest as she knew he wouldn’t like it. But elated by new-found happiness in Miss Frank’s
         shop, she tried much harder to please him.

      
      ‘Tell me where you’ve been this week,’ she would say after she’d made him a mint julep, a drink with bourbon that he’d said
         was his favourite. On a couple of occasions he did tell her that he’d been to St Louis, or even further away, but most of
         the time he didn’t even bother to reply, just drank the mint julep and said it was time for bed.

      
      One night she asked him why he didn’t want to talk to her any more.

      
      ‘What is there to say?’ he shrugged. ‘I don’t come here to be quizzed, I’m tired at the end of the day.’

      
      On each successive visit Belle felt a little more deflated and used by him, but she counteracted this by reminding herself
         she had a roof over her head, and blamed herself for jumping into the arrangement without getting to know him better.

      
      By day, though, she was cheered considerably because her designs began to improve dramatically once she understood how hats
         were constructed. She would go rushing into the shop with them in the mornings and Miss Frank would laugh at her enthusiasm
         and say she would look at them carefully later.

      
      Mostly she told Belle they weren’t practical, sometimes because they would be too heavy or unbalanced, other times because
         they involved too much work, but finally she examined one design which looked like a large, flat rose and she said jubilantly
         that Belle had come up with a good design.

      
      ‘It’s perfect for women who don’t want a hat which will flatten or spoil their hairstyle,’ she said. ‘I can make the base
         it sits on quite small; it could be secured with a hat pin. I think they’ll love this at Angelica’s. So we’ll make one up and I’ll take it in to show them.’

      
      They made the first rose hat in pink. The stiffened, shaped base was covered in deep pink velvet, and the rose itself was
         made of wired silk, the underside of each petal just a shade darker. They finished it mid-afternoon, and when Belle put it
         on, Miss Frank clapped her hands in delight.

      
      ‘Honey, it’s a triumph,’ she said. ‘I’m going to take it along to Angelica’s right away. You go on home and I’ll shut up the
         shop.’

      
      It was nearly four in the afternoon when Belle left the shop, and on the way home it began to rain, so she ran the rest of
         the way.

      
      By the time she’d unlocked the door and gone in, the rain was coming down so heavily that the street was awash and it had
         become so dark she had to light the gas immediately.

      
      She’d felt so happy back at the shop because she’d pleased Miss Frank, but now, plunged back to reality, all alone for yet
         another long evening with the rain drumming on the roof, she suddenly felt she couldn’t stand much more of it.

      
      It didn’t feel right to be kept by a man who was so cold towards her. She should be able to tell him about learning to make
         hats, to show him her designs and admit her dream of having her own hat shop. She’d once told him she’d caught the tram to
         look at the big houses in the Garden District and his face had tightened with disapproval. Since then she only told him things
         like how she’d baked a cake, or started some embroidery or knitting, but it was all wrong that she felt unable to tell him
         anything else.

      
      ‘I swopped one slave master for another,’ she murmured to herself, and tears started up in her eyes. ‘All he wants is a place
         to stay when he’s in town and a girl in the bed so he doesn’t need to pay for one in a brothel.’

      
      Yet that didn’t make any sense to her, for it cost more to keep her than for a hotel for the night and a whore. It was so
         puzzling: she knew about men, and she knew few of them would set anyone up in a house and pay all the bills unless they were
         smitten with the woman.

      
      Why didn’t he ever tell her when he was coming next? Why didn’t he want to share a meal with her, take her for a walk or to
         the theatre? Why, when he’d been so warm and chatty back at Martha’s, had he changed so dramatically?

      
      As a kept woman Belle didn’t feel she could challenge him about anything, and she believed she must always show enthusiasm
         for his lovemaking too. She had even thought that would encourage him to try harder to please her. But that hadn’t worked;
         he made no attempt to please her, and that, along with his callous attitude that as his kept woman she should do whatever
         he said, made it increasingly difficult for her to pretend she enjoyed sex with him. She wondered how much longer she could
         keep up the pretence.

      
      She walked into the parlour, slumped down on one of the chairs and gave way to tears. The empty fireplace was a reproach –
         back home at this time of year there would be a blaze in every fireplace in the house. She imagined Mog in a clean white apron
         preparing the evening meal, chatting as she stirred pots on the stove and laid the table. Annie would be up in her parlour
         going over the household accounts; the girls would be doing their hair for the evening ahead.

      
      Belle wished she was back there, reading bits out of the paper to Mog, or just telling her gossip she’d picked up while out
         running errands. She missed home so much. Life had been so simple back before Millie was killed; maybe it was a bit dull,
         but she had felt safe, aware what was expected of her, and knowing too how Mog and Annie felt about her.

      
      She thought back to the day she’d met Jimmy and how good it had been to make a real friend. He’d made London seem such a wonderful place, and she’d had such high hopes of exploring more of it with him.

      
      Would she be walking out with him now if she hadn’t been taken away? What would it have been like if he’d been the first to
         give her an adult kiss?

      
      She sighed deeply, not just because she was sure Jimmy must have forgotten all about her by now, but because she doubted she
         could ever fit back into that life she’d left behind in England.

      
      What was she to do? She couldn’t afford to leave Faldo, not when she hadn’t got a paying job or anywhere else to live. And
         her savings weren’t enough to get her home.

      
      Tears ran down her cheeks unchecked. She was trapped.

      

      
      
      Chapter Twenty-three

      
      ‘Bonsoir, Cosette,’ Noah said to the small, mousy-haired girl. He had thought her the plainest girl in Madame Sondheim’s last time,
         and that hadn’t changed; she was like a little brown moth trapped in the parlour with five flamboyant and vivacious butterflies.
         ‘Repellez moi?’

      
      He wasn’t sure if that was the right word for ‘remember’, but she smiled as if she knew what he meant. ‘Yes, I remember you,
         Englishman,’ she replied in English. ‘No friend thees time?’

      
      Noah said he’d come alone to see Cosette, and accepted a glass of red wine. Two of the other girls were making eyes at him
         from across the room, but he turned to face Cosette and smiled at her in what he’d been told was his most beguiling way.

      
      She took his hand as they went up the stairs later, and she seemed more animated and light-hearted than the time before. She
         was clearly flattered that he’d come back and picked her out, and he hoped that would make her amenable for telling him what
         he wanted to know.

      
      ‘Your wife make you angry?’ she said as he handed over the money. He remembered then that his excuse for not having sex with
         her last time was because he was happily married. He felt this time he must be more straightforward, so when she’d passed
         the money to the maid outside the door, he held out twenty-five francs to her.

      
      ‘I asked you last time about young girls brought here. This time you must tell me more, the girl I ask about, her mother has
         broken heart and very sick.’ Noah said putting his hands on his heart to make it clearer. ‘You said they take girls to couvent, but I checked every convent in Paris. No girls there. Please, please, Cosette. Tell me what you know. I will not betray
         you.’

      
      She was frightened, looking towards the door as if imagining someone was behind it listening.

      
      ‘I will never say you told me,’ he assured her, taking her into his arms and cuddling her. ‘This is a good thing for you to
         do. Belle’s mother may die if she doesn’t know where her daughter is. You know these are bad people!’

      
      ‘I have no work but thees,’ she said, tears filling her eyes. ‘My mother is sick too, I can send money home to her now, but
         if I lose this work, she may die.’

      
      Noah realized that he had to offer her more money. He opened his wallet and brought out fifty francs more. ‘Take this for
         her. But tell me, Cosette, what I need to know! I promise I will not tell anyone you helped me.’

      
      She was looking at the money, not him, and Noah thought she might be thinking it was enough for her to leave Paris and go
         back to her village for good.

      
      ‘Change your life,’ he urged her. ‘Leave this work for good. God will smile on you if Belle can be saved.’

      
      Her conflicting emotions showed in her face. She wanted the money, perhaps even wanted to do the right thing for other young
         girls, but she was very afraid.

      
      ‘There is nothing to fear. No one will know you gave me any information. Be brave and bold, Cosette, for little Belle and
         others like her.’

      
      She sighed deeply, then looked into his eyes. ‘La Celle St-Cloud,’ she said. ‘There is a big house at far end of village,
         it has a big stone bird by gate. Ask for Lisette, she is a good woman, she is a nurse. She will be cautious in telling you
         anything too for she has a little boy. You promise you will not say my name?’

      
      ‘I promise, Cosette,’ he said, and pressed the money into her hand and kissed her lips. ‘Get out of this work now,’ he urged
         her. ‘Go home and nurse your mother, marry a farmer and have many children. Find happiness!’

      
      She put her hands on his shoulders and stood on tiptoe to kiss him on both cheeks.

      
      ‘I will pray you find Belle, and that she too can learn to be happy again. For most of us there is no way back.’ Her eyes
         filled with tears and spilled over. Noah was reminded of Millie and a lump came up in his throat. Millie had said something
         similar once; he hadn’t understood what she meant at the time, but he did now.

      
      Early the next morning Noah set off to the south-west of Paris, to La Celle St-Cloud. From what he could gather it was around
         fourteen miles out of the city, not far from Versailles, and fortunately he could reach it by train. He had looked up the
         area in a guidebook, just to get a bit of background information, but apart from farming its only other claim to fame appeared
         to be the Château de Beauregard, a huge old mansion.

      
      There was a brisk wind and a decidedly autumnal nip in the air, and Noah wished he’d thought to bring an overcoat with him.
         As he waited for the train, being jostled and shoved on the crowded platform, he shivered and thought that it was twenty months
         now since Belle had disappeared. ‘If you don’t learn anything new today, you must give up on her,’ he said to himself. ‘You
         cannot keep up this crusade.’

      
      Noah walked all around La Celle St-Cloud, and was charmed by its attractive central square where old men sat smoking pipes
         and women bustled about buying their bread, meat and vegetables. After the frantic pace of Paris it was good to be somewhere
         quiet and calm.

      
      He finally discovered the house Cosette meant after following two different roads to the edge of the village and finding only
         small houses. But on the third road he saw a big house ahead of him, and sensed it was the one he was looking for, just by
         the way it stood alone, the last house in the village.

      
      There was a stone eagle on one gate post, and just a piece of broken stone on the other to show there had once been a matching
         pair. The house was at least a hundred yards from its nearest neighbour and surrounded by open countryside. A man was ploughing
         in the distance, a few birds were circling above him, and although it was a lovely view, it struck Noah that to anyone held
         in the house it might look frighteningly remote.

      
      He looked up at the house appraisingly. It was big. There were four floors with eight windows just on the front, and a rather
         grand, albeit crumbling, portico around the front door. But then, the whole house and what he could see of the garden from
         the gate was somewhat neglected.

      
      As he stood there, considering what reason he could offer for knocking at the front door, a young woman suddenly appeared
         round the side of the house. She was slender, with dark hair, and he guessed she was in her early thirties. She was wearing
         a grey shawl over her head and a dark blue dress, and held a shopping basket on her arm.

      
      He took a deep breath, and as she reached the gate, he swept off his hat, flashed what he hoped was his most beguiling smile,
         and asked if she was Lisette.

      
      She lifted her head and smiled, and to his surprise he saw she was a very pretty woman, with soft, dark eyes, creamy skin
         and a wide, full mouth. ‘I am, sir,’ she replied in English. ‘And why is an Englishman asking for me?’

      
      Noah thought she had the sexiest of French accents; she was making him grin like a schoolboy too. ‘I want to talk to you,’
         he said.

      
      She tossed her head almost dismissively. ‘I have shopping to do,’ she said.

      
      ‘Then I’ll come with you and carry your basket,’ he said. ‘Maybe I can persuade you to have some coffee with me too?’

      
      She looked at him appraisingly for a second, then laughed lightly. ‘If Monsieur Deverall has sent you, then you will be wasting
         your time. The answer is no.’

      
      She began to walk towards the village and he fell in beside her. ‘I haven’t been sent by anyone,’ he said. ‘I’ve come to ask
         you about a young girl called Belle.’

      
      The way she stopped dead in her tracks and her face blanched was all Noah needed. He put his hand on her elbow. ‘Keep walking,’
         he said softly. ‘Don’t be alarmed, you have nothing to fear from me. I just want to ask you a few questions.’

      
      She said something in French, a hurried volley.

      
      ‘I only know a few French words,’ he said. ‘You must speak English to me.’

      
      ‘I cannot talk to you.’ She sounded scared now. ‘I don’t know anything.’

      
      ‘You do, Lisette,’ he insisted. ‘I know you have a little boy and you are frightened for him, but believe me, you have nothing
         to fear from me. I am a friend of Belle’s mother – I promised her I would try to find out where Belle is, because she is grieving
         for her, and not knowing if she is alive or dead, or where she’s being held is slowly killing her. But anything you tell me
         is between ourselves. I will not tell anyone else, call the police or anyone. You are absolutely safe with me.’

      
      ‘Who sent you to me?’ she asked, her eyes as wide as saucers and full of fear.

      
      ‘Someone good and kind who believes you are too,’ he said. ‘But that is all I can say. I promised her too that she would be
         safe.’

      
      ‘But it isn’t safe,’ she pleaded with him. ‘You don’t know how bad these people are!’

      
      Noah saw there were other people around them now as they came into the village. ‘Lisette, calm down, do not draw attention
         to us. Now, we’re going to go over to the café. If anyone asks about me later today you just say I asked you the way to the
         station and I bought you coffee. That is entirely believable as you are such a pretty woman.’

      
      She gave a nervy half-smile, but Noah felt he was succeeding in making her less afraid. He could hardly believe his luck that
         he’d found her so easily, but he knew that luck was likely to run out if he pushed her too fast or too far. So he stopped
         talking about Belle and spoke about the sights he’d seen in Paris while he led her to the café.

      
      Once they were seated outside and coffee and pastries ordered, he began again. ‘Lisette, I know Belle was brought to the place
         you work,’ he said. ‘And it’s my guess you are the nurse who cared for her.’

      
      She hesitated, clearly weighing up whether to admit this or not. Then she nodded. ‘She was very sick, I fear for her at first.’

      
      ‘She’d been raped?’ Noah asked gingerly.

      
      He sensed her distress and held his breath, fearing she would clam up. But she took a deep breath and looked him right in
         the eyes. ‘Yes, she had been raped. Again and again,’ she admitted, and he saw her reason for speaking out was because she
         felt so horrified. ‘It was terrible they would do that to such a young girl. The body will heal, but not always the mind,’
         she added.

      
      She paused then, looking at Noah as if still weighing up whether or not he could be trusted. ‘But Belle was a fighter, she
         have strong, how you say? Spirit?’ she said eventually. ‘She asked me to help her escape, but I couldn’t. I or my boy would
         be killed if I did. You understand that?’

      
      Noah put his hand over hers comfortingly. ‘I know, I’m sure you would have helped her escape if you could. But I’m not here to blame. I just want to find her and take her home to those who love her. When she is there she can choose to
         speak out about the Englishmen who snatched her off the streets and took her to France. They will be punished then.’

      
      ‘She is not in France,’ Lisette interrupted him. ‘She is in America. That is all I know.’

      
      ‘America!’ Noah exclaimed, his heart sinking down to his boots. ‘Are you sure?’

      
      Lisette nodded sadly. ‘I did not see her go. I come in morning and she has been taken away. I weesh she were in France or
         Belgium and I could tell you where for I grow fond of Belle. But they not tell me where in America she go.’

      
      ‘She was sold to a brothel?’ Noah spoke almost in a whisper.

      
      ‘Pretty young girls are like horses, or cows to these bad people,’ she spat out contemptuously. ‘Belle was prime steak. Young,
         Engleesh, so pretty. It was the same for me when I was young girl, they took me to English brothel, that is why I speak the
         English. But I am still trapped by them – too old for brothel, but they make me nurse the girls they hurt.’

      
      ‘They won’t let you leave?’ he asked.

      
      ‘Never,’ she said ruefully. ‘I am too valuable to them as nurse, and they know things about me which make sure I do as they
         say. Maybe if I had money I could take my Jean-Pierre and flee France, but that takes a great deal of money.’

      
      ‘I could get you away,’ Noah said impulsively.

      
      She smiled sadly. ‘No, that is not a good thing for you to do.’

      
      ‘I think it is, and I will give you my address,’ Noah said. ‘If you want help anytime, just ask, and I promise I will come
         for you or meet you at Dover. You believe me?’

      
      ‘Yes, I think you are a kind man,’ she said.

      
      ‘Is there anything or anyone you can tell me about who might be able to say where Belle was taken to?’ Noah felt he had to
         try to push her just a little further.

      
      ‘I am just one link in the chain,’ Lisette said sadly. ‘They don’t trust me even with the next link. I don’t know anything more.’

      
      Noah believed her. She might know the names of a few people above her, but he doubted she’d ever been given real names because
         an organization like this wouldn’t survive if that was known.

      
      He felt in his inside pocket and brought out his list of the other girls who had disappeared. He showed it to her. ‘Just tell
         me if you’ve seen any of those names anywhere before,’ he said.

      
      She looked at it carefully. ‘There was an English Amy, just for one night,’ she said with a frown. ‘I think too there was
         Flora, and May.’

      
      Those three girls were the youngest out of the twenty-odd names he had, and each of them had been reported to be exceptionally
         pretty. ‘Were they sent to America too?’

      
      ‘No, I never knew any girl but Belle be sent there. The others went to Belgium.’

      
      She could only say that it was Brussels, no address.

      
      ‘When I first spoke to you, you thought I came from Monsieur Deverall?’ Noah asked. ‘Who is he?’

      
      The fear came back into her eyes. ‘I cannot tell you anything about him,’ she said hurriedly. ‘He is the man at the top. I
         never met him, but I know him to be cruel and ruthless. They say many gendarmes have tried to put him in prison but he is
         too clever, they never find proof of what he does. But he would not take your Belle to America himself, she will never have
         seen him. They say he binds his men to him with blackmail. He has many other businesses too. Always the kind where he use
         force.’

      
      Noah assumed by this that Deverall was a man much like Kent, with fingers in many areas of vice, extortion and gambling. ‘But
         you thought I had come from him, so that means he does send someone to see you sometimes?’

      
      She sighed. ‘You are as smart as his man,’ she said with just a hint of admiration. ‘He too is charming like you, the kind of man a woman wishes to trust. Deverall sends him sometimes
         to ask me to go with girls, but I always refuse.’

      
      ‘Why?’

      
      ‘It is bad to see how they have been hurt, but I make them well. I could not bear to take them to someone who will hurt them
         again.’

      
      ‘I see,’ Noah said. ‘And this man who works for Deverall accepts that?’

      
      ‘Yes, he knows how I feel, and there is always someone else who can take the girls for he pays well.’

      
      ‘Would this man know where Belle was taken?’

      
      ‘No, I don’t think so, he was not involved that time. All I know is what I overheard, that a coach was coming to take her
         to Brest. I think the coach took Belle to meet someone who would take her on the ship.’

      
      ‘Do you know who this person was who took her to America?’ Noah asked tentatively.

      
      She closed her eyes in exasperation. ‘Have you heard nothing I’ve said?’ she exploded. ‘To tell you that is to risk my son
         being killed. I have helped you as much as I can. Do not ask more of me.’

      
      ‘But surely just his name wouldn’t hurt?’ Noah wheedled, putting his hand over hers.

      
      She slapped his hand away and got to her feet. ‘I will go now before I feel I must report you to Deverall because you are
         asking too many questions,’ she said angrily. ‘I know you mean well but you are putting both of us in danger. Go back to England,
         leave this. Belle is a strong girl. I believe she will find a way back to those she loves.’

      
      Noah quickly wrote down his address and went after her. ‘Take this,’ he said. ‘I will help you get out of France if you want
         me to. I am so very grateful to you for talking to me, you are a brave and good woman.’

      
      She put one hand on his arm, her lovely eyes gazing into his. ‘You are a kind, good man too, if things were different I would
         wish to be your friend.’

      
      Noah’s heart jolted. She smiled, perhaps sensing how surprised he was. ‘You are a very handsome man. And you offer me and
         my child safety, that is very tempting. But I should not wish you to take such risks for me.’

      
      ‘I’m willing to do whatever it takes,’ he said eagerly.

      
      She put one finger against his lips to silence him. ‘I will do one little thing more for you,’ she said. ‘The man in Brest,
         I know him only by reputation, but I know he is like me, caught up in something he cannot escape. He does not come here, but
         I may be able to find a way of contacting him. Do not expect this, I may not be able to do this. But if I can and I find out
         something about Belle I will write and let you know. Now go, ask no more questions and leave Paris quickly. Deverall has his
         spies everywhere.’

      

      
      
      Chapter Twenty-four

      
      ‘America!’ Mog spoke the word as if she was confirming someone’s sudden death. Noah put his arm around her shoulder to comfort
         her and tried desperately to think of something to add which would make the news less devastating.

      
      He had walked into the smoky fog of the Ram’s Head saloon bar just at closing time. Garth was chasing out the last of the
         drinkers and Jimmy was collecting up the glasses. Garth greeted him warmly, saying Mog was out the back in the kitchen getting
         some bread and cheese for a late supper, and asked if he’d like a glass of whisky to warm him up as it was a chilly night.

      
      As soon as the last drinker left and the door was locked, they all went through to the kitchen. Mog was delighted to see Noah
         and she took his coat and urged him to sit closest to the stove.

      
      Noah thought Mog looked radiant; before he’d gone to France she’d told him Garth had proposed to her and it appeared to have
         made a new woman of her. She was even wearing a different dress, light grey with shadowy white stripes. While it wasn’t a
         huge change, the colour suited her better, and she no longer looked like a down-trodden housemaid.

      
      She badgered them all to sit down at the table and to eat up as she poured them tea. Then she asked Noah to tell them about
         his trip.

      
      All the way home from France, he had told himself that it was a breakthrough to find out where Belle had been, and where she
         was now. But as he explained all he had discovered and saw the horror on Mog’s face, he almost wished he’d never met Lisette and had no new information about Belle.

      
      ‘At least America is a civilized country,’ Garth said, doing his best to cheer Mog. ‘She could run away from the people who
         took her there and ask for help from their police.’

      
      ‘You’re quite right,’ Noah said, glad that Garth was offering a positive view. ‘Lisette said that Belle was a strong-willed
         girl, you can bet she’ll think of something to do. Maybe she’s even been writing to you and the letters haven’t been delivered
         because Annie’s Place was burned down.’

      
      Mog’s face brightened just a little. ‘I hadn’t thought of that! I’ll wait for the postman tomorrow and ask him what they do
         with letters they can’t deliver,’ she said. ‘But where in America is she? It’s a big country.’

      
      ‘It’s bound to be New York,’ Noah said. ‘That’s where everything happens.’

      
      ‘I could go there and find her,’ Jimmy said.

      
      Noah noted that the lad had that crusader look in his eyes again. ‘You couldn’t,’ he said gently. ‘New York is huge, and you
         wouldn’t have the least idea where to start looking. The best thing we can hope for is that Lisette gets some further news
         from the man who took Belle there.’

      
      Everyone fell silent. There was not a sound other than chewing and coals moving in the stove.

      
      It was Mog who broke the silence. ‘Are we going to tell Mrs Stewart that you think her Amy is in Brussels?’ she asked Noah.

      
      ‘I suppose I must,’ Noah sighed. ‘But I don’t relish that chore – she’ll be inconsolable. As will the other mothers.’

      
      When Noah woke next morning at his lodgings, the first thing he thought of was Mog’s stricken face. He lay there for a moment
         or two, wondering if there was anything further he could do for Belle and all the other missing girls.

      
      He knew his editor would be delighted to publish a follow-up article based on what Noah had been told in Paris, but that would
         only please readers who revelled in white slavery stories. It wouldn’t bring forth any information on where any of the girls
         were being held, or get them released. In fact, if anyone involved with the abductions was to read the article, Cosette and
         Lisette would immediately be implicated as informers. This might also happen if Noah went back to the police, and it wasn’t
         as if he had anything concrete to give them to start an investigation.

      
      He couldn’t bring himself to risk Lisette or her son being hurt. He kept seeing her face, hearing her voice, and it was all
         very reminiscent of how he’d felt about Millie. He wished he’d asked for an address he could write to her at, that way he
         could at least say how much he’d liked her, and remind her that he’d meant what he said about getting her out of France. But
         it wouldn’t do to write to the nursing home – a letter from England was bound to be intercepted. He supposed he had no choice
         but to wait for Lisette to contact him.

      
      He wondered why it was that he seemed destined to fall for women with problems. Day after day he met girls and women who did
         ordinary jobs like nursing, needlework, working in a shop or an office. Girls liked him, he wasn’t ugly, he had good manners.
         So why was it he didn’t get that magical spark with one of them?

      
      Belle was considering her fate too, for Miss Frank had been given an order by the two sisters who owned Angelique’s hat shop
         in the Quarter for a dozen hats of Belle’s rose design.

      
      ‘I shall have to give you a paid position now,’ Miss Frank said with a smile as wide as the Mississippi. ‘Otherwise I couldn’t
         possibly use your lovely design or ask you to help me make them up. I boasted to the sisters that I had a new designer and
         they’re wild to see more of your work.’

      
      Belle wanted to be thrilled and excited by this, but instead she felt a pang of sheer terror that Martha might go into Angelique’s
         to look at their hats, and the sisters might tell her that their regular milliner had just found a new English designer.

      
      ‘Did you tell them my name or say that I was English?’ Belle asked.

      
      ‘I wouldn’t have told them you were English,’ Miss Frank responded. ‘They like to pride themselves on their stock being chic
         and French. But I was so happy they liked the hat I was quite talkative, so I might have called you Belle. But why do you
         ask?’

      
      ‘I would just rather my name or that I’m English was kept out of it,’ Belle said nervously, aware that might make Miss Frank
         distrust her.

      
      ‘You are an extraordinarily secretive girl,’ the older woman remarked, but she flapped her hands as if that didn’t concern
         her, and began talking about which colours they should make the order up in.

      
      A little later Miss Frank suggested she paid Belle a dollar a day, and that she would give her twenty-five cents each time
         she sold one of the hats she designed. ‘I know it isn’t very much,’ she said apologetically. ‘But it’s the best I can do for
         now.’

      
      As the weather turned cooler in October Belle could have been really happy but for anxiety about her relationship with Faldo.
         She loved working with Miss Frank, and she felt proud of herself for mastering the art of millinery, and that she appeared
         to be developing a real talent for designing hats. It was also good to be able to tuck away her earnings knowing that each
         dollar she got meant she was a little nearer to being able to leave New Orleans.

      
      But however hard she tried to please Faldo, it wasn’t making him any nicer to her. She was the perfect mistress; she flattered him, asked him about his work, tried to make him
         relax and made sure she was always looking her best in the evenings in case he turned up. But he still wouldn’t tell her when
         he was coming next, and now he was coming so late that he didn’t even bother with a few moments of chit-chat, just wanted
         to go straight to bed.

      
      He’d usually been drinking too, and if that meant he couldn’t get hard, he blamed her. Time and again she’d had to bite her
         tongue for fear of telling him just what she thought of him. In the morning he rarely stayed long enough for even a cup of
         coffee.

      
      One night she had tried to talk to him about why he was so different to her now.

      
      ‘You used to be so pleased to see me, you were kind and loving,’ she said, beginning to cry. ‘Don’t you remember what it was
         like those two nights you stayed all night? If you don’t feel like that any more then maybe I should leave this house and
         try and find some work to keep myself.’

      
      ‘The only place you could find work is in one of the cribs down in Robertson Street,’ he said with a sneer.

      
      ‘How can you say something so insulting to me?’ she sobbed. ‘I came here because I thought you cared about me. What have I
         done that is so bad you’d liken me to one of those disease-ridden hags?’

      
      She thought he was going to strike her, for he took a couple of menacing steps towards her. But he stopped himself just in
         time and turned away. ‘I’m going to bed,’ he said. ‘I’m tired, and just remember that if it wasn’t for me you’d be servicing
         at least ten men a night.’

      
      He left the next morning at dawn – she woke and saw him creeping out of the room, his boots in his hands. She thought he was
         ashamed of himself and so she pretended she was still asleep.

      
      She fully expected that once he’d thought over what she’d said he would revert back to the way he’d been at Martha’s. But
         it wasn’t to be. Instead of improving, he’d grown steadily worse, becoming more taciturn and sharp each time he called. Belle
         thought he must be feeling guilty that he was committing adultery, that he wanted to end it, but didn’t know how to.

      
      She wished she had enough money just to go, and be done with it.

      
      One Wednesday night in early November, Belle was startled to hear Faldo opening the front door with his key. She was sitting
         at the kitchen table sketching a hat, still in the plain navy blue dress she wore daily to the hat shop. The dishes from her
         supper were unwashed in the sink, and there was washing drying in front of the stove. She hadn’t bothered to tidy herself
         or the house as he had been with her on Monday and she hadn’t expected him to return again that week.

      
      ‘Faldo!’ she exclaimed in surprise as he strode through the living-room and bedroom into the kitchen. ‘I wasn’t expecting
         another visit this week! But how nice!’

      
      He stood in the doorway, looking around the kitchen with a contemptuous expression. ‘So this is how you carry on when I’m
         not here,’ he said.

      
      Belle hastily shut her sketching pad and got up from the table to go and hug him. ‘I’d have cleared up and dressed in something
         less drab if I’d known you were coming.’

      
      ‘I can’t bear slovenliness,’ he said sharply, pushing her away from him.

      
      ‘Everywhere else but the kitchen is clean and tidy,’ she said defensively. ‘But what’s it to you anyway whether I’ve done
         the dishes or not? You never stay in the kitchen. You’re just using it as an excuse to be nasty.’

      
      ‘What d’you mean by that?’ he said, catching hold of her forearms.

      
      ‘You’ve been horrible to me for weeks now. Each time you come you are worse. You never take me out anywhere, or even talk to me,’ she said, trying to get away from him because his
         fingertips were digging into her flesh.

      
      ‘I got you this place, I come at least once a week, what more do you want?’

      
      Belle didn’t like the way his voice was rising, or his high colour.

      
      ‘I told you before, I wanted it the way it was at Martha’s,’ she said. ‘You seemed to really care about me as a person then,
         we used to talk and laugh together, it wasn’t only the sex.’

      
      ‘You expect five hundred dollars a night, do you?’ he flung back at her.

      
      She was so shocked at his words, and the spite in his voice, that for a moment she didn’t know how to reply.

      
      ‘You know I never got that money,’ she said eventually. ‘You know too how I came to be at Martha’s, it was never my choice.’

      
      ‘So you say, honey, so you say,’ he said in a sarcastic Texan drawl. ‘So are you writing a letter home, begging them to rescue
         you?’ He snatched her sketchbook up off the table and opened it.

      
      He looked at the first picture for a few seconds, then flicked through other pages.

      
      ‘What is this?’ he asked.

      
      Faldo’s features were very sharp, with a pointed nose and chin, and angular cheekbones too. But suspicion made them seem sharper
         still.

      
      ‘I like to draw hats,’ she said.

      
      ‘Why?’

      
      Belle shrugged. ‘I told you once before, when I was back in London I used to dream of having a hat shop.’

      
      She was scared now, afraid he’d somehow found out that she was never in during the day. Maybe he even thought she was seeing
         another man. She needed to calm him down. ‘Would you like a drink, Faldo, or something to eat?’ she asked, then went over to him, took away the sketchbook and put her arms
         around him. ‘You seem very tense.’

      
      ‘You are enough to make any man tense,’ he said, pushing her away from him. ‘What is it you want?’

      
      Belle didn’t understand what he meant, and his fierceness was frightening. ‘I’ve got everything I want right here,’ she lied.
         ‘A nice place to live, you taking care of me. I just wish you came to see me more often and talked to me. Why do you say I
         make you tense?’

      
      ‘Damn it!’ he exploded. ‘I know it’s not me you want. You just went along with it to get out of Martha’s. But like a fool
         I let myself believe you cared for me.’

      
      Regardless of him being right about her motives, Belle had wanted a loving relationship with him, and it was he who had failed
         on that count. At risk of making him still angrier with her, she intended to stick up for herself.

      
      ‘I did care for you when you brought me here, but you’ve managed to make me feel more of a whore than I ever felt at Martha’s,’
         she spat at him. ‘How can you expect me to love you when you won’t come early enough to share a meal with me? When you don’t
         even ask what I do all day, and then you just fuck me like I was a dollar whore and clear off in the morning without even
         saying when you’ll be back? Why did you come tonight? To try and catch me with someone else?’

      
      He moved so quickly she didn’t even see his fist until it connected with her jaw. She reeled back from the impact and fell
         against the table, jarring her back.

      
      ‘How could you do that?’ she asked angrily, holding her jaw with one hand. ‘I took you for a gentleman. You disappoint me.’

      
      It hurt like mad and she thought that by morning she’d have a huge bruise.

      
      ‘I didn’t mean to hurt you,’ he said, grabbing hold of her shoulders and shaking her. ‘You just make me mad because I know you’ll never be mine, not in the way I want you to be.’

      
      ‘What way do you want me?’ she shouted at him, angry tears running down her cheeks. ‘I’m always here for you, I do whatever
         you ask. What else is there?’

      
      ‘I want your heart,’ he shouted back, his face flushed and contorted.

      
      Belle was too angry and hurt to respond with any assurances that he had it. ‘You might have got it if you’d treated me like
         your sweetheart instead of a whore,’ she hissed at him. ‘We had something back at Martha’s, it was sweet and good. But the
         moment you brought me here it was gone. I’ve been so lonely, sad and frightened, and you must have known that unless you’re
         a complete fool. But have you ever shown any concern? Have you ever taken me anywhere to make me think you might want me for
         anything more than a fuck? No, you haven’t.’

      
      She flounced away from him towards the bedroom and began peeling off her clothes.

      
      ‘What are you doing?’ he asked as he saw petticoats dropping in the doorway.

      
      Belle came back into the kitchen without a stitch of clothing on. ‘What does it look like?’ she said curtly. ‘I’m a whore,
         you’re paying for me, so let’s get it over with, shall we?’

      
      In that moment Faldo realized he’d handled her all wrong. When Belle was dressed she looked sophisticated and poised. From
         that, coupled with her intelligence and the ease with which she could communicate with others, anyone would assume she was
         in her mid-twenties. She wasn’t just pretty, but devastatingly beautiful, with those black curls, eyebrows like tiny angels’
         wings over deep blue eyes, creamy skin and such a wide, sensual mouth. He had called at Martha’s just after she had left there,
         and Martha had had a great deal to say about the girl, namely that she was a treacherous, conniving bitch, who would take any man for everything he had.

      
      Faldo hadn’t wanted to believe her; he tried to tell himself that Martha was just being spiteful because she’d lost her top
         girl, and a large chunk of income. Yet the poison she’d dripped in his ears, plus the knowledge that he was no great prize,
         and odd-looking too, all combined to convince him he’d made a fool of himself and Belle was just toying with him until someone
         richer and more influential came along. It had spoiled everything, and the only way he felt he could keep face was by treating
         her harshly and never displaying any affection.

      
      There was so much about Belle which bore out Martha’s opinion of her. She was such a practised courtesan, always wearing the
         red and black lingerie he’d given her when he called. She let him take her any way he chose without protest, and often caressed,
         pleasured and touched him in ways that no decent woman would do. Stimulating and sensual as this was, it hurt because it was
         further evidence of the hundreds of other men she must have done it to.

      
      Martha had claimed that Belle was lying when she said she was abducted and forced into prostitution. She maintained that Belle
         was a cold-blooded predator who had been groomed to be a whore by her own mother who owned a brothel. She’d come to New Orleans
         because prostitution was legal here, knowing that she could make big money.

      
      But now she was naked in front of him, her eyes swimming with tears, he could see for himself that she was none of the things
         Martha had insisted she was and that he had chosen to believe. She was just a vulnerable young girl, slender and perfect,
         and though she had pert, well-rounded breasts, they only emphasized her youth. She might be striking the pose of a seductress
         but he could see her hurt, and the decent, kindly man within him was reminded that it was a series of men not that different to him who had stripped her
         of her innocence.

      
      For several weeks now he’d been noticing she had a kind of glow about her. He’d worked himself up today to believe that was
         because she had another man, and he’d come here tonight to catch her with him.

      
      It was when he saw her sketches that he knew he’d got it all wrong. It wasn’t another man who would take her from him, but
         her own intelligence and ambition.

      
      ‘Come on then,’ she said, ‘what are you waiting for?’

      
      He went towards her, intending just to take her in his arms and apologize for hitting her, but as his arms went around her
         slim, naked body he was instantly aroused and all he could think of was possessing her. He flung her on to the bed, unbuttoned
         his pants with one hand and then forced himself into her. He was aware she was very dry, and he knew he was hurting her by
         the stiffness of her body, but in that moment he didn’t care. She was his woman and he wanted her.

      
      ‘Faldo, no, no,’ she cried out. ‘Surely I don’t deserve this?’

      
      She fought to get away from him, but that only inflamed him more. He pounded harder and harder at her, digging his fingernails
         into the soft flesh on her buttocks, and the excitement of such a brutal and frenzied attack made his heart race.

      
      Belle was terrified. Faldo might have been cold and undemonstrative with her for some time, he might have shocked her earlier
         when he struck her, but she would never have thought it possible that he could become a crazed brute pummelling into her like
         those terrible men did back in Paris.

      
      First she attempted to fight him off, and when that made him even more ferocious, she tried putting up no resistance. But
         she couldn’t stop herself from crying, not just because he was hurting her physically, but because he wanted to humiliate her. His face was buried in her neck, and as he panted and
         wheezed his breath was as hot as steam from the kettle.

      
      It went on and on; his shirt was wet with sweat, and his breathing more laboured. But when he began to make a kind of strange
         growling, yelping noise her first thought was that at last her ordeal was almost over.

      
      But then, while still inside her, he arched his body away from her and clutched at his chest with one hand, and although the
         light in the bedroom was dim she could see his face had turned a deep mottled red. Instinctively she knew something was badly
         wrong.

      
      ‘Faldo!’ she shouted, wriggling from under him and at the same time pushing him down on to the bed and rolling him on to his
         back. ‘Mary, Mother of God, what is it?’ she asked, for his eyes were rolling back into his head and he was jerking as if
         having a fit.

      
      She ran to the kitchen and got a glass of water and a wet cloth. But the water just ran out of his mouth when she tried to
         make him drink, and putting the cold wet cloth on his forehead didn’t seem to have any effect.

      
      ‘Faldo, listen to me,’ she pleaded with him, ‘try and tell me what’s wrong.’ But even as she spoke she knew he was unable
         to answer, that this was something really serious and she’d got to get a doctor for him.

      
      She dressed herself quickly, then turning back to Faldo she tucked his penis away in his pants and buttoned them up. Without
         even stopping to grab a shawl, she rushed out on to the street. As was usual at ten at night it was deserted, so she ran up
         to Canal Street where she hoped she might see a policeman or a cab driver who might know where to find a doctor.

      
      Luck was with her. Two police officers were walking down Canal Street together. ‘Please help me!’ she shouted as she ran towards them. ‘A friend has had some kind of turn. I don’t know how to find a doctor.’

      
      Less than five minutes later the younger of the two men entered Belle’s house with her. The other officer had gone off to
         call on a doctor.

      
      For a brief moment Belle thought Faldo had recovered, for he’d turned on to his side and in the dim gaslight he looked as
         if he’d just fallen asleep. But something made her stand back and let the officer go forward to examine him.

      
      He put his fingers on Faldo’s neck, then felt for the pulse in his wrist. The officer straightened up and turned slowly round
         to look at Belle. ‘I’m very sorry, miss,’ he said. ‘But your friend is dead.’

      
      ‘He can’t be!’ Belle exclaimed, clamping her hand over her mouth in horror. She couldn’t believe this was happening to her,
         that one minute Faldo was red-hot with anger and passion, the next dead. Was she responsible?

      
      Her cheek was throbbing where he’d hit her, and she remembered that he’d said he wanted her heart, and all at once she was
         sobbing.

      
      ‘I’m so sorry, miss,’ the officer said. ‘Can you just tell me who you both are and what led up to him having this turn you
         spoke of?’

      
      She looked at the young man bleakly. He had bright blue eyes and he looked very sympathetic, but she knew she mustn’t let
         that influence her into telling him the whole truth.

      
      ‘His name is Faldo Reiss, and he came round about nine to visit me,’ she sobbed. ‘We were talking for a while in the kitchen,
         then he said he felt a bit strange. He looked very flushed and hot. He stood up to go out the back way for some fresh air,
         but he was staggering, so I led him into the bedroom to lie down. Then he was breathing really hard and holding his chest.
         I tried to give him a drink of water and sponge his forehead, but when he couldn’t speak I ran out to get help.’

      
      ‘You did the right thing,’ the officer said. ‘Now, you said he’s just a friend. So where does he live?’

      
      ‘In Houston, Texas,’ she said, ‘but I don’t know the address. He works for the railway, you see. He comes to New Orleans most
         weeks with his work.’

      
      The officer’s eyes narrowed as if considering something. ‘Are you English?’ he asked.

      
      Belle nodded. She was terrified because she knew it wouldn’t be long before she was asked far more probing, difficult to answer
         questions. Faldo had an important position with the railroad company. He might have been vile to her tonight, but she still
         cared enough for him to try to prevent a scandal which would hurt his wife and children. There was also Martha to worry about.
         If she got wind that Faldo died, and where, she might put two and two together.

      
      ‘You say he was your friend?’

      
      Belle’s stomach lurched at the police officer’s question because she guessed he had already surmised that Faldo was more than
         a friend. He was young, no older than twenty-five, at least six foot, nice-looking, with light brown hair cut very short,
         and the bright blue eyes she’d noticed earlier. But however nice he looked, police were by the very nature of their job worldly
         types and hard to fool.

      
      ‘Yes, just a friend,’ she said. ‘He was very kind when I first arrived here and helped me get this place to live. He usually
         pops in to see me whenever he’s here on business.’

      
      The officer was jotting down what she’d said in a notebook and asked again for her name. She had to say she was Anne Talbot
         as Faldo had opened the accounts at the two shops with that name and it was possible the landlord had that name too. But before
         he could ask her anything further, the other officer arrived with the doctor and the three men went into the bedroom.

      
      Belle stayed in the kitchen and put the kettle on to make some coffee. Her heart was thumping so hard she was sure the three men would be able to hear it.

      
      The doctor, a short, stout man with a bald head and glasses, came out of the bedroom after only a few minutes. ‘Well, my dear,
         the signs are that your friend died of a heart attack. I am very sorry, but I will make a call to the mortuary and get them
         to come and collect him.’

      
      The officer who had been asking the questions and who had told her his name was Lieutenant Rendall, stayed behind when his
         colleague and the doctor left.

      
      ‘This must be very hard for you,’ he said as Belle poured him a cup of coffee. ‘Have you got any family you could go to?’

      
      Belle told him she hadn’t and began to cry again. He patted her on the hand and asked if Faldo was her lover.

      
      ‘No, he wasn’t,’ she sobbed. ‘He was a married man with children. That is why this is so terrible. I hope you can avoid telling
         his wife anything about me, as she’ll probably jump to the same conclusion.’

      
      ‘She surely would! And if you don’t mind me saying, Miss Talbot, few wives would appreciate their husband coming to see someone
         quite as pretty as you,’ the officer said, and the way his eyes twinkled suggested he didn’t believe what she’d told him.
         ‘But as long as the inquest doesn’t show anything odd or unexpected, I can see no reason to tell his wife anything more than
         that he died in a boarding house.’

      
      Belle thanked him.

      
      ‘But I am curious as to why an English girl should come alone to New Orleans,’ Rendall went on, fixing her with his bright
         eyes. ‘New York or Philadelphia I could understand, even Chicago, but not down here. New Orleans is a dangerous city.’

      
      ‘I came with someone else, then he left me,’ she said impulsively. ‘And as soon as I can raise enough money to go home, I
         shall be gone.’

      
      ‘Would you like to tell me about him?’

      
      Belle almost laughed, for this man had an engaging manner. ‘No, I don’t want to tell you about him,’ she said. ‘What I’d really
         like is for this horrible night to be over. But I suspect I’ll never sleep well in that bed again, not after Faldo died on
         it.’

      
      ‘I could escort you to a boarding house for the night if you wish,’ Rendall said. ‘There is a quiet, decent one just around
         the corner in Canal Street.’

      
      ‘That’s really kind of you,’ she said. ‘But I can’t afford to pay for a room somewhere else. I’ll manage here.’

      
      ‘Do you have a job?’ he asked.

      
      ‘Yes, I work at a milliner’s,’ she said, hoping he wouldn’t ask where. ‘But it doesn’t pay very well.’

      
      ‘Was it Mr Reiss that hit you?’ Rendall asked, looking at her intently. ‘I thought it was a shadow on your face earlier, but
         I can see now you have a bruise coming up on your cheek.’

      
      ‘I tripped earlier on the back steps,’ she said. ‘I fell against the post on the balustrade.’

      
      Fortunately the mortuary van arrived just then, the horse’s hooves sounding very loud in the quiet street. Two men came in,
         Rendall showed them into the bedroom and just a couple of minutes later they left with Faldo on a stretcher covered by a blanket.

      
      Rendall said goodbye to Belle and hoped she would be all right, but he hesitated at the door, looking back at her as she sat
         by the stove crying.

      
      ‘I don’t like to leave you like this, miss,’ he said gruffly.

      
      ‘If you don’t leave people will talk,’ she said sharply. ‘It will be bad enough that a man died here, without one of the police
         officers staying on.’

      
      ‘Yes, I guess you’re right,’ he agreed. ‘What I kinda meant to say was that you should have someone with you.’

      
      ‘I’ve lived alone for a while now,’ she said. ‘I don’t have any other friends in the city; Faldo was the only one.’

      
      ‘Then I’m sorry for your loss,’ he said, and finally opened the door and left.

      
      Once he’d gone, Belle locked and bolted the door, and went into the bedroom. She was trembling all over and her stomach was
         churning. She had never felt more alone.

      
      She could see the indentation on the quilt where Faldo’s body had been and she could smell his hair oil and his sweat. She
         wanted to be able to cry for him, she owed him that much, but she was angry because he’d left her like this.

      
      She remembered Suzanne back at Martha’s telling her about a man who had died on her. Like Faldo, it had been of a heart attack.
         But the way Suzanne and the other girls told the story, it was really funny. Suzanne even admitted she’d gone through his
         wallet before the doctor got there and helped herself to a hundred dollars.

      
      But then, it was easy to laugh at an undignified death in an inappropriate place, when it was a stranger. Suzanne had claimed
         that most men, if they could pick their way to die, would choose to be fucking her. She joked she was going to send a card
         with some flowers to his funeral and write on it, ‘I always said I’d show you heaven!’

      
      But even if Belle had all the other girls here right now, she knew she still wouldn’t be able to find anything even vaguely
         amusing about Faldo’s death. He was a complicated, contradictory man and he’d been a brute tonight. He’d said that he wanted
         her heart, so why was he so horrible to her?

      
      Was this the way it would always be with men? They would want her body, but never her mind, and never be able to see past
         her being a whore?

      
      She lay down on the bed and pulled the quilt over her. But all at once it dawned on her that she had far more to worry about
         than what men might think of her. She was in fact destitute. The few dollars Miss Frank gave her wouldn’t keep her. Once the rent stopped being paid, the landlord would reclaim
         the house too. How on earth was she going to live?

      
      Martha would block her being taken on by any of the good sporting houses: that would leave only the dreadful places down in
         Robertson Street.

      
      Panic overwhelmed her. What was she going to do?

      

      
      
      Chapter Twenty-five

      
      ‘So that’s how it is, Miss Frank.’ Belle’s voice quivered a little because she could see the older woman was horrified by
         what she’d been told. ‘I felt I owed you the whole truth because you’ve been so very kind to me.’

      
      She hadn’t slept a wink through terror of what was going to become of her. The greater part of her just wanted to run, to
         throw her belongings quickly into a case and catch the first train out of New Orleans. But a small, sensible voice asked her
         where she thought she was going to run to, because it would be hard to start again in a strange town where she didn’t know
         anyone.

      
      That same sensible voice suggested she went to Miss Frank and told her the whole story. As the older woman appeared to be
         fond of her, Belle thought she might agree to pretend to the police that her name was Anne Talbot if they came round asking
         questions. Belle hoped that with the money she earned at the hat shop, and perhaps finding some waitressing work too, she
         could stay in New Orleans.

      
      ‘You really think I would be prepared to tell lies to the police and say I know you as Anne Talbot?’ Miss Frank finally exclaimed.

      
      Belle heard the animosity in the woman’s voice and her stomach flipped. While she’d seen the horror on Miss Frank’s face as
         she was explaining, she’d made the mistake of assuming that was because the woman was distressed at the idea of her going
         through so much. But it was now clear she’d felt nothing but repugnance.

      
      ‘I wasn’t asking you to tell a lie. I have been working for you, and I can’t see that it matters what name you knew me under,’
         Belle pleaded.

      
      ‘It matters very much to me,’ the older woman snapped. ‘No one changes their name unless they are up to no good.’

      
      ‘But I’ve explained why Mr Reiss made me use that name, and how I came to be here in New Orleans. Don’t you think I’ve suffered
         enough by being abducted and sold into prostitution? If that happened to you, wouldn’t you have got out of it any way you
         could?’

      
      ‘I don’t believe you had no choice in the matter. I think it’s far more likely you got led astray and then made up this ridiculous
         story to make yourself look like a victim,’ Miss Frank said tersely, her small face and body rigid with indignation. ‘I don’t
         even know that I believe this man who was keeping you died of natural causes. Not when it’s clear from your bruised cheek
         that you were fighting! But setting that aside, have you any idea what it would do to my business if my customers knew what
         you are? They wouldn’t want to step inside the shop, much less try on a hat you’d touched.’

      
      Belle felt as though she’d been kicked in the stomach. She hadn’t for one moment expected that she wouldn’t be believed, nor
         had she anticipated that Miss Frank would see a whore as being as dangerous as someone with leprosy.

      
      ‘They won’t catch anything from me,’ she retorted. ‘Though they might from their own husbands, as you can bet most of them
         visit the District on a regular basis.’

      
      Miss Frank gasped in shocked horror. ‘How dare you say such a wicked, slanderous thing?’

      
      All at once Belle saw that she had been a fool to imagine this little spinster could possibly understand and sympathize with
         what she’d been through. The society she had been raised in was completely blinkered, and most women like her were entirely ignorant about even their own bodies. Even if Belle had only admitted a man had kissed her, Miss Frank would
         probably have reached for her smelling salts.

      
      But Belle was not going to beg her forgiveness for something that was not her fault. She certainly wasn’t going to resort
         to tears either. And she wasn’t going to let the silly woman hide behind her ridiculous, prudish views.

      
      ‘Because it’s absolutely true,’ Belle said stubbornly. ‘Why is it that people always cast prostitutes as the lowest form of
         life? They wouldn’t exist but for men. And I can tell you first hand that it is invariably so-called “respectable” married
         men who use them. If their wives fulfilled their role in marriage, they wouldn’t resort to it. So your outraged customers
         ought to look to themselves before they point a finger at me.’

      
      ‘I’ve never heard anything so shocking!’ Miss Frank gasped, her face flushing rose pink.

      
      ‘Shocking! I’ll tell you what’s shocking,’ Belle said angrily. ‘That you’ve had me working here day after day, acting as if
         you liked me. Yet when I tell you the truth about how I came to be here, you turn against me. I took you for a kind woman.
         I actually believed you would want to help me.’

      
      ‘I want you out of my shop immediately.’ Miss Frank’s voice was shrill and cold. ‘Go on now, you little strumpet.’

      
      Belle knew she had to leave; nothing she could say was going to overcome this woman’s prejudices.

      
      ‘Fine, I’ll go,’ she said, darting forward and snatching up a small pile of her designs from the work bench. ‘But you can’t
         keep these, and I’ll just slip down to Angelique’s to inform them their latest order was designed and made up by a whore.
         They’ll probably want to return the lot if they are anything like you!’

      
      She saw Miss Frank’s small face crumple and for a split second she was tempted to say she didn’t mean that. But she was too
         hurt to back down; she’d truly believed the affection she had felt for this woman was reciprocated.

      
      ‘I’m just seventeen. I’ve been through hell since I was snatched from my home a year and a half ago, and I’m over four thousand
         miles away from there, without any idea of how to get back,’ she spat out, waving the sheaf of designs she held in her hand.
         ‘What little security I had died yesterday with Mr Reiss, but I thought I had one true friend who would listen and advise
         me what to do without judging me. What a fool I was!’

      
      She took some small satisfaction in seeing shame flood across the small woman’s face, but turned and walked out of the shop.

      
      Almost blinded by tears, Belle returned home. She had no alternative now but to leave New Orleans. This was, by anyone’s measure,
         a very juicy story and she knew Miss Frank would not be able to keep it to herself. It would get back to Martha in no time
         and then she’d be after Belle.

      
      Then there was the police. They were bound to come back and ask her more questions, especially if anything odd came up at
         Faldo’s post mortem. Once they found out about her past they might even blame her for his death. Yet even more alarming now
         was that the people who had been behind buying and selling her might want to silence her permanently.

      
      She was terrified. If she went to the train station one of Martha’s spies might tip her off and they’d come after her. A ship
         was probably the best plan, but she didn’t have the first idea how to fix that up.

      
      As she packed her suitcase, she tried to tell herself that she’d always known this day would come, because she’d bought the
         suitcase for this very eventuality. But still she sobbed, for she had never expected that it would be under these circumstances.
         She had selected things for her home with such care, and it hurt to have to leave them all behind. The blue fan decorated
         with gold cherubs that she’d fixed above her bed could go with her as it folded away to nothing, but she couldn’t take the picture of an exotic beach because
         it was too big. She had idled away so many hours imagining staying in a little straw-roofed hut on such a beach, with swaying
         palm trees, white sand and turquoise sea. She’d dreamed too of a man like Etienne taking care of her. But the picture and
         the lovely red hearth rug in the living room and all the other pretty things she’d bought would have to stay here.

      
      She had more clothes now than she’d arrived with, four dresses, various petticoats, chemises, stockings, drawers and shoes,
         but she no longer had a warm coat, for the old fur one she was given in France had been left on the ship when she arrived
         in New Orleans. The weather here might still be mild, but she knew that once she got nearer to New York it would turn very
         cold.

      
      An hour later Belle was in Canal Street, her arm aching from carrying the heavy suitcase the short distance. She had pushed
         the keys of the house back through the letter box as she left, assuming the landlord would call once he’d been notified that
         Faldo had died.

      
      Waving down a cab, she asked him to take her to Alderson’s and wait while she shopped, then to take her down to the docks.

      
      Belle felt a slight pang of conscience as she charged the expensive grey coat with black lamb collar and cuffs, plus a black
         lamb hat to match, and a dark blue wool dress, to Mr Reiss. But she reminded herself that she had always been careful with
         her spending until now, and he owed it to her anyway for the bruise on her cheek and for treating her so badly before he died.

      
      By mid-afternoon Belle was close to tears for she was unable to get a passage on a ship. While she understood from the various agents she’d spoken to that most of the ships were merchant vessels which didn’t carry passengers, the ones who did
         take them wanted to see her papers before selling her a ticket.

      
      The docks were a stinking, sweltering, raucous hive of activity. Burly men sweated as they loaded and unloaded ships, shouting
         to one another as they lowered or lifted huge wooden cases with pulleys. Others rolled barrels down gangplanks, then trundled
         them over the cobblestones to waiting drays.

      
      Overloaded carts and barrows drawn by tired old nags rumbled through the throngs of people. There were even cattle, horses,
         and goats being driven off ships. At one point a few steers had broken away in panic, scattering the sailors, stevedores and
         other people on the wharf. Belle had been constantly jostled, leered at and pestered by beggars, and a young negress in rags
         had even tried to snatch her hat from her head.

      
      She was hot, tired and very anxious. She had been told a thousand times that New Orleans was a dangerous place but it wasn’t
         until today at the docks that she really felt it. There were gangs of filthy, tow-haired, almost naked children no older than
         five or six darting around looking for things to steal; she had seen the very lowest kinds of prostitute with most of their
         breasts on show haranguing men in broad daylight. There were countless drunks, and others, she felt sure by their yellowing
         gaunt faces, were opium addicts. She had heard so many different languages, and seen every nationality from Chinamen to Red
         Indians. While it was true that she’d been aware from her first day in New Orleans that it housed people of every colour and
         creed, she hadn’t until now been brought face to face with those who lived at the very lowest and poorest level.

      
      As a precaution she had tucked most of her money into a purse secured inside the waistband of her skirt before she left the house, but she could see from those around her that everything
         she had – clothes, shoes, and her suitcase – were prime targets for thieves. She didn’t dare relax or allow herself to be
         distracted for a second. Yet as time passed she became more afraid, for if she hadn’t found a ship by nightfall she would
         be forced to find somewhere to sleep, and the prospect of the kind of bed she’d find in this area was too horrible to contemplate.

      
      ‘Here, miss, the Kentucky Maid is shipping out to France tonight.’

      
      Belle was surprised by the young boy addressing her, and she was reminded poignantly of Jimmy back in London, for he had the
         same red hair and freckled face.

      
      ‘Where? Is she carrying passengers?’ she asked.

      
      The boy pointed further down the wharf. ‘She ain’t really a passenger ship,’ he said. ‘But I knows the skipper and I reckon
         he’ll take you.’

      
      ‘Who are you?’ she asked sternly for she’d never seen the boy before, and it was odd he knew what she was after.

      
      ‘I’m Able Gustang, I do a few odd jobs down here on the docks. I heard you talking to the shipping agent, and reckoned you
         seemed like you was desperate to get away. Are you on the run?’

      
      ‘Of course not,’ she said, but she almost laughed, for his similarity to Jimmy was striking and it made her feel she could
         trust him. He was very skinny, bare-footed, and his ragged pants were cut off at mid-calf length. She thought he was probably
         only about twelve. ‘But I came into America without any papers and I do so want to go home,’ she explained.

      
      ‘Was you a whore? They’re the ones that usually ain’t got papers,’ he said.

      
      ‘No, I wasn’t,’ she retorted, but she wasn’t sure she sounded indignant enough.

      
      ‘Well, I ’spect it were a man that brought you here anyways,’ he said, squinting at her because the sun was in his eyes. ‘That’s
         what happens to pretty girls.’

      
      Belle smiled. ‘You remind me of someone back home. But I’m tougher than I look, so don’t even think of trying to cheat me.
         You get me fixed up and I’ll reward you.’

      
      ‘Ten dollars?’ he asked.

      
      ‘Fair enough, as long as the ship is seaworthy and I won’t have to sleep in the hold, or with the skipper.’

      
      Able grinned then, showing several missing teeth. ‘This one will want to, but he can be a real gent. I done a few jobs for
         him, he’s all right.’

      
      The Kentucky Maid was a sizable steamer, but Belle’s heart sank as she got closer for it looked rusting and neglected and she doubted a freighter
         would offer the kind of comforts she’d had on the passenger ship she’d arrived in New Orleans on. But it was going to Marseille,
         which was at least a whole lot nearer England than New York. And anyway, this late in the day she couldn’t afford to be fussy.

      
      ‘You stay here a minute and I’ll go and see the skipper,’ Able said. ‘Don’t run away, will you?’

      
      Belle assured him she wouldn’t, and watched the boy bound up the gangplank with the confidence of a grown man. About ten minutes
         passed, in which she got more anxious by the minute, when suddenly Able appeared on deck with a short, stout man wearing a
         peaked cap and with gold braid on his dark jacket. He was looking at her and Able was talking excitedly, waving his hands
         as if driving home a point.

      
      Able ran down the gangplank to Belle. ‘He’s scared you’ll be trouble,’ he said. ‘He don’t like carrying unaccompanied ladies
         because they get seasick and expect special treatment. But if you can convince him you ain’t like that, maybe even give him
         the idea you’ll be useful for a bit of cooking and what-not, I reckon he’ll come round.’

      
      Belle braced herself as she went up on deck to meet Captain Rollins. She knew she’d got to be very careful. If she was too
         accommodating he’d assume he could have his way with her the whole way to France, but if she was too frosty he’d find an excuse
         not to take her.

      
      She gave her best wide-eyed smile and held her hand out to the man. ‘I’m so pleased to meet you, captain. I am so grateful
         that you can take me as a passenger.’

      
      ‘I haven’t decided whether I will yet,’ he said sharply. His eyes were so dark they appeared to have no pupils, and despite
         being short and stout he was quite handsome, with clear, golden skin and well-shaped features. ‘I need to be sure you won’t
         be a liability.’

      
      ‘I will stay in my cabin all the time if that is better for you,’ she said. ‘Or I could help your cook. I’m a good sailor;
         on the way to America all the other passengers suffered from seasickness except me.’

      
      ‘Why don’t you have any papers?’ he asked bluntly.

      
      ‘Because I was abducted back in London,’ she said. ‘I was witness to a murder, and the murderer snatched me to stop me speaking
         out.’

      
      ‘A little extreme, bringing you so far away,’ the captain half smiled.

      
      ‘He made a great deal of money selling me on,’ she said tersely. ‘However, I want to go home and bring him to justice. Please
         tell me how much you are going to charge me for taking me to France.’

      
      ‘Two hundred dollars,’ he said.

      
      Belle rolled her eyes. ‘Then I’ll have to find another ship. I haven’t got anywhere near that much.’

      
      ‘I’m sure we can come to some arrangement,’ he said.

      
      Belle stiffened at his tone. She knew exactly what that meant. ‘No, we will decide on a fare here and now,’ she said. ‘Seventy
         dollars?’

      
      He sniffed and pursed his lips, looking away from her.

      
      ‘I can just about manage eighty, but I can’t pay any more,’ she begged. ‘Please, Captain Rollins, take me with you, I promise
         I’ll be really useful to you.’

      
      He looked back at her, shaking his head slowly. But then unexpectedly he smiled. ‘All right, ma’am, I’ll take you for eighty
         dollars, but if you get sick don’t expect any help from anyone.’

      
      Twenty minutes after paying off Able and saying goodbye, Belle was in her cabin. It was so small she could only shuffle sideways
         along the gap between the bunks and the wall with the porthole. She couldn’t imagine what it would be like to have to share
         it with another person.

      
      Captain Rollins had told her to stay in her cabin until after they had sailed, in fact she got the clear impression that he
         actually meant for her to stay in it until he said otherwise. But she didn’t mind, she was so tired with having had so little
         sleep the previous night that she would be quite happy to sleep the clock round.

      
      The captain had informed her there were only two other passengers on board. Arnaud Germaine was French, but his wife Avril
         was American, and they were going home to his family in France. Belle had seen only a brief glimpse of them; Avril was around
         thirty-five, her husband at least ten years older. But even if they weren’t likely to be company for her, she was glad that
         there was at least one other female on the ship. As the captain showed her the way to her cabin, she’d been leered at by several
         crew members. They had all looked unkempt, wild-eyed and dirty. She intended to keep her cabin door locked at all times.

      
      By the third day on board Belle had settled into a routine and she’d found that the disreputable-looking crew were a mixture
         of nationalities. About half of them were negroes, the rest were Cajun, Mexican, Chinese, Irish, Brazilian, and the cook was Italian. But so far they had been surprisingly polite
         to her, perhaps because the captain had told them she was a friend’s daughter.

      
      She would walk on the deck for an hour after breakfast, then collect some coffee from the galley and take it to Captain Rollins
         to see if he had any jobs for her to do. So far he hadn’t asked her to do much, in fact it seemed he was hard-pressed to find
         anything for her to do. She’d sewn some buttons on a shirt and tidied his cabin, and she’d also helped Gino the cook prepare
         vegetables for dinner, but he wouldn’t allow her to do anything more in his galley. Talking to the captain filled up a chunk
         of the day, however, and she felt he liked her company.

      
      During the afternoon she mostly sat and read in the small, shabby room they called the officers’ mess. There were hundreds
         of books there, on shelves, stacked in boxes and piled on the floor, some so well thumbed they were in danger of falling apart.
         Belle, Mr and Mrs Germaine and the five ship’s officers ate their meals in here too. And although shabby and cramped, it was
         homely and comfortable.

      
      Arnaud Germaine studiously ignored her and she felt he knew about her background. His wife Avril looked at her curiously but
         had clearly been told not to talk to her. That suited Belle just fine as she didn’t want to have to answer questions. Captain
         Rollins could and did question her, but he was gentle about it and his dark eyes twinkled. During their chats in the mornings
         she’d told him more about herself than she had intended to, but even when she admitted she had worked at Martha’s sporting
         house he kept the same calm, faintly amused expression, and she felt that even if she was to disclose everything, he’d react
         just the same way.

      
      The ship was due to berth in Bermuda to take on water, then cross the Atlantic to Madeira before finally docking in Marseille. The evening before they reached Bermuda the captain told Belle she must stay on board the next day. ‘The authorities
         are vigilant there,’ he explained. ‘Well, they would be, they are English,’ he added with a wry smile. ‘You might think that
         would make them sympathetic to your plight, but you’d be wrong. They’d just send you back to New Orleans and prosecute me.
         So stay in your cabin.’

      
      It was stiflingly hot in her cabin once the ship had berthed. Belle knew that Bermuda had beaches just like the one in the
         picture she’d had to leave behind, and she so much wished she could see them. But she stripped down to her chemise and lay
         on her bunk with the porthole wide open and listened to the sounds of the tropical island which wafted in. Someone was playing
         a steel drum in the distance, and she could hear a woman calling out something, sounding just like the street traders back
         in London. She couldn’t see the harbour from the porthole, for the ship was facing out to sea, but as it had come in to dock,
         she’d seen shiny-faced brown women wearing vivid dresses carrying baskets of fruit on their heads. She’d seen men in long
         boats, which looked as if they’d been made from the hollowed-out trunk of a tree, casting fishing nets on the turquoise water,
         and plump, naked brown children jumping from the dockside to swim.

      
      All the crew were very excited about stopping here. Second Lieutenant Gregson had remarked that they would be blind drunk
         within an hour of going ashore. He’d told her that this was the place men often jumped ship, sometimes intentionally but more
         often because they got too drunk to get back to the ship before she sailed. He complained that it was part of his duties to
         try to round them all up at the end of the evening, which meant he had to stay relatively sober.

      
      Once everyone had disembarked and the ship became quiet, Belle felt very sad and dejected. She tried to sleep to make the
         hours go faster till they sailed again, but she remained annoyingly alert. She kept thinking that by the time she got to France it would be Christmas, and shortly after that it would
         be two years since Millie was killed and that until that night she hadn’t really understood what a brothel was. It was difficult
         to believe she’d ever been that naive, but then Mog and her mother had probably threatened the girls that they’d be thrown
         out if they talked to Belle about what they did upstairs.

      
      How things had changed since then! She’d travelled thousands of miles and gone from virgin to whore, child to grown woman.
         She didn’t think there was anything new to learn about men now; all those romantic ideas she’d once had about courtship, love
         and marriage were gone.

      
      One of Belle’s favourite ways to pass the time on the ship was studying crew members and imagining each of them in Martha’s.
         Gregson, the second Lieutenant, was the youngest officer and unmarried. He had the blond, blue-eyed look of a story-book hero;
         she thought he would be the kind to get helplessly drunk, and when he finally got upstairs with one of the girls he would
         pass out.

      
      First Lieutenant Attlee, a forty-year-old married man from St Louis, believed himself to be some kind of Don Juan. Belle thought
         he looked like a weasel, for he was slightly built yet tall, with sharp little dark eyes that darted around a room as if afraid
         of missing something. She sensed that he was the peeping Tom kind, one of those men who got a bigger thrill watching others
         having sex than doing it himself.

      
      Captain Rollins was harder to pigeon-hole. He was very much the family man – on his desk he had pictures of his pretty wife
         and three children, and he spoke of them fondly. Yet she also felt there was another side to him, for when she had admitted
         about Martha’s it was clear he knew his way about such places. She felt he was an opportunist, and that while he wouldn’t
         force himself on to any woman, he was the kind to inveigle his way into a situation where a woman would find it hard to resist him. She suspected he was a passionate man who would be a good and generous lover.

      
      That thought made Belle smile. He might come in useful when they got to Marseille.

      
      Belle passed a bowl for Avril Germaine to be sick in, and wiped her forehead with a wet flannel, feeling genuine sympathy.
         She remembered how ill Etienne had been with seasickness, and Avril’s wail that she thought she was going to die made Belle
         feel she must do what she could to help the woman. As she vomited again, her face was as green as the rough blanket Belle
         had wrapped round her after helping her out of the soiled sheets on her bunk.

      
      ‘You are not going to die,’ Belle said firmly, taking the bowl from her hands and emptying it in the slop pail. She sluiced
         the bowl with water, then handed it back in case Avril was sick again. ‘The storm will blow itself out in a few hours and
         you’ll feel better again then.’

      
      Avril was a small, pretty woman with fair, curly hair, pale blue eyes and a complexion like porcelain. Her clothes were expensive
         and beautiful, and she reminded Belle of a china doll in a picture book Mog had given her when she was small. The doll had
         thought she was queen of the nursery because she was so pretty and the favourite toy of her owner. She was always nasty to
         all the other toys who she felt were beneath her. Avril was like her in every way.

      
      ‘Why are you being so kind to me?’ she asked in a weak voice. ‘I’ve been so mean to you.’

      
      Belle half smiled. Both the Germaines had ignored her at the start of the voyage, but they had become much more unpleasant
         since leaving Bermuda, not just shutting her out of conversations in the officers’ mess, but making barbed comments about
         her. It was obvious they’d found proof she was a whore and felt affronted that they had to eat at the same table with her.

      
      She had been tempted to tell Arnaud Germaine to go to hell when he begged her to help his wife when she became ill, but Belle
         had never been able to ignore another human being who was suffering.

      
      ‘Even whores have hearts,’ she said, as she reached across the bunk to tuck in the clean sheet. ‘In fact, some of us have
         bigger ones than ordinary folk. But I don’t know how you and your husband could be so hoity-toity about me. As I understand
         it, you’ve made your money from supplying sporting houses with liquor!’

      
      Captain Rollins had let this bit of information slip. Belle suspected it was no accident either, and that he hoped she’d use
         it to her advantage.

      
      Avril vomited again. Belle stopped her bed-making to lift the woman’s hair from her neck and cool her neck with the damp flannel.
         Then, when Avril had stopped retching, she bathed her face and gave her some water to sip.

      
      ‘You’re right,’ Avril said weakly, sagging back against the wall. ‘That is how we made our money. But I guess I chose not
         to think about it.’

      
      Belle saw no reason to labour her point, after all Avril was very sick. The china doll in her books had come to grief too;
         she fell off a shelf and her face cracked, and after that she was never played with again.

      
      ‘Well, at least you are big enough to admit it,’ Belle said. ‘Now, let’s get you washed and into a clean nightdress – that
         will make you feel more comfortable.’

      
      An hour later Belle left the Germaines’ cabin, taking the soiled sheets and nightdress away to wash. She was pleased that
         Avril’s seasickness appeared to be abating. After being washed and tucked back into her clean bunk, she had fallen asleep
         and her colour was much improved.

      
      Belle was washing out the linen in the laundry-room sink when Captain Rollins put his head around the door. ‘How did your mission of mercy go?’ he asked with a twinkle in his eye.

      
      ‘Mercifully brief,’ Belle answered, and sniggered. ‘Mrs Germaine is a little better now.’

      
      She put the edge of the sheet between the rollers of the mangle and turned the handle, watching the water being squeezed out.

      
      ‘You’d make a good nurse,’ said Captain Rollins. ‘I just saw Mr Germaine and he was very touched by the way you cared for
         his wife.’

      
      Belle shrugged. ‘Whoring, nursing, they are quite alike, just looking after different needs.’

      
      ‘You could hold your head higher if you chose to be a nurse,’ he said.

      
      Belle glanced round at the captain and found him looking at her very thoughtfully. ‘I could hold my head still higher if I
         had my own house, carriage and fine clothes,’ she said tartly. ‘But nursing doesn’t pay that well.’

      
      ‘So you will continue to earn money that way once you get back to England?’

      
      Belle thought that was a strange question. ‘Not if I can help it,’ she said with a toss of her head. ‘I want to have a hat
         shop with a few rooms above for me to live in and have a workshop. But I have very little money left, and it is a long way
         from Marseille to London. So if you have any good ideas about how I can avoid selling myself to get that money, I’d be glad
         to hear them.’

      
      ‘It makes me sad to hear you speak like that,’ he replied, his voice soft and reproachful.

      
      Belle let go of the wrung-out sheet and stepped nearer to the captain, and she caught hold of his cheek with her thumb and
         forefinger and squeezed it. ‘Like I said, you show me another way and I’ll gladly take it. But don’t trouble yourself about me, captain, as they say back in New Orleans, I’m a tough cookie.’

      
      At nine that same night, Arnaud Germaine went up on the bridge to see Captain Rollins.

      
      ‘Good evening, sir,’ Rollins greeted his passenger. ‘How is your wife now the sea is calmer?’

      
      The storm had blown itself out around six o’clock and although the sea was still choppy the ship was no longer lurching up
         and down.

      
      ‘She ees much better now,’ Arnaud replied in his heavily accented English. ‘We have Miss Cooper to thank for that.’

      
      ‘So I hear,’ the captain said. ‘Ironically, I almost refused her passage because I felt she would become ill and demand attention.’

      
      ‘I am embarrassed now at the way I treat ’er. My wife say she saved her life.’

      
      Captain Rollins smiled. He hadn’t imagined that the pugnacious little Frenchman was capable of embarrassment. ‘Then maybe
         you should reward her,’ he suggested. ‘I happen to know she will struggle to get the train fare back to England.’

      
      ‘Umm, maybe so,’ Arnaud murmured. ‘But tell me, captain, do you find this girl something of a puzzle?’

      
      ‘You mean because she is young and beautiful, yet so kindly?’

      
      Arnaud nodded. ‘She also has a curious way of flaunting what she ees. Those knowing looks, the sharp retorts. I theenk she
         is laughing at us all. She pointed out to my wife that we made our money by selling liquor to sporting houses, so we were
         no better than ’er!’

      
      Captain Rollins chuckled. ‘If she had said that in the mess when your wife was well, that might have created a storm.’

      
      ‘Yes, indeed. But I do not share your amusement. I am afraid now that she will try to gain my wife’s sympathy in order to
         be invited to our home in France.’

      
      ‘I don’t think that is her way,’ Captain Rollins smirked. ‘I think you are judging her by your own standards.’

      
      Arnaud puffed up with indignation. ‘Why, sir, that is very rude!’ he huffed.

      
      The captain let his First Lieutenant take the helm later and went below to his cabin to write up the ship’s log. But he found
         himself just sitting staring into space, thinking of what Arnaud Germaine had said about Belle.

      
      She was something of a curiosity, bold, forthright, and brave too, for most young women in her position would never have dared travel
         all the way to France on a cargo ship. But what he liked most about her was that she wasn’t ashamed of being a whore. It was
         as if she’d decided at one point that even though it wasn’t her job of choice, she was going to excel at it. And he had no
         doubt she had, with those devastating looks and perfect body.

      
      He wanted her himself, he had the moment he met her, but she’d made it plain enough that she wasn’t available. He thought
         she was very honest, and he liked her sense of humour too. It made him smile to think of her putting Avril Germaine in her
         place by reminding her that her husband made his money by supplying brothels. It had also amused him when she’d told him how
         she’d settled on becoming the railway man’s mistress, only to find him disappointing as her lover.

      
      Rollins had met many men who treated their beautiful wife or mistress in the same way as a miser hoards his gold, never letting
         them shine in public and belittling them at every turn. He had to assume that they felt in some way unworthy, or were afraid
         another man would steal her from them. He could not imagine himself behaving in such a way, for if Belle was his mistress
         he would want to flaunt her, show her off, feel every other man envy him. What point was there in having a great treasure
         if you had to keep it hidden?

      
      But he was a trifle concerned at Germaine’s interest in Belle. Although the man had professed that he didn’t want any further
         contact with her in Marseille, Rollins had got the distinct impression that the Frenchman’s sole purpose in coming up to the
         bridge was to try to sound him out about Belle, as if he had some scheme in mind for her.

      
      He wondered if he ought to warn her not to accept any invitations from the couple. But if he did, she was fiery enough to
         say something to the Germaines. Sadly, that would mean Germaine was likely to find another ship in future to take his wine
         to New Orleans. So perhaps it would be best to trust Belle’s judgement, and say nothing.

      

      
      
      Chapter Twenty-six

      
      The dockside in Marseille was even noisier, more crowded and smellier than the one in New Orleans. Added to that it was dark,
         very cold, and everyone around her was speaking French. Belle stood at the end of the ship’s gangway, suitcase in hand, terrified
         because she had no idea what to do or where to go.

      
      She had expected that she could just walk off the ship and would see a guest house right off, but all she could see ahead
         of her was dark shapes of buildings which looked like warehouses. Men were trying to take her suitcase from her, beckoning
         her to go with them to heaven only knew where, and there were small boys pulling at her coat and asking for money.

      
      Suddenly Arnaud Germaine was beside her. ‘Let me get you a fiacre,’ he insisted, taking her suitcase from her hand. ‘You must
         find this frightening when you don’t speak French?’

      
      ‘Yes, indeed. Thank heavens you came along,’ she exclaimed, assuming that ‘fiacre’ was French for carriage. ‘I was just about
         to panic because I didn’t know where to go. Could you ask the driver to take me to a guest house, somewhere clean but inexpensive?’

      
      Since she’d nursed Avril, both she and her husband had become friendly with Belle. They had played cards most evenings after
         dinner, and Belle had got to like Avril. But she was wary of Arnaud; he had gone out of his way to be charming, but she felt
         it was forced.

      
      ‘I know the very place, my dear,’ he said with a warm smile. ‘But let me take you there and I can introduce you to the owner.’

      
      The smell of fish in the harbour was overpowering and Belle pulled up the collar of her coat and buried her nose in the fur. The stink was coming from a brightly lit shed less than twenty
         yards away; she assumed by the shouting coming from it that the fish was being auctioned.

      
      ‘That is an interesting place to look in by day,’ Arnaud remarked, with laughter in his voice. ‘But it is not pleasant to
         look at lobster, cod and herring when you are cold and tired. Take my arm now and I will get a fiacre.’

      
      It crossed Belle’s mind to ask where Avril was, but the noise and clamour were so great that she just held on to Arnaud and
         let him steer her through the crowds.

      
      He put two fingers between his lips and whistled loudly. ‘I always wished I could do that,’ she said admiringly. ‘But it’s
         not very ladylike.’

      
      Arnaud laughed in agreement and pointed out how effective it was as a cab driver was already flicking his horse with a whip
         to guide it over to them. ‘Soon we will be out of this tumult and you will feel safe again.’

      
      ‘This is incredibly kind of you, Mr Germaine,’ Belle said as the Frenchman helped her into the cab.

      
      ‘It is the least I can do after you nursed my wife when she was so sick,’ he replied, putting her case in and leaping in after
         it, having said a few words to the driver.

      
      Belle’s hands were like ice, but it felt a little warmer in the cab. ‘Where is your wife?’ she asked.

      
      ‘She told me to go after you and see you were safe,’ Arnaud replied. ‘My family will take her home and I will join her later.
         She asked me to invite you to visit us over Christmas.’

      
      It would be Christmas Eve the next day, but Belle couldn’t see Christmas as anything more than another inconvenience which
         would prevent her heading home to England immediately. Even if there was a train running in the morning, she didn’t think
         she had enough money left for the ticket. Worse still, what little money she still had was going to run out fast while she was living in a guest house. She would have to find some work to earn more, but that was going to be difficult without
         being able to speak French.

      
      She had wanted to ask Captain Rollins to lend her some money, but she found she couldn’t do it. Likewise she wished she had
         the nerve to ask Arnaud.

      
      ‘I’d love to visit you, but I will have to find some work as I don’t think I have enough money to get back to England,’ she
         blurted out.

      
      ‘I’m sure that will all fall into place,’ he said silkily, patting her on the knee.

      
      Suddenly Belle felt uneasy. She didn’t know whether it was just because she was tired, cold and anxious, but it sounded like
         his apparent kindness was just a ruse to make her indebted to him.

      
      She was only too aware that there was just one sure way she could make money quickly in Marseille, and she was resigned to
         that. She’d already decided to use the hotel plan, an idea she’d got from a couple of girls at Martha’s. But while she would
         be happy to slip a hotel doorman a few francs for assisting her to find the right client, she certainly didn’t want to have
         Arnaud or any other man taking what she earned.

      
      She couldn’t speak out, however. He might have been genuinely trying to reassure her everything would turn out fine. If she
         said something sharp he might turn her out of the cab and she wouldn’t have the first idea of where to go.

      
      In the end she said nothing; it seemed the safest thing to do.

      
      Madame Albertine, the red-headed owner of the guest house, fired a volley of French at Arnaud, and judging by the excitement
         in her voice and her wide smile, they were really good friends.

      
      But all at once she clapped her hand over her mouth and turned to Belle. ‘I should not be speaking French to Arnaud when you don’t understand it,’ she said in perfect English. ‘I am so sorry. Please forgive me?’

      
      Belle smiled and said she hadn’t expected anything other than French to be spoken here in France, and that she would try to
         learn some while she was here.

      
      Arnaud said he had to go, and that Belle wasn’t to worry about the bill as he would like to settle it as a thank you for taking
         care of Avril. Belle felt ashamed she had been suspicious of his motives earlier and thanked him, kissed his cheek and wished
         him a Merry Christmas.

      
      ‘Until we meet again,’ he said, taking her hand and kissing it. ‘I will send a carriage for you.’

      
      Madame Albertine was around forty, very attractive with her red hair, green eyes and voluptuous figure. She wore a beautiful
         silvery brocade gown which Belle admired.

      
      ‘I am going out to supper tonight,’ she said. ‘Any other day you would find me in very dull clothes, but it is Christmas,
         so I made an effort.’

      
      As she led Belle up the stairs she said she hoped she wouldn’t feel too lonely. ‘I had a full house but my guests have gone
         home to their families now. In the next few days though I shall introduce you to some of my friends.’

      
      The room she showed Belle into was small, with plain white walls and shutters on the window, but there was a vivid-coloured
         quilt on the brass bed and Madame Albertine put a match to a fire which was already laid in the hearth.

      
      ‘It will soon be warm,’ she said. ‘If I’d known I was going to have a guest I would have lit it an hour or two ago.’

      
      ‘It feels warm enough anyway,’ Belle said gratefully. ‘I was scared when I got off the boat. I’m just so happy Monsieur Germaine
         brought me here.’

      
      Madame Albertine smiled warmly. ‘It will be good to have some female company over Christmas. Now, I’ll leave you out some
         bread and cheese for supper. You can find your own way down to the kitchen, I’m sure, it’s just off the hall. Make yourself at home, won’t you? And I’ll see you in the morning.
         Perhaps you’d like to come to the market with me for the Christmas food?’

      
      The last thing the older woman said before she left was that there was plenty of hot water for a bath if Belle wanted one.
         Back in New Orleans, she had to boil up pans of water to fill a tin bath, and on the ship she hadn’t been able to have anything
         more than a strip wash, so to be told that there was a bath here was like being given an early Christmas present.

      
      Belle slept like a log that night. She only woke as the shutters were opened and sunshine came into the room. Madame Albertine
         was there with a large cup of coffee in her hand.

      
      ‘If you are to come to the market with me, we must go now,’ she said with a broad smile. ‘Up you get and put on your clothes.’

      
      Belle was enchanted by the narrow winding lanes which led down to the market near the harbour. The houses were mostly rather
         dilapidated, with paint peeling off shutters and doors that looked ancient, and they were stuffed up together in a higgledy-piggledy
         fashion too. She could see the similarities to the French Quarter back in New Orleans in the shutters and the wrought-iron
         balconies, but this was the older, less organized sister. The lanes were narrower, the smells stronger and there were no signs
         in English.

      
      When they reached the market Belle kept her wits about her so as not to get separated from Madame Albertine, fearing she could
         be lost in the huge crowds for ever. She had seen many markets – back in Seven Dials it was one big market daily – but she’d
         never seen anything like this one.

      
      There were many hundreds of stalls filled with every kind of foodstuff she could think of, and a lot more she didn’t recognize. Hares, rabbits and pheasants were hung up by their feet on poles. Ready-plucked turkeys, chickens and geese were
         displayed on vast shelves. There were stalls with mountains of shiny red apples, others where different fruits and vegetables
         were displayed so beautifully they looked like a work of art. There were splendid iced cakes especially for Christmas, Dundee
         cakes and other similar kinds topped with glazed fruit and nuts. Dozens of huge red, brown and white sausages were hung up,
         the stallholder often hacking off a slice and inviting his customers to try. There were countless jars of what Belle assumed
         were preserves although she couldn’t recognize the contents, and stalls selling only bread, many of the loaves made into plaits
         and other fantastic shapes. There were herbs, spices, bottles of wine and cordials, chocolate, toffees and sweets.

      
      Here and there was a stall selling hand-painted decorations for the Christmas tree, and there were also gingerbread biscuits
         with decorative icing which immediately reminded Belle of Mog. She used to make biscuits like these for Christmas and hang
         them by their strings on a line above the stove.

      
      They had never had a Christmas tree at home. Annie sneered at them, and in fact she didn’t seem to like any of the traditions
         of Christmas. At the age of seven Belle had been very disappointed to be told that the red woolly stocking Mog always got
         her to hang up by the stove for Santa Claus to fill with sweets, nuts and small toys, was in fact filled by Mog too. But even
         if Annie didn’t embrace Christmas, she did enjoy the feasting element of it. As the house was closed, those of the girls who
         hadn’t got family near enough to go home to came down to the kitchen, and Belle always remembered it being a very jolly day,
         with both Mog and her mother getting a bit drunk. Sometimes they had goose, sometimes a big chicken, but there were sausages
         too, wonderful stuffing and what Mog called her Special Christmas Roast Potatoes. Belle knew Mog would love this French market, for all around her
         were women who looked very like her, filling up their shopping baskets with special treats for their families.

      
      On one stall a man was roasting a pig on a spit, and Madame Albertine bought two bread rolls stuffed with the roast pork for
         them to eat as they walked about.

      
      ‘This is heavenly!’ Belle exclaimed, rolling her eyes in ecstasy, for she hadn’t tasted anything so good for a very long time.
         ‘I’m not going to want to leave Marseille at this rate.’

      
      Madame Albertine picked out a Christmas tree along with all the other goods she’d bought, and a young boy promised to bring
         it to the house later. Madame explained that she had a big box of decorations for it, and Belle could help her with it when
         they got home.

      
      Belle finally went to bed at midnight, hardly able to believe what a wonderful day she’d had. After the long, lonely time
         since leaving Martha’s, it was lovely to have female company, and to help with the shopping and cooking and decorating the
         Christmas tree. Madame Albertine was so easy to talk to that Belle ended up confiding in her about her time in New Orleans,
         Faldo’s death and how disappointed she’d been that Miss Frank had been so nasty to her. Part of the reason she told her this
         was because she was fairly certain Arnaud would tell her Belle had worked in a sporting house, if he hadn’t done so already,
         and she wanted to tell the story her own way, not let him put his slant on it.

      
      When Belle asked her nervously whether she was horrified, Madame Albertine gave one of her expressive Gallic shrugs. ‘Why
         should I be? I think you are to be admired for your courage and fortitude.’

      
      Belle glowed and felt a great deal better about herself.

      
      
         *



      
      Christmas Day was just as lovely. First Belle went to church with Madame Albertine and even though the service was all in
         Latin, and the hymns in French, she loved the smell of the incense, the way everyone was dressed in their best clothes, and
         the old church was very beautiful.

      
      Belle had put on her best dress, a pale blue crêpe which fitted like a glove down to her hips. It had a ruffle round the neck
         and another one around the hem which swept up at the back to her waist, creating a kind of bustle effect. She had bought it
         in New Orleans while she was still at Martha’s, but she never wore it there as the girls said it made her look like a schoolmistress.
         Belle knew that wasn’t the image it created at all; it was just that all the girls at Martha’s were expected to wear low necklines.

      
      Madame Albertine admired it and said it was the perfect dress for Christmas Day. She gave Belle a blue velvet flower to pin
         in her hair, which matched the dress perfectly.

      
      After church a few friends came back to the house for a drink. It was the only time during the day that Belle felt a little
         uneasy and on show, for none of these people could speak English, and they all kept looking at her.

      
      Madame Albertine’s maid was preparing the roast goose while she was entertaining, but once the company had gone home, Belle
         went into the kitchen with Madame to help out.

      
      The Christmas lunch was to be eaten at three, and there were just three guests, all gentlemen. Madame Albertine had explained
         before they arrived that they were all businessmen who were unable to get home to their families for Christmas, and that she
         had quite a reputation for taking in strays at this time of year.

      
      Fortunately all three men spoke quite good English, and though they kept lapsing back into French, they spoke to Belle often
         enough for her to not feel left out. With champagne before lunch, and then wine, Belle couldn’t retain the men’s full names or what their business was, but it was enough that
         she could use their Christian names – Pierre, Clovis and Julien.

      
      They all flirted with her and paid her extravagant compliments, and Madame Albertine seemed pleased that everyone was getting
         on well. Later they played cards, and Belle learned some games she’d never played before. The gentlemen left around eight
         in the evening, and when a couple of neighbours called in to see Madame, Belle went up to her room, where she fell sound asleep
         as soon as her head touched the pillow.

      
      On Boxing Day Arnaud and Avril sent their carriage over to collect Belle and take her to their house for lunch.

      
      They had a small but delightful home high on a hill on the outskirts of the city with an incredible view of both the sea and
         Marseille. There were several other guests, most of whom spoke good English, but Belle didn’t feel very comfortable for she
         had a feeling Arnaud and Avril might have told the other guests about her. Nothing was said, they were all pleasant enough,
         but she felt she was being studied closely, and the men were a little too familiar, so she was quite relieved when it was
         time to go back to Madame Albertine.

      
      The following morning Madame asked Belle if she would like to go to a dinner party that evening with Clovis, one of the gentlemen
         who had come to lunch on Christmas Day. ‘He is expected to bring a partner with him, and as he enjoyed your company and thinks
         you are the prettiest girl in town, he hoped you liked him enough to agree to accompany him.’

      
      Belle was flattered to be asked. Clovis was a man of sophisticated tastes, who had spoken about loving opera and the ballet,
         and though he was only about thirty she wouldn’t have expected him to want the company of someone as young and gauche as she
         was. He was handsome too, in a kind of bony, brooding way with high cheekbones, very dark, hooded eyes and an aquiline nose.

      
      Belle said she would love to go, but she didn’t think she had an appropriate dress to wear. ‘I’ve got a couple of plain day
         dresses, and there’s the blue dress I wore over Christmas, but the only other one is red satin. I think that might tell people
         what I am.’

      
      Madame Albertine laughed merrily. ‘Ma chérie, this is France, we do not judge here, but maybe I have something more suitable tucked away. I was as slender as you once
         and I have never sold or given away any of my lovely gowns.’

      
      She found Belle a black lace gown which fitted like a glove. It was a classic figure-hugging, long-sleeved style which flared
         out from just above the knee into a cascade of ruffles to the floor. The lining of the dress was a camisole style, so Belle’s
         shoulders, arms and the swell of her breasts could be glimpsed through the lace.

      
      ‘I have had some wonderful times wearing this dress,’ Madame chuckled. ‘Men always said it was alluring, I think they found
         the glimpse of flesh provocative.’

      
      The dinner was in the restaurant of a very grand hotel in the centre of Marseille. Clovis said Belle looked beautiful when
         he came to collect her in a fiacre, and he seemed so genuinely excited to be with her that Belle didn’t feel nervous at all
         when he swept her into the hotel on his arm to meet his friends.

      
      They were twelve in number. The other five women were all attractive, beautifully dressed and dripping in jewellery, but somewhat
         older than Belle. They were charming, however, and appeared to believe the story Madame Albertine had suggested to Belle,
         that she had been sent to her aunt in New Orleans when her mother died. Belle added that her aunt had a milliner’s shop where
         she worked making and selling hats. She found the story tripped off her tongue easily – after all, there were elements of truth in it – and she even made everyone laugh by describing some of the oddest
         customers who had come into the hat shop.

      
      Strangely, no one asked why she got a ship bound for Marseille, but most of the company knew the Germaines, so the story of
         her taking care of Avril when she was seasick had preceded her. Belle felt good to be looked upon as a spirited and kind-hearted
         girl, and to bask in Clovis’s admiration.

      
      Had Belle been invited to a dinner party like this one in London, her accent would have betrayed that she was from the lower
         classes. But fortunately being away in America for so long had probably partially masked that, and of course being French,
         their ears weren’t tuned into the finer points of English accents. Martha had always complimented Belle on her good manners
         – that she had to thank Mog for – but when she first saw the array of cutlery and different glasses on the table, she did
         have a moment of fear.

      
      She picked up whatever everyone else did, however, and found she was able to really enjoy being in a swanky hotel, with a
         handsome and attentive partner, drinking champagne and eating wonderful food, and being something of the centre of attention.
         She knew she looked sensational in the lace evening gown; she might not have diamonds around her neck like the other women,
         only some red glass beads, but she was young and beautiful and the world was at her feet.

      
      Belle realized she’d drunk too much when she got up from the table after dessert. She found it hard to walk in a straight
         line, and people’s faces looked a little blurred. A small voice at the back of her head told her that being drunk with people
         she hardly knew was dangerous, but she wasn’t prepared to listen to that voice, she was having too much fun.

      
      When Belle got back from the powder room she was offered a liqueur. It tasted of coffee and she drank it down in one.

      
      ‘Are you all right, Belle?’ Clovis asked.

      
      She turned to him, put her hand on his cheek and looked into his dark, hooded eyes. ‘I’m fine,’ she said, though it seemed
         hard to get the words out. ‘I’d be even better with a kiss.’

      
      ‘You shall have one later,’ he said, and squeezed her hand.

      
      In the room adjoining the dining room a band was playing, and hearing a waltz, Belle jumped to her feet and caught hold of
         Clovis’s hands, urging him to come and dance. She thought she heard some of the others at the table say they would join them,
         but she didn’t notice whether or not they came on to the dance floor later.

      
      What she did remember was feeling very sleepy and clinging to Clovis. She heard him say something about taking her up to his
         room, and the next thing she knew, he had his arm around her and was helping her up a huge staircase with a thick, patterned
         red carpet.

      
      ‘You have a room here?’ she asked, trying very hard not to slur her words.

      
      ‘Yes, this is where I always stay when I am in Marseille.’

      
      ‘But what will they think of me going to your room?’ she asked.

      
      ‘Hotels as good as this one don’t have an opinion about their guests’ behaviour,’ he said.

      
      Belle remembered going up the stairs, but it seemed to take for ever to get to the room. Then, contrarywise, it seemed only
         a second or two before she was entirely naked. She had a vague memory of Clovis standing her before a huge mirror and touching
         her intimately in a way which was pleasurable but didn’t seem quite right, not for a man who was just supposed to be taking
         her out to dinner.

      
      Then she remembered him suddenly being naked too, and it was something of a shock to see that his chest and back were covered in thick black hair. At that point she tried to say that this was a mistake and she should go home, but he didn’t
         listen, just swept her on to the big bed.

      
      Everything was hazy after that. She heard him saying things in French which she suspected were rude, she knew too that he
         was penetrating her, and even in her drunkenness she felt a sense of shame that she’d let herself down by drinking so much
         and allowing Clovis to believe this was what she wanted.

      
      She woke later with a raging thirst, and didn’t know where she was at first for the room was so dark. But as she groped out
         to her side and her hand came into contact with a hairy back, it all came back to her.

      
      She felt sick at letting herself down by getting drunk. What was Madame Albertine going to think of her now? Her head was
         pounding, she could smell herself, and she needed a drink of water badly. She vaguely remembered that she’d used an adjoining
         bathroom to this room, so she slid out of the bed and groped her way along the wall. She came to a door, but as she opened
         it, light flooded in from the corridor. Before she closed it, though, she was able to see there was a second door in the room.

      
      Of all the things Belle valued most in life, a bathroom with a tub with hot and cold water, and a flushing lavatory, was top
         of her list. Even though there had been one at Martha’s, with so many girls wanting to get in there, and the boiler to heat
         the water only lit at certain times, her turn for a bath didn’t come as often as she’d like. Madame Albertine’s was nice,
         she’d even had a thing she called a bidet for washing her bottom. But this hotel bathroom was the best Belle had ever seen,
         with a washbasin set in a marble stand, a huge bath, and a lavatory and a bidet too, with a black and white tiled floor that
         shone as though it was wet.

      
      But although Belle took in this luxury, she had barely shut the door behind her before the contents of her stomach rose up,
         and she only just reached the lavatory in time.

      
      It seemed as though she was retching for hours. One minute she was so cold she had to wrap herself in a bath towel, then she
         became hot and felt she might pass out from the heat. Finally, when there was nothing left in her stomach to bring up, she
         dragged herself off the floor and looked at herself in the big mirror behind the bath.

      
      Her hair, which she’d spent an hour arranging the night before, securing curls with combs and pins up on the top of her head,
         was now like tangled brambles, her face was chalk-white and her lips looked swollen and bruised. She was sore below too, and
         she knew Clovis must have treated her roughly.

      
      When Madame Albertine had first explained the purpose of a bidet, Belle hadn’t really seen the point of it, but as she sat
         on this one, and the warm water soothed her lower parts, she suddenly understood. Unfortunately, along with enlightenment
         about bidets, came the sinking feeling she had been set up. She didn’t think a cultured and intelligent man like Clovis would
         take advantage of a woman who’d had too much to drink, not unless he knew she wasn’t in a position to make a complaint against
         him.

      
      That meant Madame Albertine must have told him what she was, and that made Belle cry, for she’d liked Albertine, really liked
         her, and she’d thought her secrets safe with her.

      
      Belle stayed in the bathroom for what seemed like hours. She washed herself all over, combed her hair, and drank copious amounts
         of water until she felt completely sober again. Then she crept back into the dark bedroom and groped around on the floor until
         she found all her clothes.

      
      A peep through the curtains revealed that it was still night, with not even a hint of dawn approaching, and along with not
         knowing how to get back to Madame Albertine’s, she wasn’t anxious to be seen leaving by a night porter. So, once dressed,
         she took an eiderdown which had fallen from the bed, and sat down on the chaise longue by the window and covered herself up
         to keep warm, while she thought about how she was going to deal with her predicament.

      
      Clovis was snoring softly, a rather endearing sound in many ways, and Belle wished she could believe that he’d only brought
         her up here intending to let her sleep off the drink, but then lust got the better of him. Sadly, however, she knew men too
         well to believe that. Ironically, she might have willingly gone to bed with him at a later date, for she had really liked
         him.

      
      But thinking back to how they met at the Christmas lunch, it came to her like a lightning bolt that Madame Albertine might
         in fact have been displaying her, both then and earlier in the day, to her other friends, preparing to offer her to the highest
         bidder. Belle was horrified, for it was surely the worst kind of betrayal of all. But the more she thought about it, the more
         she felt she was right, and what was more, Madame Albertine wouldn’t have been in this venture alone: her most obvious partner
         in crime was Arnaud.

      
      Belle could see the whole picture now. Arnaud offered to get a cab and take her to a place he knew, because he’d planned ahead.
         It was possible Madame Albertine already ran a brothel, and she was delighted Arnaud had brought her a new recruit. Belle
         understood now why she felt uncomfortable at Arnaud’s house; his friends had known what she was and might even have been making
         him offers for her.

      
      Tonight’s dinner party had been the bait to hook Belle.

      
      And she’d swallowed it hook, line and sinker. All it took for her was a handsome, attentive escort, a stunning dress and too
         much to drink. By going willingly to Clovis’s room she couldn’t complain about whatever he did to her.

      
      But of course Madame Albertine wasn’t expecting her to complain. She would undoubtedly commiserate with Belle when she got
         home later this morning, but then gently suggest she might as well do it for money in future; after all, it would be the quickest
         way to earn enough for the train ticket home to England.

      
      Whether it was Madame Albertine or Arnaud who found the customers, there was no doubt they’d be sharing the money she made.
         Belle would be back in exactly the same position she’d been in with Martha.

      
      She knew that all ports had whorehouses, and although there were no other girls at Madame Albertine’s, and the house didn’t
         look anything like a brothel, it was more than possible that the two of them planned to put her in one nearby. She supposed
         that it wasn’t really logical to be angry as she’d been intending to work as a whore anyway. But it was the deception that
         stung. Madame Albertine had paraded her around as if she just wanted Belle to have a nice time, but all the time she was seeing
         her simply as a piece of merchandise to be sold off to the highest bidder.

      
      Belle sat there thinking for a moment or two, then got up and went over to Clovis’s jacket which he’d tossed on the floor.
         She found his wallet and withdrew five twenty-franc notes. She reckoned that was worth about twenty dollars, a fair enough
         price for a night with a top-end whore.

      
      Her eyes had grown used to the dark now and she stood by the bed for a moment or two looking down at Clovis. He was handsome,
         and it had been a fun night until she got too drunk, but he was no gentleman, behaving as he did. There had been around three
         hundred francs in his wallet, and he could count himself fortunate she hadn’t taken it all. But she wasn’t and never would
         be a thief.

      
      Then, after tucking the money into her little reticule, she stole out of the room on tiptoe, leaving Clovis still snoring softly.

      
      Downstairs in the reception hall a night porter was dozing at the desk, and Belle crept quietly past him and went into the
         small cloakroom where she had left her coat hours earlier, and which luckily was still there.

      
      As she came out and was approaching the main doors, the night porter woke, sitting bolt upright.

      
      ‘Revenez au sommeil, doux monsieur,’ she said cheekily, and blew him a kiss. Madame Albertine had said this to one of the men on Christmas Day when he’d missed
         something she said, Belle was told it meant ‘Go back to sleep, sweet sir.’ Whether it did actually mean that she’d never know,
         but the porter grinned bashfully, and Belle slipped out of the door.

      
      It was very cold out on the street and still dark. Belle followed the road down the hill because logically that had to lead
         to the harbour. She hoped a café would be open there, where she could get a hot drink and directions to the train station.
         It was fortunate her coat was long enough to hide her evening dress, as she would look very odd being seen in it by day. She
         would need to buy a warm everyday dress with some of Clovis’s money. She couldn’t of course go back to Madame Albertine’s
         to collect her belongings and her savings.

      
      As she walked down the deserted street, she felt desperately ashamed of herself and foolish, too, that she’d taken people
         into her confidence and allowed them to manipulate her. She was tired and she felt like bursting into tears. That was hardly
         surprising as she’d had so little sleep and had had to part with all her clothes and belongings. But on the plus side she
         was sure a hundred francs would be more than enough to get to Paris, and she did have the lovely evening dress to keep.

      
      
         *



      
      It was late afternoon when the train pulled into Paris. Belle had been fortunate in that before she reached Marseille harbour,
         she saw a sign to the station off to her left, and found she was just a couple of streets from it. A train was due to leave
         for Paris at six, in just half an hour, and a café was just opening where she bought a cup of coffee.

      
      She fell asleep almost as soon as the train started moving, and only woke at midday because the other people in the carriage
         were making so much noise. They appeared to be all from the same family, two women in their mid-twenties, a man of around
         thirty, and a much older couple who were probably their parents. They were arguing, but it seemed to be good-natured as there
         was a lot of laughter, and they were passing out food from a basket.

      
      The mother said something to Belle, which she assumed was an apology for waking her, and a little later offered her a slice
         of a savoury flan from her basket, soon followed by bread and cheese. Belle smiled and thanked her in the little French she’d
         learned in the last few days, but she was relieved that none of the group knew any English, so she didn’t feel obliged to
         hold a conversation.

      
      It was only as the train gradually chugged closer to Paris that she began to worry. To find a cheap room, a change of clothing
         and toiletries, all without speaking French, was daunting enough. But she knew she had to make some more money too, and somehow
         acquire some papers to get back into England. There had been no problem in Marseille, where an official had come aboard the
         ship to check on the crew’s papers; Captain Rollins didn’t mention he had any passengers and they didn’t ask. Once the officials
         had left the ship, she was free to go. It wouldn’t be like that going into England, that much Belle was sure of.

      
      As she looked out of the carriage window at the flat, bare fields she was reminded of a similar view in the hospital house
         where she’d been in Paris. She wondered whether the French police would help her get back to England if she explained to them
         what had happened to her.

      
      Something told her that wasn’t a good idea. Hadn’t she learned yet that she couldn’t trust anyone?

      

      
      
      Chapter Twenty-seven

      
      The streets around the Gare de Lyon station in Paris were dimly lit and crowded with people who all seemed to be in a tearing
         hurry. It was dirty, noisy and smelly, much worse than Marseille, and Belle felt threatened by every man who glanced at her.
         On top of that it was very cold and starting to rain. There were hotels everywhere she looked, but there was nothing to say
         which were good, bad, expensive, cheap, safe or dangerous, for they were all equally shabby. She was very aware of her evening
         dress beneath her coat, and her shoes, designed to be worn indoors, were not suitable for traipsing along city streets. She
         was also hungry and very thirsty.

      
      This wasn’t the Paris of her imagination, with wide, tree-lined boulevards, grand buildings, ornate fountains and beautiful
         shops and stylish restaurants. Everywhere was so grey and dreary, and it brought back the memory that this was the city where
         she had been raped by five men.

      
      How could she have expected anything good to happen to her here?

      
      She came to a restaurant and stopped to look in the window. It was as cheerless as all the others but it was very busy. Most
         of the customers looked like office workers, so she thought it might be good value for money.

      
      Belle took a seat at a table with two girls who weren’t much older than her. They were neatly but plainly dressed, their hair
         scraped back from their faces. She smiled at them, and said bonsoir. They greeted her too, but returned to their conversation.

      
      The menu meant nothing to Belle, so when the waitress came for her order she pointed to what looked like a beef stew on one of the girls’ plates. ‘S’il vous plaît,’ she said with a smile. The waitress frowned. ‘Je ne parle bien français,’ Belle added, feeling proud of herself for remembering that phrase.

      
      As the waitress walked away, one of the girls asked if Belle was English. She nodded.

      
      ‘You one time in France?’ the girl asked.

      
      ‘Oui,’ Belle said, relieved the girl spoke English, even if not very well. ‘I’m scared because I don’t know which hotel to go
         to.’

      
      The two girls looked at each other and then gabbled away in French together. ‘You want clean hotel, not too much francs?’
         the first girl, the one with the darker hair, asked her.

      
      Belle nodded.

      
      The two girls consulted each other, then the darker one pulled a small notebook out of her handbag, tore out a page and scribbled
         on it with a pencil.

      
      ‘This one good,’ she said, handing it to Belle. ‘Not be scared.’

      
      She had written Hôtel Mirabeau, rue Parrott, and drawn a rough map to show it was in the street which ran roughly behind the
         one they were in. She smiled at Belle. ‘Bonne chance,’ she said.

      
      The Hôtel Mirabeau was as tired and shabby-looking as everywhere else. If it hadn’t been for a peeling sign swinging above
         the front door, Belle wouldn’t have noticed it as it was in the middle of a terrace, squeezed in between a bakery shop and
         a boot repairer’s. But it was too cold on the street to look further afield, and her feet hurt too, so she walked up the three
         steps, pushed open the heavy door and entered.

      
      The front door opened directly into a small sitting-area-cum-hall with a reception desk. Belle stood there looking around
         her for a moment or two before ringing the bell on the desk. The room, and the staircase which led off from it, had dark red paper on the walls, which made it appear cosy, and made a good backdrop for the large collection of paintings hanging
         there. They were all farming scenes: men reaping corn with a scythe, men riding home on a haycart, a shepherd with a flock
         of sheep. They’d obviously been painted by the same person, and Belle wondered if it was the owner of the hotel.

      
      A bony, stoop-shouldered woman came through a door by the staircase. Her grimace was presumably the nearest she could get
         to a smile. Belle asked for a room, holding up one finger to signify it was for one person. The woman nodded and said fifty
         centimes.

      
      That sounded cheap enough to Belle, so she agreed and was handed a key attached to a six-inch-long piece of metal, then the
         woman beckoned her to follow and led the way up to the fourth floor. She opened a door and Belle went in. It was a small room,
         the furniture and rug on the floor old, but it looked and smelled clean.

      
      ‘Thank you,’ Belle said. ‘It’s fine.’ She was too tired now even to try to think what the French for that would be.

      
      The woman gave her a hard look. ‘No visitors,’ she said in English. ‘Two nights in advance. One franc, if you please.’

      
      Belle blushed, assuming the woman knew what she was. But as she got her purse out she realized the woman was suspicious of
         her only because she had no luggage.

      
      ‘I had my suitcase stolen,’ she lied. ‘Tomorrow I must buy new clothes.’

      
      The woman nodded, but her face remained stern. ‘Petit déjeuner de sept à neuf.’

      
      Belle understood the words for breakfast but not the rest. ‘Which hour?’ she asked, holding up her fingers.

      
      ‘Seven until nine,’ the woman said curtly. ‘Salle de bain dans le couloir.’ Then she walked out, shutting the door behind her.

      
      Belle assumed that meant the bathroom was down the corridor. She prodded the bed. It was hard and almost certainly lumpy, but she resisted the urge to cry. Instead, she thought how good the meal she’d just eaten was, congratulated herself
         on finding a room, and told herself that everything would look better in the morning.

      
      Belle woke at the sound of people in the passage outside her room. She knelt up in bed and pulled the curtain back a little.
         The sky was getting light, so she guessed it to be around seven-thirty, but there was no view, just the houses opposite which
         looked much the same as those on her side of the street.

      
      She had slept well. The bed had been surprisingly comfortable, the sheets had smelled of lavender and the blankets and eiderdown
         were very warm. She put her coat over the camisole she’d slept in, picked up the very thin towel folded on the chair, and
         went to find the bathroom.

      
      The bathroom was very clean, though very cold, and the water was cold too. But she took off her camisole, stood in the bath
         and washed herself all over. She wished she had a toothbrush as her mouth tasted nasty.

      
      Fifteen minutes later Belle went down to the dining room. To her surprise it was an unexpectedly warm and inviting room painted
         bright yellow. The tablecloths on the six tables were blue check, and a stove was blazing away. She took the empty table closest
         to the stove, wrapping her coat tightly round her so her evening dress couldn’t be seen. There were two couples eating, and
         one man alone who was reading a newspaper. He glanced at Belle and half smiled.

      
      The woman from the night before came in shortly after Belle had sat down, carrying a tray. This was the breakfast, a pot of
         coffee, a jug of milk, some croissants in a basket, butter and jam. The woman wasn’t as old as Belle had thought the previous
         night, probably only in her thirties, but she made no effort with her appearance. Her worn black dress fitted where it touched
         her and her hair was in such a tight bun that it looked as though she’d painted her head a dull brown. She also had a black and white checked scarf tied around her neck
         which looked very odd, almost as if it was hiding something on her neck. The previous evening she’d worn one too, but that
         had been plain black and less obvious.

      
      There was nothing at all about the woman to suggest Belle had anything in common with her, but she couldn’t resist attempting
         to befriend her, if only to discover who painted the pictures in the hall.

      
      As she put the breakfast on the table Belle smiled at her. ‘What is your name?’ she asked.

      
      The woman half smiled back, which was an improvement on the night before. ‘Gabrielle Herrison,’ she said.

      
      ‘I’m Belle Cooper,’ Belle said. ‘Later, could you tell me where to buy some second-hand clothes?’

      
      Gabrielle’s face softened marginally. ‘I find you leetle map,’ she said. ‘Good shop near.’

      
      Belle was apprehensive as she entered Madame Chantal’s little shop. Madame Herrison didn’t look the kind of woman who knew
         anything about clothes, so she expected the shop she’d recommended to be like the second-hand clothes shops back in Seven
         Dials. They reeked of mildew, stale sweat and worse, and the clothes, all jumbled up together, were usually so shabby that
         only someone really desperate would buy them. But to Belle’s surprise, in this shop the clothes were hung neatly on rails,
         and she could smell nothing other than freshly made coffee.

      
      A small woman with greying hair, wearing a black dress with a mink collar and cuffs, came towards her, greeting her in French.
         Belle thought she was probably asking what she was looking for. She asked if the woman spoke English, but the answer was a
         shake of the head. So Belle took off her coat to show the lace evening dress and mimed someone running off with her suitcase. Surprisingly the woman appeared to understand as she nodded and indicated a rail of ordinary day dresses.

      
      Belle looked through them. They were all good, plain dresses, but she needed something with a bit more flair if she wanted
         to hook some rich men.

      
      Perhaps the owner noted her lack of enthusiasm as she looked through the rail of dresses because she said something Belle
         couldn’t understand and held out a two-piece costume for her to look at.

      
      It was pale blue with darker blue embroidery on the figure-hugging jacket. It looked as if it had been very expensive and
         it was much closer to what Belle had in mind. But the colour was all wrong. Belle smiled and nodded, so the woman knew she
         approved, then pointed to a purple dress and a red one, and back to the costume.

      
      The woman nodded. After rummaging through the rails for a minute or two she pulled out a red costume with black frogging across
         the chest which made it look slightly military, and a purple one with a black velvet collar and cuffs.

      
      Belle held the red one up to herself and looked in the mirror. It would be perfect as long as it fitted, classy and fashionable
         but just a bit racy, and the colour really suited her.

      
      The woman led her to a cubicle at the back of the shop to try it on. She pointed to a silk label in the jacket which said
         ‘Renee’ and Belle realized she was trying to say it was special, not just made by an ordinary dressmaker. Belle could tell
         by the feel of the fabric, the stitching and even the cut of the costume that it had belonged to a rich woman. She could hardly
         wait to put it on.

      
      The shopkeeper was gabbling away in French just outside the cubicle, and Belle was fairly certain she was giving it a big
         sales pitch, saying it belonged to someone young and beautiful just like her. The moment she had fastened the skirt at her
         waist, she could see the owner must have been the same height and size, for it was the perfect length, just an inch from the
         floor, and clung to her hips like a second skin. She held her breath as she slipped the jacket on, willing it not to be too
         small, and it wasn’t; like the skirt, it was a perfect fit.

      
      ‘Magnifique! Il est fait pour vous,’ the shopkeeper crowed as Belle came out of the cubicle, and she had to assume that meant it was perfect for her.

      
      It was indeed perfect in every way. The fit made her waist look tiny, the colour contrasted well with her dark hair, and the
         military style frogging gave it a slightly saucy air.

      
      ‘Combien?’ Belle asked. That was one word she’d learned from Madame Albertine while in the market with her.

      
      ‘Vingt francs,’ the shopkeeper replied, and put up all her fingers twice.

      
      Belle swallowed hard. She knew that twenty francs was a very reasonable price for such a beautiful costume, but it would make
         a huge hole in the money she had. She needed the right clothes to make more money, but what if her plan in the hotels didn’t
         work? What then? Besides, she also needed a change of underwear, an ordinary day dress and a better pair of shoes.

      
      The shopkeeper was looking at her questioningly, and Belle pointed to her shoes, lifted her skirt to show she had no petticoat,
         and finally touched one of the day dresses. She took twenty-five francs out of her reticule and showed it to the woman.

      
      She certainly understood what Belle was trying to tell her, but she didn’t like it. She muttered and rolled her eyes, and
         paced up and down looking angry, but Belle held her ground and just looked crestfallen. Finally the woman calmed down and
         walked to the back of the shop where she had shoes, returning with several pairs, all in excellent condition. The little side-buttoned black ankle boots fitted Belle perfectly; they had a small heel and looked very elegant.

      
      Next the woman pulled out a light grey wool dress. The bodice was buttoned down the front and it had appliquéd darker grey
         flowers on one side. Belle liked it because it would be warm, and suitable for almost any occasion. She indicated she would
         like to try it on. At that the woman went to a basket and brought out some petticoats, drawers and camisoles, which she shoved
         at Belle, as if saying she was to sort through them and pick what she wanted.

      
      It was nearly an hour later when Belle walked gleefully out of the shop in the grey dress and her new shoes. The underwear
         she’d selected, the red costume and her evening dress and shoes were tied up in brown paper. She had got everything for twenty-five
         francs, but she felt a little guilty about the poor shopkeeper.

      
      Further down the same street she noticed a shop selling feathers, beads, veiling and flowers for hats. She stood for some
         time looking at the window display and reminded herself that she was going to be a milliner when she got back to England.
         Focusing on that made her feel stronger and more determined. She wasn’t just going to make enough money to get back to England,
         but a nest egg too, so she could hold up her head when she got home.

      
      Along with a toothbrush and a tiny pot of face cream, Belle also bought a second-hand hat, a black fur one which was as close
         as she could get to the one that had matched her coat which she’d had to leave in Marseille. The previous day she’d felt only
         half dressed without a hat, but now once again she felt complete.

      
      Madame Herrison was in the hall when Belle got back.

      
      ‘You find something nice?’ she asked.

      
      Belle was so delighted with her purchases that she was only too happy to show them off, and as she showed them to the hotel owner, she could feel the woman growing warmer. She held
         the red costume to Belle’s shoulders and smiled.

      
      ‘It is your colour,’ she said. ‘I think it will bring you good luck.’

      
      ‘Merci, madame,’ Belle said, and she was rewarded by a smile which lit up the woman’s face and took ten years off her.

      
      Everything Belle knew about working hotels came from one of the girls back in New Orleans who claimed to have lived this way
         for several months in Washington and made a great deal of money. But however brilliant a plan it was in theory, Belle found
         the prospect of it terrifying. She was well aware that prostitution was illegal in Paris, even if the city did have a reputation
         for tolerance. She had visions of a couple of gendarmes frogmarching her off and throwing her in a cell. Obviously there were
         thousands of whores in Paris, whether walking the streets, in brothels or working hotels, and she just wished she knew some
         of them to find out how it all worked.

      
      On her second day in Paris Belle bought a street map and checked out some of the hotels near the Champs-Elysées, assuming
         this would be where the best ones were. Some turned out to be seedy-looking, others she dismissed because they had very alert-looking
         doormen and she felt she’d never be able to pull her plan off there. Other hotels looked smart on the outside, but while watching
         people coming and going she found the guests were very ordinary, and she needed a hotel that catered for the seriously rich.

      
      In the end she asked a doorman about hotels, pretending that she was looking for a place for her aunt and mother to stay.
         He gave her a list of four hotels, then added the Hôtel Ritz in Place Vendôme. He smirked as he did so. ‘Vous devez être très riche pour y rester,’ he said.

      
      She was fairly certain he’d said you had to be very rich to stay there, so she immediately felt that had to be the right place for her.

      
      Place Vendôme was a large square, which looked almost circular as the buildings were bevelled at the corners with just two
         entrances to the square, one on each side. Belle knew right away that it was a very special place as the beautiful symmetrical
         buildings were possibly two centuries older than the ones on the wide boulevards she’d seen while she was walking about, and
         only four storeys high rather than the six that appeared to be the norm in the city. In the centre of the paved square was
         a huge bronze pillar, and as she stood there looking up at it, wondering if it was Napoleon on the top, she overheard an English
         gentleman in a frock coat and top hat explaining to his wife that it had been made out of hundreds of cannons that Napoleon
         had captured in his battles. As she watched, the couple went into one of the many jewellers around the square. Anyone could
         see just by looking at the displays in the windows of these shops that they were not for ordinary people: sparkling diamond
         necklaces, rings with huge sapphires, emeralds and rubies so magnificent they almost took her breath away.

      
      The Ritz did not shout its presence in the square, in fact she had to look quite hard to see the discreet gold signs above
         the doors. She remembered Mog telling her that the very best hotels in London were the ones that had quiet dignity. The Ritz
         certainly had that, and she hoped that because it was so grand and expensive few other girls would have the nerve to try their
         hand there. Whether this was a wise plan she didn’t know, but Martha had always said her girls should aim high.

      
      By the time Belle got back to the Mirabeau to change she was tired as she’d walked miles following her map. She knew that
         soon she must learn to use the Métropolitain train – after all, people in London used the underground all the time and the one here couldn’t be that different. But she had only been on the underground once with her mother, and she’d found
         it very confusing.

      
      Yet walking had been good as she’d seen the Arc du Triomphe and caught sight of the amazing Eiffel Tower, which she remembered
         being told at school was the tallest building in the world. She’d also wandered into places that were every bit as squalid
         and frightening as their counterparts in London. She told herself she would explore the whole city bit by bit and learn to
         love it. She would go into milliners’ shops and look at their hats to get ideas, and indeed study all aspects of French fashion.
         But before all that, she had to take the plunge and go back to the Ritz tonight.

      
      Belle’s nerve almost left her when she got back to Place Vendôme at seven-thirty. She knew she looked good in her red costume
         with her hair pinned up, but the enormity of what she intended to do, and the possibility she might be forcibly thrown out
         of the Ritz, made her knees knock together.

      
      She had thought the Place Vendôme intimidating enough by day, but seen by gaslight, with dozens of private carriages waiting,
         some of which even had coats of arms on the doors, and a sprinkling of gleaming motor cars, she felt out of her depth. Just
         the way the light from the twinkling crystal chandelier in the entrance hall of the hotel shone out through the glass on the
         shiny wood doors, or the huge flower arrangement she caught a glimpse of as she walked by, spoke of famous guests, possibly
         even royalty.

      
      Belle took a deep breath, put her head up and walked purposefully towards the door. She was terrified, but she wasn’t going
         to back away now. Rich men always wanted women. She could do this.

      
      ‘Bonsoir, mademoiselle,’ the liveried doorman said with a smile as he opened the door for her.

      
      She tried to act as if she frequented such places all the time, but before her was a long, wide corridor of white marble with
         the thickest, most sumptuous cobalt-blue carpet running down it she’d ever seen. There were marble statues, more huge displays
         of spectacular flowers, glittering chandeliers, and all the wood doors gleamed like looking-glasses. It made her think that
         this was how the Palace of Versailles must have looked back in the day of Louis XIV.

      
      Fortunately there were dozens of people around, which made her feel a little less uneasy. Some were checking in at the desk,
         others just leaving or arriving for dinner. The women were all very elegantly dressed, dripping with jewels, and many sporting
         the kind of fur coats Belle guessed cost hundreds of pounds. She saw porters wheeling trolleys piled high with leather luggage,
         a poignant reminder of how she’d left her cardboard suitcase in Marseille. The richness of it dazzled her, and she felt profound
         envy for people who lived this way and knew no other. Yet looking at the women objectively, she saw that none were that beautiful,
         and some were even very plain.

      
      Two men in early middle age were standing together talking. Out of the corner of her eye she saw them interrupt their conversation
         to look at her, and she turned slightly, keeping her head down, then lifted it and smiled mischievously at them before dropping
         her eyes again.

      
      She knew that it would be impossible to solicit directly here in the foyer of the hotel, but that wasn’t her plan. She had
         been told that all hotel concierges had girls they could supply to residents for a large fee, and she believed the concierge
         here would be no different, except that he would be more discerning than those in less grand hotels.

      
      Belle positioned herself by an ornate gilded demi-lune table and stood there looking around as if waiting to meet someone.
         She caught the eye of another man and smiled, then dropped her eyes. Even with her eyes cast down she could feel he was studying her, and she sensed that he liked what he saw.

      
      She was taken back momentarily to Martha’s. She had always felt powerful when men came in and gave her that look which said
         they wanted her. She felt it again now and it stopped her being afraid. She felt good.

      
      ‘Est-ce que je peux vous aider?’

      
      Belle was startled by the question. She hadn’t seen or heard the man approach her. He was around fifty, slim, with greying
         hair and a neatly trimmed moustache and goatee beard. His eyes were small and very dark and he wore a plain black suit. She
         couldn’t tell from his clothes if he worked for the hotel or not, but she sensed that he did.

      
      ‘I don’t speak French,’ she said, though she was fairly certain he’d asked if he could help her.

      
      ‘I speak English,’ he said, almost as if he was English himself. ‘I am Monsieur Pascal, the concierge. I asked if I could
         help you. Are you waiting for someone?’

      
      ‘Yes, maybe it’s you,’ she said flirtatiously, batting her eyelashes at him.

      
      He almost smiled, but checked it. Belle guessed he had come over because he was suspicious of her, but he couldn’t be sure
         whether she was a whore looking for business, or someone genuinely waiting for a friend or family member. She thought it was
         good he couldn’t tell. From what she’d been told, the average concierge could always sniff whores out, so her clothes and
         demeanour must be pretty convincing.

      
      ‘Are you waiting for someone who is a guest here?’ he asked.

      
      Belle knew she had to take a chance. It was a case of heads she would win, tails she would lose. He might have her ejected
         forcibly, but on the other hand he might see her as a little extra income.

      
      ‘I could be,’ she said, looking right into his eyes. ‘I think that might depend on you.’

      
      She saw his Adam’s apple leap up and down. Gulping was usually a sign of uncertainty, and she guessed he was pausing while
         he considered what she’d said. She continued to look him in the eye, a confident half-smile on her lips.

      
      ‘I think we should continue this conversation somewhere less public,’ he said eventually, his voice dropping.

      
      Belle felt like cheering. He wouldn’t take her anywhere if he wasn’t half-way interested in her. He’d just usher her to the
         door and tell her to leave or he’d call the gendarmes. ‘That’s fine with me,’ she said.

      
      Some twenty minutes later Belle was walking back to her hotel. She thought Pascal would make a good poker player as he hadn’t
         revealed anything about himself, or even compromised his position at the hotel. He had taken her to a small room along the
         long corridor which looked as though it was used by guests for business meetings, furnished with a large table and eight chairs.
         He asked her to sit down, then sat down opposite her and asked point blank what it was that she wanted. She said she wished
         to be put in touch with gentlemen who wanted a partner for the evening when they were alone in Paris. He responded by asking
         her why she thought he or anyone else in this hotel would wish to get involved with such arrangements.

      
      ‘To make your guests happy,’ she said, trying to look as if she’d done this before.

      
      He made no response to that, which puzzled Belle even more. He had no real reason to bring her to this room; he could have
         put these questions to her in the foyer where there were so many people milling around that they wouldn’t have been overheard.
         She hadn’t even vaguely alluded to sex, nor had she said anything about a fee for her services. If she had been more naive
         she might have thought he didn’t understand what she meant.

      
      But experience told Belle he not only knew exactly what she was offering, but he also wanted her for himself. His dark eyes
         might have no expression, and his manner was starchy, but he had very fleshy lips, something she had often observed meant
         a passionate nature.

      
      ‘I believe a concierge can earn more than his regular weekly wage just by helping a guest out with something special,’ she
         said with a smile. ‘Isn’t that enough reason to get involved?’

      
      ‘So you think you are special?’ he sneered.

      
      ‘Of course, that’s why I came here, to the place where all the most special people stay.’

      
      He looked at her without speaking for what seemed at least five minutes, though it was probably only seconds. When he finally
         spoke his tone was very curt. ‘Give me your address. If I have anything for you I will send a message to you.’

      
      Belle had a moment of fear as she handed over a slip of paper with the address of the Mirabeau, realizing he could merely
         pass it on to the police and get her arrested. But her instinct said that was not his intention; he was interested in making
         some money but he just wasn’t prepared to admit it yet.

      
      It was a cold night and she shivered as she walked home, wishing she’d worn her coat. But however cold she was, walking up
         Rue de la Paix towards Boulevard des Capucines, she was seeing the Paris she had always imagined, with its wide, tree-lined
         boulevards. She thought of all those women in the hotel foyer in their fur coats and glittering jewels and how much she’d
         like to live their kind of life, and she felt utterly certain that Monsieur Pascal was going to contact her and make it happen
         for her.

      
      ‘Un message pour vous, mademoiselle,’ a young boy’s voice trilled out.

      
      It was three in the afternoon the following day, and very cold. Belle was lying under the eiderdown on her bed, reading an English novel she’d found on a shelf in the dining room.
         She was almost asleep, but at the boy’s call she was wide awake and leaping to her feet.

      
      The dark-haired boy was Gabrielle’s thirteen-year-old son, Henri. Belle had seen him briefly at breakfast that morning.

      
      ‘Merci,’ she said, almost snatching the envelope out of his hand. But then, remembering her manners, she beckoned for him to wait
         and got her purse. She gave him a centime, and thanked him again.

      
      The note was short but to the point. ‘Monsieur Garcia would like your company tonight at six-thirty for supper, followed by
         the theatre. Be at the hotel restaurant at six-fifteen pm and say you are meeting Monsieur Garcia. I shall come in to speak
         to you before he arrives.’ The note was signed Edouard Pascal.

      
      Although Belle was full of trepidation on arriving at the Ritz, she needn’t have worried. She just smiled at the doorman and
         asked him to direct her to the restaurant, where she told the maître d’hôtel Monsieur Garcia had booked a table. Her coat
         was taken, she was shown to a corner table and offered a drink while she waited, and just a minute or two later Pascal came
         in. He greeted her for the benefit of the dining-room staff as if she were a relative he’d just dropped in to see for a minute
         or two. In a low voice he told her he’d already dealt with the fee with Garcia and he discreetly handed her an envelope which
         contained her share, a hundred francs.

      
      While behaving outwardly in the relaxed manner of an uncle, he scrutinized her, approved her black lace evening dress and
         the lack of paint on her face. But then in a low voice he went on to caution her that she was to behave like a lady at all
         times, for a gentleman of Garcia’s standing would not want anyone to guess he had paid for a companion.

      
      Finally he said that Garcia would be bringing her back here after the theatre, but he would have a fiacre waiting to take
         her home at twelve-thirty. He kissed her on both cheeks as he was leaving, but whispered a barely veiled threat that if she
         stepped out of line in any way she would be sorry.

      
      The threat was enough to make Belle nervous. Then, when Bernard Garcia arrived a few minutes later, her heart sank even further,
         for he was short and fat, with just a few strands of sandy hair trailing across an otherwise bald head. He was at least fifty-five,
         perhaps older, and even his expensive hand-tailored dinner jacket and gold fob watch peeping from his waistcoat pocket could
         never make him attractive as a partner.

      
      But he spoke near-perfect English and he looked at Belle as if he was the luckiest man in the world, and that endeared him
         to her. He made small talk about how cold it was, and said he had come to Paris on the train from Boulogne that afternoon
         and he’d had to take a hot bath to warm up. Then, when the waiter came with the menus, he asked what she’d like to eat.

      
      ‘You choose for me. I’m sure you know what they do best here,’ she said, for a menu in French was far beyond her. She smiled
         and patted his arm affectionately as if she was utterly delighted to spend the evening with him.

      
      Maybe it was the superb red wine he ordered, or just his courteous manner, but she soon felt relaxed and happy to be Bernard’s
         companion for the evening. Despite his unprepossessing appearance he had a beautiful deep, melodious voice and a comfortable
         way about him. They talked mainly about England, which he knew very well. He didn’t tell her about his personal circumstances,
         and didn’t ask about hers.

      
      The play he took her to after supper was Madame Sans-Gêne, by Victorien Sardou. Although he did explain what it was about to Belle, she couldn’t really follow it. But she didn’t mind.
         It was just wonderful to be sitting on a red plush chair in a box, knowing that many of the elegantly dressed people in the theatre were looking up at her and wondering who she was.

      
      This was so much better than working at Martha’s where she had to accommodate ten or twelve different men in one night. While
         she was dreading the moment when they got back to the hotel room, because she sensed Bernard had high expectations, the chances
         were that he’d fall asleep very quickly.

      
      But she was totally wrong about that. Bernard ordered champagne for them when they got back to the hotel, and asked that she
         sit on the bed to drink it wearing only her stockings and camisole.

      
      Sensing he was the kind who had fantasies about wanton women, she was happy to behave like one. She writhed about on the bed
         letting him get a good look at her, and when he still remained sitting in an armchair, she went over to him and sat astride
         his lap, taking one of his hands and placing it on her breast, the other on her vagina. His face was getting more and more
         flushed, his dark eyes glittered, and he pawed at her frantically but ineffectually, as if he had never touched a woman’s
         body before.

      
      She unbuttoned his trousers and put her hand in, but to her surprise his penis was terribly small, no bigger than a small
         boy’s. It wasn’t even hard, and she realized that her plan to stay astride him was never going to work.

      
      ‘Come and lie down on the bed with me,’ she suggested, taking him by the hand and drawing him out of the chair.

      
      The most disconcerting thing about Bernard was not his inexperienced fumbling or his tiny penis, but the way he didn’t speak.
         He’d talked so easily over supper in fluent English, chatted through the interval at the theatre and on the fiacre ride back
         to the hotel, but since asking her to undress he’d said nothing. This was something she’d never come across before; in fact
         she’d found men with tiny penises were usually inclined to talk more than other men. Not only did they claim it was small because they’d been drinking, but very often they were the ones who liked to talk dirty too. He remained silent,
         however, even when she began to undress him.

      
      After an hour Belle seriously considered offering Bernard his hundred francs back, thanking him for the supper and theatre
         and making a rush for the door. She had tried so hard to get him to ejaculate, but nothing, rubbing him, licking him, worked.
         His cock remained flaccid, and he was still silent.

      
      The good supper and the wine they’d had with it, then the champagne since they got back to his room were making her sleepy,
         yet she was cold too from being outside the bedclothes. Finally she felt she had to concede she was never going to make it
         happen, and sitting up in the bed she drew him to her breasts to cuddle him, with the intention of admitting she was defeated.

      
      But all at once he began sucking at her breast like a hungry baby, and when she slid her hand down the bed towards his penis,
         she found it had suddenly grown hard. He groaned as she touched it, and sucked harder at her nipple. Belle was so encouraged
         that she held it more firmly. She thought there was something a bit unhealthy about him responding only to the combination
         of breast suckling and masturbation, but she was so relieved that she’d finally found the secret to get him going that she
         didn’t care why that was.

      
      He came within a few minutes, and it was only then that he found his voice and called her ‘nurse’. When she looked down at
         him he had tears in his eyes.

      
      Within ten minutes he was sound asleep, still with his face pressed to her breast. She wondered who the nurse was, and how
         old he was when he’d had a similar experience with her. Belle had a strong feeling he’d never had ordinary sex with a woman.
         She wished then that she had asked him earlier if he was married and had children. She knew nothing personal about him.

      
      She waited until quarter past twelve, then wriggled away from him, got up and dressed herself. She scribbled a little note
         for him, thanking him for a lovely evening, and left it on the pillow, then silently let herself out of the room.

      
      The doorman on duty was not the one who’d directed her to the dining room earlier that evening or opened the door when they
         came back from the theatre, and if he thought it odd that a woman was leaving to go home alone so late at night, he didn’t
         show it. He helped her into the fiacre, smiled warmly when she tipped him, and so Belle thought that maybe it was commonplace
         to him.

      
      But as the fiacre rumbled along the deserted streets Belle felt happy. In one night she’d earned far more than most women
         earned in a month, she’d had a lovely supper and been to the theatre too, plus she’d managed to give Bernard what he wanted.
         Respectable people might consider that distasteful and sinful, but she didn’t care what they thought. As far as she was concerned,
         helping an inadequate man with sexual problems to find some release was a good and kind thing.

      

      
      
      Chapter Twenty-eight

      
      January slipped into February, then on into March, and Belle was still at the Hôtel Mirabeau, and still earning a hundred
         francs each time Pascal arranged for her to meet a gentleman.

      
      She had moved into a bigger and sunnier room on the first floor which had a tiny wrought-iron balcony overlooking the back
         yards and gardens. She had bought more clothes, shoes and hats, learned enough French to be able to hold a simple conversation,
         and she could find her way around Paris like a native.

      
      If Gabrielle Herrison had worked out for herself what her English guest did for a living, it didn’t seem to trouble her. If
         she was up when Belle returned in the early morning, she always got her some coffee and a couple of croissants, even if it
         was too early for breakfast. She offered to wash her clothes too, and Belle in turn bought Gabrielle flowers each week as
         a token of her appreciation. Gabrielle wasn’t one for conversation, just a smile and a few words now and then, but in those
         few words Belle sensed the woman liked her and cared about her.

      
      Belle was very curious about her landlady. She felt there was a good story there, as Gabrielle had told her the pictures in
         the hall had been painted by a man friend who had died. Belle felt certain he had been Gabrielle’s lover, for her eyes grew
         misty when she looked at the pictures. She hoped one day Gabrielle would tell her about him.

      
      Belle went out with gentlemen three or four nights a week. It was rarely with someone staying at the Ritz; Pascal had connections
         in many different areas. But whether the arrangement was to meet up in another hotel, a restaurant or even the gentleman’s own home, they were always very rich and possibly influential
         men.

      
      Belle had assumed that Bernard, her first client, was an oddity, but in fact most of the men she met through Pascal had some
         kind of quirk, and they were often much stranger than Bernard. She had one who asked her to walk around naked in the moonlight
         while he masturbated, and another who wanted to be spanked with a slipper. She’d had a couple of men who had wanted to play
         rough with her too, but fortunately she’d been able to extricate herself quickly before any real harm was done. One man wanted
         her to order him around and liked her to swear at him if he disobeyed her. There had even been one man who liked to play horses.
         He crawled on his hands and knees and she had to ride naked on his back. At least half of her gentlemen didn’t seem to be
         able to manage penetrative sex.

      
      She remembered how Etienne had told her she should try to love her clients. That was a tall order, but she did genuinely find
         plenty to like about most of them, for so far they had all been intelligent and usually interesting. She never failed to act
         as if each of them was very special to her. And she knew she was successful at this as many of her gentlemen had asked to
         see her again and made further arrangements with Pascal.

      
      Almost daily she counted up the money she’d made. Although she had enough to get home now, she felt she must earn more so
         that she could return in triumph, a proud survivor with a nest egg to start her hat shop. She didn’t want to be dependent
         on her mother and Mog.

      
      She daydreamed constantly of walking into the kitchen back home and surprising Mog. She could almost hear her shrieks of delight
         and imagine being enfolded in her arms. It was harder to imagine her mother’s reaction: she would of course be thrilled to have her daughter home, but Annie had never been one for showing her feelings or demonstrating affection.

      
      Then there was Jimmy. He might be married now of course, or at least have a young lady, but Belle was sure he would want to
         see her, if only for old times’ sake, and she so looked forward to seeing him again.

      
      Yet much as she dreamed of home, and longed to be there, she also knew she would never be able to enjoy the freedom there
         that she had here in Paris. She sometimes chatted to English people she met in the cafés of Montmartre and St-Germain and
         they all said that what they loved most about Paris was its lack of prudishness, its gaiety and sense of fun. She had noticed
         herself that Parisians didn’t seem to care much about class; they embraced artists, poets, writers and musicians as being
         just as vital as doctors, lawyers or any other professionals. She had never once been asked how she made a living, and though
         she suspected most people she’d met assumed she had private means because of how she dressed, she felt certain that if she
         was to say she was a dancer or an actress they wouldn’t think any less of her. Back home that wouldn’t be so.

      
      She rarely felt lonely here either. She had little chats with other guests, though mostly they were only in Paris for a few
         days at most, and she had got to know people in the cafés she regularly ate or had coffee in. On top of that she had wonderful
         nights out with her gentlemen, seeing shows at the Moulin Rouge and other cabaret clubs, plays and operas. She had eaten in
         most of Paris’s finest restaurants, danced in night clubs and spent nights in luxurious hotels and splendid houses and apartments.
         It was going to be difficult to fit back into her old life, being told what to do and being looked on as a curiosity by everyone
         in Seven Dials because she’d been gone for so long.

      
      That was why it was so important she went home with money so she could get her hat shop. She visited all the Paris milliners
         to see the latest fashions. She bought millinery magazines to study them, and on nights when she was alone in her room she
         was always sketching and working out how each design could be made. She had even considered finding a small apartment so she
         would have room to buy the necessary equipment and materials to make up her designs and sell them. That way she could go home
         with her head held high and announce she had become a milliner.

      
      Happy as she was in Paris, there was one niggling problem, and that was Pascal. She had been wary of him at the start, because
         she sensed he wanted her, but she had come to think she was mistaken about that, because once he’d learned to trust her, she
         had very little direct contact with him.

      
      Her instructions about who her client was, and where and what time he wanted her to meet him, came by messenger. Paris was
         full of young boys happy to deliver a letter for a few centimes. Then her client would hand her a sealed envelope containing
         her fee. It was only when she had to meet a gentleman at the Ritz that she saw Pascal, and even then they rarely went beyond
         a nod to each other.

      
      But at the beginning of March he’d sent her a note asking her to meet him in a café in Montmartre. As he’d never asked to
         meet her anywhere before, she thought perhaps he wanted to stop their arrangement because he was afraid of his employer finding
         out, or that one of her clients had made a complaint about her.

      
      Pascal was already in Le Moulin à Vent, which was close to the still to be completed Sacré-Coeur basilica on La Butte, drinking
         a glass of absinthe. Just the way he sat hunched over his drink suggested it was not his first, and he had such a sour expression
         she expected trouble.

      
      ‘Ah, Belle,’ he exclaimed as he saw her, and got somewhat unsteadily to his feet. He called the waiter and asked for another glass of absinthe for her, but Belle refused it and asked
         for a glass of wine. He spent some time trying to convince her absinthe was the only thing to drink in Paris, but Belle had
         tried it before and didn’t like it. Since then she’d noted that most of the habitual drunks never drank anything else.

      
      ‘So why did you want to meet me?’ she asked, once she’d got her glass of wine. ‘Is something wrong?’

      
      ‘Must there be something wrong for me to ask you to have a drink with me?’ he said.

      
      ‘Not at all,’ she said. ‘But it is unusual, so I thought you had a problem.’

      
      ‘I do,’ he said, then downed his glass in one and called rather loudly for another. ‘My problem is that you spend the night
         with many other men, but not me.’

      
      Belle’s heart sank because she knew he wasn’t a man to be flirtatious. He meant it.

      
      ‘We have a business arrangement. It wouldn’t do to mix business with pleasure,’ she replied, smiling in the hope that he wouldn’t
         take offence.

      
      ‘I would pay you,’ he said.

      
      Belle cringed inwardly. The truth was that she found Pascal repellent. He was so slimy. She had watched him talking to the
         guests at the Ritz and he all but licked their backsides. He put oil on his hair which smelled sickeningly like violets, and
         his hands were too white and smooth for a man. But it was the way he looked at her which made her flesh crawl, so intense,
         so calculating. His eyes were almost reptilian, with no expression in them. He had no joy or warmth in him. It seemed strange
         that such a man would want a woman at all.

      
      ‘No, Monsieur Pascal, I am very happy with how our arrangement has been, and I do not wish it to change.’

      
      She didn’t mind that his cut from what she earned was probably far bigger than hers. She understood too that to keep his job he had to be obsequious to important guests and the owners and managers of the hotel. But there was something
         more about him which she couldn’t quite put her finger on, something dark and perhaps dangerous.

      
      ‘You must call me Edouard,’ he said, putting one of his soft white hands over hers and leaning so close to her she could smell
         garlic on his breath. ‘I could give you so much more than you have now.’

      
      Belle felt the only way out of the situation was to make light of it.

      
      ‘I have everything I want,’ she said, removing her hand from his. ‘And I think, sir, that you are a little drunk and might
         regret saying such foolish things tomorrow.’

      
      She left the café soon afterwards but with a heavy heart because she sensed that was not the end of it.

      
      Everyone said Paris in the spring was not to be missed. There were already daffodils in window boxes, green shoots on trees,
         and the days were getting warmer. Belle resolved that night that the incident with Pascal was a timely reminder she must go
         home. She decided she would just stay another couple of weeks, until after Easter which fell at the end of the first week
         in April, then slip off without telling him she was going.

      
      On the Tuesday morning after Easter young Henri brought her up a note which Pascal had sent round. It said that she was to
         be ready at seven that evening when a fiacre would pick her up to take her to meet Philippe Le Brun in Montmartre. Belle was
         delighted as she’d already had three nights with Philippe and liked the big, jovial man who had vineyards in Bordeaux and
         owned two large restaurants in Paris. She had bought a beautiful second-hand silver evening dress with matching shoes from
         Chantal’s just the week before, which she’d been waiting for the right opportunity to wear. Philippe was the kind of man who liked to be seen in public with a pretty girl, so she knew he’d take her to a cabaret show, and the
         evening would be about eating, drinking, dancing and having fun, not just sex in a hotel room.

      
      She went straight out and got her hair washed and put up at the hairdresser’s near the Mirabeau, then during the afternoon
         had a leisurely bath as for once the water was hot.

      
      Belle went downstairs to wait for the cab just before seven. Gabrielle was writing something at her desk and looked up and
         smiled as she saw Belle. ‘Vous êtes belle,’ she said.

      
      Belle blushed at being told she looked beautiful – it was the first time Gabrielle had made any kind of personal comment.
         She thanked her and said she was being taken out for dinner.

      
      Gabrielle looked at her so long and hard that Belle felt a shiver of fear go down her spine. ‘Be careful,’ the older woman
         said softly, this time speaking in English. ‘I fear you are playing with fire.’

      
      There was something in the woman’s eyes that told Belle she not only knew what Belle was doing, but had been on that road
         herself.

      
      ‘I shall be going back home soon,’ Belle replied.

      
      At that she heard the clatter of the cab outside on the street and moved towards the door. Gabrielle got up from her desk
         and caught hold of Belle’s arm. ‘If you get in trouble is there anyone you trust that I can contact for you?’ she asked.

      
      The question chilled Belle still further, for she couldn’t think of anyone. She shook her head, but a second later thought
         of Etienne. ‘I once knew a man called Etienne Carrera,’ she said, but made a helpless gesture with her hands. ‘But he came
         from Marseille and I have no address for him.’

      
      ‘Then you must keep safe and go home soon,’ Gabrielle said. ‘Tonight last time?’

      
      Belle sensed her landlady really did care about her and nodded agreement to her wish. ‘Last time.’

      
      Gabrielle took her hand and squeezed it. Belle smiled weakly and broke away to go out to the cab.

      
      Gabrielle’s words and her manner had stripped away the happy anticipation Belle had felt earlier. It had been a very mild
         day, and although it was growing dark now the streets were still very busy with both traffic and people. As the fiacre made
         its way to Montmartre all the sounds and smells unexpectedly reminded her of the day she was bundled into a carriage in Seven
         Dials. It wasn’t something she was in the habit of remembering – so much had happened since then that she tended only to look
         ahead, never glancing back over her shoulder. But now she had a queasy feeling in her belly, suddenly aware she had in fact
         been at risk each night she went out to meet a new man. She had trusted Pascal’s judgement about all of them, yet in reality
         any one of them could have been another Mr Kent.

      
      She reasoned with herself that she’d be quite safe tonight; after all, she knew Philippe Le Brun. But she decided she would
         keep her word to Gabrielle and tonight would be the end of it. Tomorrow she’d pack her bag and go.

      
      Montmartre, or La Butte as many people called it, was Belle’s favourite part of Paris. She loved the spectacular views of
         the city, the narrow, winding cobbled streets and the many cafés and restaurants frequented by free-thinking bohemians. She
         had been told that it had once been a very bad area full of thieves, prostitutes and anarchists, the sort of dangerous place
         upright Parisians steered clear of. But as artists, poets, writers and musicians moved in because of the cheap rents, it gradually
         became fashionable to be seen there. As a result rents went up, and many of the struggling artists moved to Montparnasse and St-Germain on the Left Bank. Now, with the beautiful Sacré-Coeur basilica near completion, and new
         houses replacing the earlier hovels, it was clear that a renaissance was on its way. Belle had told Philippe at their last
         meeting how much she liked Montmartre, and as one of his restaurants was just at the bottom of the hill in the Pigalle, she
         assumed this was why he’d asked her to meet him here.

      
      The fiacre turned off the brightly lit and rowdy Boulevard de Clichy by the Moulin Rouge, then crossed another road which
         Belle recognized as one where she’d found a lovely hat shop. There were many good restaurants in this street and she expected
         the driver to stop there, but instead he turned right and drove up a steep, narrow, much darker cobbled street which was mainly
         just houses.

      
      Belle was surprised when he reined in the horses almost at the top of the hill.

      
      ‘Voilà, madame,’ he said as he opened the door for her, pointing out a tall, thin house with shuttered windows on her right. She couldn’t
         see very well as the nearest street lamp was right at the top of the street by a café; she thought it was one she’d been in
         just a couple of weeks earlier.

      
      The fiacre drove off as she was ringing the bell on the front door. Although she could hear an accordion playing somewhere
         near, the street was very quiet, so she surmised this was Philippe’s home, though he hadn’t said he lived in Montmartre.

      
      The clanging of the bell had barely died away when the door was opened, not by Philippe or his maid, but by Edouard Pascal.
         Belle’s heart sank.

      
      ‘Monsieur Pascal!’ she exclaimed. ‘What a surprise!’ But assuming he was just visiting Philippe, because she didn’t wish him
         to sense her dismay, or offend Philippe, she smiled, and accepted a kiss on each cheek.

      
      ‘How beautiful you look tonight,’ he said, once she had stepped into the hall and the door was closed behind her. ‘Let me take your wrap.’

      
      She thanked him politely and let him take her short silver fox cape from her shoulders. This had been her one extravagance.
         It was from Chantal’s, like all her clothes, but it had cost two hundred francs and she’d spent days agonizing over whether
         she should spend so much. But it was so beautiful, and when she wore it she felt like royalty. ‘Where is Philippe?’ she asked.

      
      ‘He was called out on an urgent matter and asked me to look after you until he returns,’ Pascal said. ‘Come in by the fire,
         he won’t be long.’

      
      Most of the apartments and houses Belle had been to in Paris had been furnished and decorated in a very sumptuous manner,
         but she had often thought them lacking in character. The drawing room Edouard took her into was by contrast very homely, with
         large couches, a roaring fire, walls lined with books, a great many ornaments on low tables and a thick Chinese carpet underfoot.
         Yet it didn’t seem to fit Philippe’s exuberant character.

      
      ‘This is Philippe’s home?’ she asked. ‘He didn’t say he had a house in Montmartre.’

      
      While she could imagine Philippe sprawling on one of the couches, she was surprised he’d chosen pale blue ones, as for all
         the ornaments; that didn’t fit his image either.

      
      ‘I’m sure you understand a gentleman in his position would be wary of taking a lady to his home until he knew her better,’
         Pascal said silkily. ‘Now, come and sit by the fire and I will get you a drink.’

      
      He poured them both a large cognac, and sat opposite her by the fire. Belle felt the drink go straight to her head because
         she hadn’t eaten anything since breakfast. She’d been expecting to have dinner with Philippe, and she just hoped Pascal would
         go as soon as he got back.

      
      She had noticed on previous meetings that Pascal didn’t hold conversations. He tended only to ask questions or give instructions,
         and he was no different now, firing questions at her about her lodgings, if she had any friends in Paris, and why she left
         England.

      
      Since Belle had got to Paris she had avoided telling anyone anything about her past, it was safer that way. She had to answer
         Pascal’s questions though, so she said she had come to Paris with a man she loved, but he went off and left her for another
         woman. She added that she didn’t want to talk about that as she was trying to put it behind her.

      
      ‘Yet you made the step from being a mistress to lady of the night without too many problems?’

      
      Belle shrugged. She felt he might have found something out about her, and was trying to corner her into either lying or admitting
         something. ‘It’s surprising what you can do when necessity calls for it,’ she said.

      
      ‘You are very evasive,’ he said, his eyes narrowing. ‘Why is that?’

      
      ‘I just don’t like talking about myself,’ she said. ‘You should understand that, you don’t talk about yourself either.’

      
      Half an hour had gone by since she arrived and she was getting worried now that Philippe wasn’t going to come back at all.

      
      ‘You have only ever seen me at my place of business and of course I don’t talk about myself there,’ he replied. ‘But it is
         different now, we are two friends having a drink together.’

      
      ‘So tell me, are you married, do you have children?’ she asked.

      
      He hesitated and then said he wasn’t married. Belle was fairly certain that was a lie for she’d overheard him talking to a
         married couple at the Ritz once, for whom he had been getting theatre tickets, and he’d told the woman that his wife had loved
         the play. As he was so slimy he could have just made that up to convince the woman she would enjoy it, but in Belle’s experience men didn’t usually mention a wife if they were bachelors.

      
      ‘I think I ought to go home, I’m not feeling very well,’ Belle said, after trying some small talk about the Eiffel Tower and
         going on a boat down the Seine. She got up and put her hand to her head as if it hurt.

      
      ‘You can’t go,’ Pascal said, leaping to his feet.

      
      ‘Philippe will understand,’ she said, making for the door.

      
      As she reached it, Pascal caught her shoulder and pulled her back. ‘You aren’t going anywhere.’

      
      ‘I beg your pardon!’ Belle said reprovingly. ‘It isn’t for you to tell me what I can or can’t do. It’s not like I’ve been
         paid for tonight.’

      
      ‘I’ll pay you to be with me.’

      
      Just the speed with which he responded told Belle that Philippe was not coming here tonight, this house might not even be
         his, and Pascal had set her up. A cold chill ran down her spine.

      
      ‘No. We have a business arrangement, that’s all,’ she said quickly. ‘Now, let me go, I don’t feel well.’

      
      He caught hold of her shoulders, his fingers digging into the flimsy silk which covered them. ‘You were well enough when you
         arrived here. If you can give yourself to any man I find for you, why not me?’

      
      His eyes were no longer expressionless, they were sparking with anger, and Belle felt a pang of fear.

      
      ‘Because I like and respect you as a friend,’ she lied.

      
      His right hand left her shoulder and he slapped her hard, first on one cheek and then on the other. ‘Don’t lie to me. I know
         you scorn me because I am just a concierge.’

      
      Belle’s head did hurt now, for she was stunned by the vicious slaps. ‘That isn’t true,’ she gasped. ‘I do not scorn you for
         being a concierge, why would I? We’ve had a good arrangement together until now. Now let me go home. Please!’

      
      ‘After you’ve given me what I want,’ he snarled at her, and he grabbed hard at the neckline of her dress and ripped the bodice
         away.

      
      Belle screamed and tried to get away from him but he was stronger than he looked and caught hold of her arm, swinging her
         away from the door and back towards the couch. Beneath her dress she was wearing a cream and pink striped camisole which barely
         covered her breasts, and now he’d ripped her dress she felt half naked.

      
      As he pushed her down on to the couch she bit his hand as hard as she could, drawing blood.

      
      ‘Tu vas le regretter, salope que tu es!’ he exclaimed, and let go of her to suck on his hand. Belle seized the moment, pushed him away and ran for the door. But
         she found it was locked and there was no key, and Pascal was right behind her. He caught hold of her shoulder, spun her round
         and punched her in the face so hard her head banged back against the door.

      
      ‘You can’t get out!’ he shouted at her. ‘You will stay here until I’ve finished with you.’

      
      All at once she felt she was back in that room at Madame Sondheim’s, trapped and powerless. Her face was burning, she could
         taste blood in her mouth and she was terrified. In a flash of insight she saw that she should have realized that the competent,
         servile manner Pascal adopted with the guests at the Ritz was just a polished veneer. Beneath that was a volcano of intense
         jealousy. He probably resented everyone who was wealthy and successful, because he knew he could never be that. But he’d believed
         she could be his because she was only a whore.

      
      ‘Please don’t be like this,’ she begged him, forcing herself to sound sweet and docile, and clutching her torn bodice together
         to hide her breasts. ‘We just got off on the wrong foot tonight. You shouldn’t have pretended I was to meet Philippe; I would
         have been happy to spend the evening with you if you’d just asked me.’

      
      ‘Liar!’ he spat at her. ‘When I opened the door to you I saw your true feelings in your face. I was as welcome as a snake!
         You smile, you flirt with any other man. You do anything they ask as long as you are paid. But you don’t even look at me.’

      
      She looked at him squarely in the face then, although her right eye was swelling and she could barely see out of it. There
         was so much anger in his face, the flared nostrils, the straight set of his lips, and such cold eyes. She shuddered. ‘You
         and I have had a business arrangement,’ she said again, trying very hard not to cry. ‘I thought it best for it to stay that
         way.’

      
      ‘I don’t want a business arrangement, I want you to be my mistress,’ he snarled.

      
      Realizing this argument could go on and on, and he’d only get even angrier and hit her again, Belle felt she had to try to
         calm him down. ‘Why don’t we start all over again?’ she suggested. ‘Go back by the fire, have another drink, and talk a little?’

      
      ‘I don’t want to talk, I want to fuck you,’ he shouted at her.

      
      Belle fought down a feeling of nausea. Her face was throbbing, she was scared of him, and the idea of being forced to have
         sex with a deranged man was utterly abhorrent. But there was no alternative, he wasn’t going to let her go without it.

      
      ‘All right then,’ she said. ‘Where would you like to go, in there by the fire or upstairs?’

      
      He grabbed her by the arms and literally pulled her back into the drawing room, pushing her down on to the couch.

      
      ‘Don’t be so rough,’ she said weakly, but he was already pulling the skirt of her dress up as he knelt by her and with his
         other hand unbuttoning his trousers.

      
      In the last two years Belle had thought she’d encountered every type of sexual technique, from the gauche first-timers to
         the skilful lovers, with all the hundreds of variations in between. She’d learned to lock away the memory of being raped –
         she had to or she would never have been able to cope with her new life at Martha’s. When she was with a man she didn’t like or who was incompetent and clumsy, her trick was to
         imagine she was with Serge and think of the bliss he’d introduced her to.

      
      But everything about Pascal made it impossible to imagine anything pleasant or feel anything but disgust, for he was as rough
         and unfeeling as the rapists, more sickening than the worst drunk. He forced his tongue into her mouth, bringing with it so
         much saliva that she retched. He probed roughly at her delicate parts until she cried out in pain, and she knew the things
         he muttered in French must be vile and was just glad she didn’t understand. His penis was long and thin and as hard as a stick.
         She tried every trick she knew to make him ejaculate quickly, but without success. The ordeal went on and on and she felt
         violated in every way, for he bit her neck and breasts so hard she knew he must be drawing blood. He pinched and scratched
         at her thighs and buttocks as though he hated the female form and wished to disfigure it.

      
      But finally, just when she felt it was never going to end, he came with a muffled sob. For a couple of seconds he lay panting
         on top of her, then suddenly got up and arranged his clothing.

      
      ‘I will show you the bathroom,’ he said curtly.

      
      Belle had found that almost all men were softer after sex, but not Pascal. His face was sterner and colder than it had been
         before, his hair, usually so neat and oiled, was now ruffled and untidy, but that was the only evidence that he had been engaged
         in something out of character.

      
      He caught her wrist and practically dragged her up the stairs, right to the top floor. ‘In there,’ he said, opening a door,
         and nudged her in.

      
      It wasn’t a bathroom as she’d expected, but a small attic bedroom. She turned to him to point out his mistake, but he had
         already backed out and closed the door behind him, and she heard him locking her in.

      
      ‘Pascal!’ she yelled at him. ‘Let me out. I need the bathroom.’

      
      ‘There is a chamberpot there and water to wash,’ he called back. ‘You are staying there.’

      
      She yelled and pummelled at the door, but she could hear him walking back down the stairs, calling out that there was no point
         in screaming because no one would hear.

      
      For a few minutes she just stood there, too stunned to react. The room looked as if it was the maid’s: just a narrow iron
         bed with a faded flowery quilt covering it, a washstand with a ewer and basin and a chamberpot beneath it, a chest of drawers
         and a rag rug on the bare floorboards. There were shutters at the small window and she went to open them, only to find that
         there was no glass in the window behind them, only wood nailed in firmly all around the frame.

      
      Suddenly the electric light went out, and she howled out in protest, realizing he must have turned it off somewhere downstairs.
         But aware he must have turned off the electricity for a reason, she fell silent and strained her ears. She heard his footsteps
         down on the tiled hall floor, then the sound of the front door being slammed shut.

      
      Leaning against the door, she whimpered in fear. He was leaving her imprisoned here!

      

      
      
      Chapter Twenty-nine

      
      Gabrielle looked at the clock in the hall yet again. It was now two in the afternoon and still Belle had not returned. She
         tried to tell herself this was because her guest was with a man she really liked and maybe he’d taken her out somewhere today.

      
      But no right-minded woman would go out by day in an evening dress and a fox cape. Gabrielle’s instinct told her Belle was
         in trouble.

      
      She had of course arrived here in evening clothes, though she had been wearing a warm coat over her dress. She had never said
         where she came from that day, but as the Mirabeau was so close to the station, it was fairly obvious she’d run away from a
         man and caught a train to Paris.

      
      Gabrielle didn’t normally take the slightest interest in her guests. As long as they were quiet, clean, respectful of her
         hotel and her other guests and paid what they owed, that was enough for her. Like any hotel owner, she’d had her share of
         difficult, unpleasant and troublesome guests in the five years she’d been here. She’d had gendarmes call to make an arrest,
         she’d had one woman commit suicide upstairs, irate husbands turn up looking for runaway wives; she’d even had a woman staying
         here who it transpired was in fact a man. There had been dozens of prostitutes asking for a room too. Usually she’d recognized
         what they were and refused them, but of those she hadn’t, as soon as they tried to bring in a man, she showed them the door.

      
      Belle was a special case, however. She had arrived dishevelled, clearly distressed, with no luggage, and Gabrielle had expected
         trouble to follow her, but it hadn’t.

      
      She realized what Belle was up to after the second time she arrived back early in the morning. Gabrielle was daunted then,
         experience, including some of her own mistakes in the same line of work, telling her that before long Belle would take liberties.
         But she did not, and was in fact the ideal guest, undemanding, appreciative of any little kindness, and extraordinarily discreet.

      
      What had endeared Belle most to Gabrielle was her sparkle, good manners and warm smile. Gabrielle liked the way she learned
         some French and had grown to love Paris, and it was always a pleasure to see her so well turned out, stylish, pretty and ladylike.

      
      Now it looked as if the anxiety Gabrielle had felt for her in the last week or two was not misplaced. She knew to her own
         cost that Paris was full of danger for girls like Belle. Not only were there thugs who would stop at nothing to get a cut
         of her earnings, but there were also madmen who developed fixations about girls as lovely as her.

      
      At ten that evening Belle still had not returned and Gabrielle’s anxiety was becoming ever more acute. In desperation she
         went up to the girl’s room, turned on the light and looked around, hoping to find something which might give her a clue to
         where she had gone the previous evening.

      
      As always, the room was neat and tidy, dresses hanging in the wardrobe, shoes beneath in a row, underclothes neatly folded
         in the drawers. There were a couple of English books beside the bed, a bottle of cologne on the dressing table, a hairbrush,
         a comb and a variety of hair clips and pins in a shallow tray.

      
      A sketchbook by the bed was something of a surprise, for it just contained sketches of hats. While Gabrielle could speak quite
         good English she couldn’t read it very well, but she assumed the notes beneath each hat were of materials and ideas for how to make each one. She found it odd that Belle had aspirations to be a milliner, but judging by her lovely designs
         and the copious notes, she was serious about it.

      
      All the clothes, toiletries and oddments in the room had been acquired since Belle had come here to live. She received no
         letters, and there was no pocketbook or diary to give a pointer to who she was and where she’d come from, or even addresses
         of friends and family back in England. The only communication she ever got was when an errand boy called with a note for her.
         Gabrielle assumed it was the most recent one lying on the dressing table.

      
      She picked it up to read it. There was no address or name to say who or where it came from.

      
      ‘Monsieur Le Brun would like to see you tonight in Montmartre. A cab will come for you at seven,’ she read, and beneath this
         were just the initials E.P.

      
      Le Brun was a common enough name, the kind that could even be a false one, so that was no help, and Montmartre had many restaurants,
         cafés and bars Belle could have been taken to. The boy who brought the message was just a street urchin, one of hundreds in
         Paris that people used to deliver notes like this for a couple of centimes. Gabrielle doubted she would even recognize the
         boy if she saw him again, for he’d darted in, handed her the envelope addressed to Mademoiselle Cooper, got her to sign another
         slip of paper to say she’d received it, and darted out again. She couldn’t even say if he was the same boy who had brought
         other messages before.

      
      Gabrielle sat on the bed for a moment, staring thoughtfully at the note. It was on quality cream writing paper, but it had
         clearly been torn from a pad, as the top was a little jagged.

      
      ‘Or the sender tore off the address that was on there,’ she murmured to herself.

      
      ‘A hotel!’ she exclaimed as the thought came to her. ‘Of course! That’s how she gets her engagements.’

      
      She knew it was common practice for wealthy male guests in the smartest hotels to ask a doorman or concierge to find them
         some female company. She didn’t know why she hadn’t considered this before as Belle was ideally suited for such work. She
         didn’t look like a common prostitute, and she had the poise and good manners to hold her own with sophisticated men.

      
      Gabrielle suddenly felt queasy, for Belle could have had the misfortune to meet someone very dangerous. While most businessmen
         away from home wanted nothing more than uncomplicated sex, there were always those who were perverted and cruel and saw a
         prostitute as fair game for any sick activity they had in mind.

      
      She put her hand under the ruffle round the high neck of her dress and ran her fingers over the bumpy scar there. Her son
         Henri had just had his first birthday when she had the misfortune to meet the man who called himself Gérard Tournier. He seemed
         like a perfect gentleman, agreeing to fifty francs, then took her to supper first. But instead of accompanying her back to
         her apartment as they’d agreed, he’d taken her into a back alley and slashed her neck with a knife. She was lucky in that
         she was found before she bled to death, but the resulting hideous scar was a permanent reminder of what she used to be.

      
      ‘Belle’s smarter than you were though,’ Gabrielle told herself, tucking the note into the pocket of her apron and leaving
         the room, locking it again behind her. She knew if Belle wasn’t back by the morning she must enlist someone’s help in finding
         her because she was sure she couldn’t live with herself if the girl was found dead and she had just stayed here and done nothing.

      
      Gabrielle had cut herself off from everyone she knew during her time as a prostitute. She wanted no reminders of her old career. And she never wanted Henri to discover what she’d done in the past. But there was just one person connected with that
         world that she remained in touch with, for she had nursed Gabrielle back to health following the attack in the alley, and
         looked after Henri. When she got up the next morning to find Belle still hadn’t returned, Gabrielle resolved to go to Lisette
         after she’d given the guests their breakfast and Henri had gone to school. She didn’t expect her old friend to have any idea
         of where Belle could be, but she might know people who would.

      
      Unless she was taking Henri out for the day, Gabrielle rarely went beyond a half-mile radius of the Mirabeau, and then only
         to buy food, because she felt safer close to home. She never made any effort with her appearance either for by looking dowdy
         she attracted no attention to herself. But she felt compelled to make an effort for her visit to Lisette and changed into
         an old but still smart grey and white dogtooth check costume. The jacket was rather too well-fitting for a woman who liked
         to conceal her shape in loose clothing, but she tied a white scarf at a jaunty angle to hide her scar, added the black velvet
         hat with a half-veil she wore to Mass, and was pleased that she neither stood out nor looked too drab.

      
      When Lisette had taken care of her over a decade ago they had both had rooms in the same house in Montmartre, but a year afterwards,
         when Gabrielle had left Paris to act as housekeeper for Samuel Arkwright, an English painter in Provence, Lisette went to
         live and work in a bordello. They kept in touch only by the occasional letter, for although Gabrielle cared deeply for Lisette,
         she had no wish to be reminded of the life she’d once shared with her.

      
      Lisette’s nursing skills were her saviour as a few years later, after she’d given birth to a little boy, she went to work
         in a nursing home in La Celle St-Cloud. The two women had met up only once since then, shortly after Gabrielle had returned
         to Paris following Samuel’s death. Lisette said little about her own circumstances that day for she was more concerned with
         Gabrielle’s grief at losing Samuel and whether she was doing the right thing in investing the money he had left her in a hotel.

      
      Gabrielle was well aware of her own shortcomings. She didn’t have a gregarious nature, in fact since she was attacked she
         had become a solitary soul who couldn’t make small talk, and shied away from other people. Guests sometimes commented that
         she was sullen and uncommunicative, and had the Mirabeau not been so well placed near the station, she could have run into
         difficulties. Fortunately, however, there was a continual stream of people needing a small, comfortable hotel like hers and
         she didn’t have to rely on guests returning.

      
      Once on the train to La Celle St-Cloud, Gabrielle began to fret that Lisette might have moved on, as she hadn’t heard from
         her for nearly a year. But she comforted herself that if that was the case, at least she had tried to do something to find
         Belle.

      
      She found the nursing home easily enough and knocked on the door. It was opened by an old woman with a white apron over her
         black dress.

      
      Gabrielle apologized for calling but said she needed to see Lisette urgently. The old woman told her to wait outside.

      
      A few minutes passed before Lisette came to the door, looking anxious as if fearing she was going to hear bad news. When she
         saw her old friend, her pretty face broke into a wide smile.

      
      ‘Gabrielle!’ she exclaimed. ‘How good to see you! What brings you out here?’

      
      Gabrielle asked if there was somewhere they could talk and Lisette said she could come out for a cup of coffee with her; she’d
         just have to tell someone what she was doing.

      
      Within five minutes they were walking down to the square and Gabrielle explained as briefly as possible that she had a guest
         who had gone missing after going to see a man. ‘I’ve grown fond of the English girl,’ she said. ‘As you can imagine, once
         I knew how she was earning a living I started worrying about her safety, but she is just the way we were, confident that no
         one would harm her. I hoped you might know someone who could help me find her.’

      
      ‘She’s English?’ Lisette said. ‘How old?’

      
      ‘About eighteen, I don’t know for sure. Her name is Belle Cooper.’

      
      Lisette looked startled. ‘Belle? She has dark, curly hair, blue eyes?’

      
      ‘You know her?’ Gabrielle asked incredulously.

      
      ‘Well, it sounds like the same girl,’ Lisette said, and explained how she’d nursed a girl of that age, name and description
         two years earlier. ‘She was taken to America,’ she finished up. ‘But I had a man come looking for her too, a friend of her
         family. That must be getting on for a year ago now.’

      
      ‘Was his name Etienne?’

      
      Lisette frowned. ‘No, he was English, about thirty or so. But why did you ask if it was Etienne?’

      
      ‘It was a name she gave me, the last evening I saw her. She said she trusted him.’

      
      They had reached the café in the square now, and sat down at a table outside well away from other people. Lisette looked stunned.

      
      ‘What is it? Do you know someone called Etienne?’ Gabrielle asked.

      
      Lisette nodded. ‘He was the man who escorted her to America.’

      
      Gabrielle had expected little of this meeting, and to find that Lisette knew Belle and the man she’d named was almost too
         much for her. Her heart began to race, and beads of perspiration formed on her forehead. ‘Can you tell me everything you know?’ she asked. ‘It seems you know far more about Belle than I do.’

      
      Lisette hesitated. ‘I am not out of the business like you,’ she said sadly. ‘But I’m sure you remember how it is? I have only
         told you this much because you are an old friend and I trust you. I have my son to think of.’

      
      Gabrielle understood exactly what she meant, and she took the other woman’s hand between her own in reassurance. ‘I haven’t
         forgotten anything. But anything you can tell me will just be between us.’

      
      Lisette told her everything she knew then: how Belle came to need nursing, how much she had liked her, and then about Noah
         Bayliss coming to see her.

      
      ‘I liked him a great deal too,’ she admitted. ‘I almost weakened to take up his offer of help to get me away from here. But
         I was too afraid.’

      
      Gabrielle nodded. The people behind bringing young girls to France were ruthless, and it would be hard for Lisette to trust
         any man enough to keep her and her little boy safe.

      
      ‘But surely if this man Etienne was the one who took Belle to America he’s as bad as all the others? Why would she say she
         trusted him?’

      
      Lisette shrugged. ‘Most of us caught up in this business have been forced into doing things we know are wrong, usually because
         they have a hold over us. That doesn’t mean we are all bad. I would say Belle must have touched Etienne’s good side, just
         as she did me, and you. She would’ve been with him for a long sea voyage, and they must have become friends. The Englishman
         Noah wanted me to try and contact him, to find out where he’d taken her. I tried at the time, but failed.’

      
      Gabrielle sighed. ‘I don’t suppose he’d be any help with this now anyway.’

      
      ‘Probably not,’ Lisette said. ‘Especially as I heard he’d left the business. A story went round that his wife and two children were killed in a fire and he is a broken man. Of course, that
         might not be true. I’ve heard stories like that before, it could just be to keep all of us fearful.’

      
      ‘You mean someone could have done it purposely?’ Gabrielle said in horror.

      
      ‘Such things have been known, if someone steps out of line,’ Lisette said, looking around her furtively as if afraid she might
         be overheard.

      
      Both women fell silent for a few minutes. Lisette finished her coffee and said she had to go. ‘I do have an address for Noah
         though,’ she said as she signalled to the waiter for the bill.

      
      ‘Really?’ Gabrielle gasped. ‘Will you let me have it?’

      
      Lisette nodded. The waiter came over and Gabrielle paid him. The two women got up and began to walk away from the café. ‘I’ll
         slip in and get it for you,’ Lisette said. ‘I imagine your news will only make things worse for her family, but if Noah comes
         to Paris to see you, which I’m sure he will, please make him understand I can’t be involved.’

      
      As the two women were talking together in La Celle St-Cloud, Belle was lying on the bed in the small locked room, trying very
         hard not to give in to complete panic.

      
      She could only guess at the time by looking at the one tiny hole in the board over the window. It wasn’t even large enough
         to put her little finger through it. When she put her eye to it she could see nothing but a spot of sky. She didn’t know the
         hole was there until daybreak when a pin-prick of light came through it. She had searched the room for something sharp to
         make the hole larger, but without success. She had removed the thin mattress from the bed only to find there were no springs,
         just rope criss-crossing the wooden frame, and she had felt all over the floor with her fingertips hoping to find a nail or
         screw, but there was nothing.

      
      The tiny beam of light was brighter now, so she had to assume it was afternoon and the sun was shining on it. But time didn’t
         have much meaning anyway, not as the rumbles of hunger increased steadily in her belly. There was water in the jug on the
         washstand, and she had drunk some of it earlier, but as she didn’t know when Pascal would come back, she had resolved only
         to take a few sips now and then.

      
      She fervently hoped he would come back tonight. But what was he going to do with her then? She doubted he would let her go,
         he’d be afraid she would go to the police or the manager of the Ritz. But he couldn’t keep her here indefinitely. Was he planning
         to take her somewhere else? Or would he kill her?

      
      She had dismissed that thought as preposterous earlier in the day; she’d even imagined him coming back and apologizing, or
         saying he’d done it just to teach her a lesson. But as time went on it seemed much less ridiculous, for it was the only sure
         way to guarantee her silence.

      
      Who did the house belong to? She felt it was unlikely that it belonged to Philippe Le Brun as there was no possible reason
         why he would want her imprisoned in it. She was sure it wasn’t Pascal’s; a mere concierge would not be able to afford such
         a place. Was he in league with the owner, and the pair of them planned to sell her to another brothel? Or send her overseas
         again?

      
      These thoughts went round and round in her head until she felt she would go mad with them. She’d tried banging on the walls
         and stamping on the floor. She’d listened intently, hoping to hear someone, if not in this house, next door, but there was
         just silence. She suspected this house was taller than its neighbours, and perhaps the walls in this room were not joined
         to another house.

      
      She felt Gabrielle must have been concerned when she didn’t return home, especially after the warning she’d given her. But would she do anything about it? What could she do? She didn’t know who it was that arranged Belle’s meetings with
         gentlemen.

      
      She wondered though how long it would be before Gabrielle searched her room and found the money hidden in the space beneath
         the drawer at the bottom of the wardrobe. There was one thousand, seven hundred francs there. Enough to deter any hard-pressed
         landlady from reporting her guest missing.

      
      It seemed to Belle that she was jinxed, for whenever she thought her life was about to take a turn for the better, something
         horrible happened.

      
      Back in Seven Dials she’d been so happy to meet Jimmy, but that very night she witnessed Millie’s murder. After the hideous
         ordeal in Madame Sondheim’s brothel, she thought it was all over when she found herself in the nursing home with Lisette looking
         after her. But then she was sent to America.

      
      There was that small window of happiness with Etienne in New York and on the way to New Orleans, but it wasn’t long before
         she found herself trapped at Martha’s and believing Faldo Reiss could be her ticket home. That turned out to be another form
         of imprisonment, but working with Miss Frank at the milliner’s made her feel hopeful yet again. Then Faldo died, and Miss
         Frank turned against her.

      
      She trusted Madame Albertine in Marseille, but she had betrayed Belle by setting her up with Clovis.

      
      Then finally, just when she was about to go home to see her mother, Mog and Jimmy, Pascal did this. Why did he? He must have
         made a lot of money out of her, why wasn’t that enough for him?

      
      Would it have turned out differently if she’d been enthusiastic about going to bed with him?

      
      Somehow she doubted that. He knew this room was up here, he must have planned to lock her into it. Maybe he’d been getting frightened that he’d lose his job if it got out about what he’d been doing on the side?

      
      She should have known after that evening in the café in Montmartre that he wouldn’t just give up on his desire to have his
         way with her. She’d felt deep in her bones that there was going to be trouble ahead. So why hadn’t she acted on her instinct
         and left France then? What sort of a fool was she to think seeing Paris in the spring was so important? But if it had really
         been just that, she could have stopped accepting engagements and moved to another hotel so Pascal would think she’d gone for
         good. She had enough money, but she wanted still more because of her stupid pride and not wanting to go home empty-handed.

      
      A sick feeling welled up inside her as she faced the truth about herself. She knew many prostitutes had been forced into the
         work in the beginning, and others got into it through desperate need or even plain stupidity, but every whore she’d ever met
         had remained one because they were either lazy or greedy.

      
      She began to cry then out of shame. She was an innocent when she was snatched by Mr Kent and sold to Madame Sondheim, but
         why on earth did she allow Martha to corrupt her into believing it was fine to service ten men a night? Why did she lose her
         moral code?

      
      She had always prided herself on being brave, but the brave thing to do would have been to have gone to the police in New
         Orleans and told them what had happened to her and why. This would have been so much better than striving to be the top girl
         and patting herself on the back because she’d learned a dozen ways to make her clients ejaculate quickly so she could move
         on to the next poor sod who hadn’t got a woman of his own.

      
      How many other girls’ lives had been ruined by Kent and his associates? How many mothers and fathers were grieving over lost daughters? If she had only found the courage to speak out, she might have saved some of them.

      
      It occurred to her then as she cried out her shame that it was all of this that had made her mother cold and seemingly indifferent
         to her child. Belle had no idea how and why Annie became a whore, and now she probably never would. But she could see now
         that Annie had done her best to shield her from what she did. All those rules about never going upstairs after six, keeping
         her away from the girls and encouraging her to read books and newspapers, were so she’d know about the bigger world beyond
         Seven Dials. Even allowing her to think of Mog as another mother was an act of unselfishness. For kind, gentle and loving
         Mog was the best of influences, teaching Belle right from wrong, good manners and to speak well, so that she wouldn’t go the
         same way as her real mother.

      
      ‘I’ve let her down,’ Belle sobbed into the mattress, and the thought of that was worse than anything Pascal could do to her.

      

      
      
      Chapter Thirty

      
      Gabrielle looked thoughtfully at the address Lisette had given her as she rode home on the train. If she was to write to Noah
         Bayliss at that address it could be a week or longer before it got to him. That was too long, she’d have to send him a telegram.

      
      But what would she say in it? ‘Help needed to find Belle’ wouldn’t be much good if he’d already tried to find Belle and failed.
         ‘Belle in danger come quick’ would be frightening for the girl’s mother. Yet whatever she put, whether she frightened him
         or not, it was still going to be another couple of days before he got here.

      
      She would send a telegram anyway, but meanwhile what she needed was someone, preferably a man, who knew the smartest hotels
         in Paris and those who procured girls for their guests and might even be able to identify the initials on that note Belle
         had been sent.

      
      There was a time when she had known half a dozen such men, but not any more. She felt certain that Belle’s Etienne would have
         been ideal too, but if Lisette didn’t know how to find him, what chance had Gabrielle got?

      
      It was a stroke of amazing luck that Lisette had nursed Belle, yet perhaps not such a coincidence as she first thought, for
         after all Lisette was employed by people who bought and sold young girls. Gabrielle thought that once Belle was found she
         must persuade Lisette to get away with Jean-Pierre and sever all links with those terrible people.

      
      Out of the blue, just as the train was slowing down and puffing into the station, Gabrielle suddenly remembered that Marcel,
         who ran the laundry two doors away from the Mirabeau, was from Marseille. By all accounts he’d had a chequered life before going into laundry work. She was a good customer of his,
         so even if he didn’t know Etienne, he might be able to give her some advice.

      
      Gabrielle went straight to the post office and sent a telegram to Noah. ‘Contact me for news of Belle’ she put and added the
         address of the Mirabeau.

      
      ‘The pretty, dark-haired girl?’ Marcel asked after Gabrielle had told him she was concerned about one of her female guests
         who had disappeared. ‘Yes, I’ve seen her go past the window.’

      
      As Gabrielle began to tell him she suspected foul play, Marcel ushered her into a tiny office just off his laundry. It was
         very hot and steamy in there but she was glad to talk to him in private, as people kept coming in and out of the laundry on
         the street.

      
      Marcel was short and rotund, almost bursting out of his shirt. His round, shiny face glistened with sweat, and his receding
         black hair and drooping moustache were oily.

      
      ‘She told me she had a good friend from Marseille, and knowing you were from there I hoped you might know him. His name is
         Etienne Carrera.’

      
      Marcel’s eyes widened. ‘I know of him,’ he said in a tone that suggested Etienne was to be treated with caution. ‘But your
         young guest, how would she know such a man? He has a bad reputation.’

      
      Gabrielle explained as briefly as possible about Belle’s abduction and how Etienne escorted her to America two years ago.
         ‘She told me she trusted him, so that would mean he was good to her. I don’t care what kind of man he is, I just hope he may
         be able to help me find her.’

      
      ‘I heard from my family in Marseille that he lost his wife and family in a fire,’ Marcel said thoughtfully. ‘It was the talk
         of the town some eighteen months ago, for most people think it was no accident and someone wished to punish him.’

      
      ‘I heard that too. But do you know where he is now?’

      
      ‘I could telephone my younger brother and ask him. They were friends as boys. I know Pierre went to the funeral of his wife
         and sons.’

      
      Gabrielle put her hand on Marcel’s arm. ‘I would consider that a great kindness,’ she said with sincerity. ‘If he does know,
         will you ask him to tell Etienne that I believe Belle is in danger and that she gave me his name as a friend and someone she
         could trust?’

      
      Marcel patted Gabrielle’s shoulder in understanding. ‘I will come along to see you just as soon as I have spoken to Pierre.
         I can see you are very worried about this girl. You liked her?’

      
      ‘Very much,’ Gabrielle admitted, suddenly aware that apart from Henri, Belle was the first person since Samuel died that she
         had cared about. ‘She has had very hard times. I wish to see her reunited with her family. I think this man Etienne would
         wish that for her too.’

      
      Marcel nodded. ‘Leave it with me.’

      
      Mrs Dumas opened her front door and blanched to see a telegraph boy standing there holding out a telegram. ‘It’s for Mr Bayliss,’
         the boy said.

      
      Mrs Dumas felt relieved it wasn’t for her. ‘He’s not home, I’m afraid,’ she said. ‘But he will be very shortly.’

      
      She took the telegram and closed the front door, looking at the envelope and wondering what it contained. Was one of his parents
         sick or even dying? She fervently hoped not for she had grown very fond of Noah and he was doing so well now he’d been taken
         on to the staff of The Times.

      
      Just half an hour later Mrs Dumas heard a key in the door, and rushed out into the hall to check if it was Noah. It was. He
         looked hot and bothered for it was a warm day and he must have walked home from Fleet Street.

      
      ‘I’m afraid there’s a telegram for you,’ she said. ‘I do hope it’s not bad news. But I’ve got the kettle on, dear.’

      
      Noah looked anxious, but smiled after he’d read it. ‘I don’t think it is bad news. Someone in Paris has news of Belle.’

      
      Back in the days when he used to rush home hoping for a letter from Lisette, he had given his landlady a censored outline
         of Belle’s story, omitting that she was brought up in a brothel and had been sold into prostitution. But that hoped-for letter
         never came, and once he’d been taken on as a reporter for The Times and worked longer hours, gradually his visits to Mog, Garth and Jimmy had become less frequent too.

      
      Last time he went to the Ram’s Head Garth had told him he and Mog were planning to get married soon. They wanted to find another
         public house somewhere in the country, and as Jimmy was virtually running the Ram’s Head now, he could take it over if he
         wanted to.

      
      Jimmy had grown into a strong, steady young man, honest and forthright, and he rarely mentioned Belle any more. Yet Noah knew
         he still thought about her, for though he had walked out with two or three young women, it was clear his heart still belonged
         to Belle.

      
      Mog hadn’t entirely given up hope of finding her, but she did her best to hide the core of sadness within her. She had a good
         life with Garth and Jimmy and filled her days with baking, cleaning and sewing. She had told Noah once that she felt deep
         inside her that Belle would reappear one day, and that thought sustained her.

      
      As for Annie, her boarding house had become so successful she’d taken over the house next door too, but she had little contact
         with Mog now. Noah had written another article about Belle and the other missing girls just last December, hoping that after
         such a long time someone might come forward with new information. He had interviewed several of the mothers for this article, Annie included, and it had struck him that although she appeared hard and cold, in fact she probably grieved
         for Belle as strongly as Mog, but just couldn’t articulate her feelings.

      
      From time to time Noah had heard whispers about the Falcon. A young girl was found dead in a field on the outskirts of Dover,
         her death attributed to a large dose of sedative. She came from a village in Norfolk and was last seen at a local fair, talking
         to a man who fitted the description of Mr Kent. Noah had managed to get a look at the inquest report, and there had been rope
         marks on her wrists and ankles as if she’d been tied up, but the rope was removed after her death. Noah was convinced Kent
         was responsible and that he’d been planning to get her over to France the same way he had taken Belle, but when he found she’d
         died he just dumped her body and hoped the police might think she’d killed herself.

      
      There were other girls missing too, several of them from Suffolk and Norfolk. Many of the policemen Noah talked to were in
         agreement that Kent was involved, and that he’d just moved his operation to a different area. But there was no evidence, and
         on the several occasions they had taken him in for questioning, he always had a watertight alibi. One senior police officer
         had told Noah that if they could just find one of the missing girls and get her to testify against him, he was sure other
         people would come forward with further information about his crimes.

      
      But now this woman in Paris had news of Belle. Noah knew The Times would happily pay his expenses to go over there, and also get their French counterparts to offer him every assistance in
         the hope that he would find her and bring her home to testify about Kent and his operation. Noah’s heart thumped with delight,
         not only at the prospect of seeing her reunited with Anne and Mog, but also because of what it would mean to him personally to get a lead story of human trafficking that every newspaper in the land would want.

      
      And maybe he’d see Lisette again too.

      
      In less than an hour after opening the telegram, Noah was on his way to Charing Cross to catch the last train of the evening
         to Dover. He considered stopping off at the Ram’s Head to tell Mog the news, but decided against it in case things didn’t
         work out as he hoped. He had telephoned his editor who, as he had expected, gave him his blessing and promised to telegraph
         ahead and ask the office in Paris to stand by to offer him assistance and an interpreter if necessary.

      
      Gabrielle was laying up the breakfast tables at nine in the evening when the bell on the front door rang. She hurried to it,
         to find Marcel there.

      
      ‘Did you find out anything?’ she asked, and beckoned for him to come in.

      
      ‘My brother does know where Etienne is, but it’s a few miles from Marseille out in the country. Pierre promised me he’ll go
         out there on his bicycle at first light tomorrow to see him and give him your message.’

      
      ‘Bless you, Marcel,’ she said, and impulsively leaned forward to kiss his cheek. ‘Did he think Etienne might come?’

      
      ‘All he said was that Etienne was the kind of man who would always help a friend. But he added that he hasn’t been himself
         since the fire. So all we can do is hope.’

      
      ‘Stay and have a glass of something with me?’ Gabrielle asked. For the first time in years she didn’t relish being alone.
         She had grown more and more terrified for Belle as the hours passed. She had pictured her body being thrown in the Seine or
         lying in a back alley. Even if Belle was still alive she couldn’t bear to think of what might have been done to her. She had
         been down on her knees in front of a picture of the Virgin Mary praying for her to keep Belle safe, but her faith wasn’t sufficiently strong to truly believe that was enough.

      
      Etienne stood at the door of the tumbledown cottage he lived in and watched Pierre cycling back down the rutted lane towards
         the road to Marseille. It was a beautiful spring morning, warm sunshine had made wild flowers spring up all along the lane,
         and the sound of birdsong all around him made him feel a little less despairing. It had been good to see Pierre again, they’d
         shared so much innocent fun as small boys, and even though their paths had taken them in such different directions as grown
         men, there was still a connection between them.

      
      Etienne had wished for his own death after burying Elena and his boys. He’d hidden himself away in this cottage and spent
         the entire winter drinking himself into oblivion, barely eating anything, not bathing, shaving or even changing his clothes.
         The only time he went out was to get further supplies of drink.

      
      It was only as the weather improved in early March that he noticed his surroundings. He woke one morning on his straw-filled
         mattress, and the sun shining in the window highlighted the filth he was living in: empty food cans and wine bottles everywhere,
         the table covered with mouldy bread, unwashed plates, the floor unswept since he moved in and covered in ash from the fire.
         He noticed an evil smell – whether it was coming from him, or from food that had fallen to the floor and rotted, he didn’t
         know, but he knew it was time he did something about it.

      
      He was so weak that he could only tackle the mess in small stages, resting in between. Just getting enough water from the
         pump outside, filling the old copper and lighting the fire beneath it left him breathless and aching. But he didn’t open a
         bottle, and that night, after sweeping out the rubbish and burning it, bathing himself and washing his clothes, was the first
         that he’d fallen asleep sober since the fire.

      
      He was physically strong again now; long, hard days of clearing the ground around the cottage had built up muscle. Mending
         the roof, cutting wood for the fire and making new shutters for the windows had stopped him drinking and eased his grief.

      
      There were still days when rage consumed him. He wished he knew for certain if the fire in the restaurant had been set deliberately
         to punish him for daring to tell Jacques he wouldn’t work for him any longer. If he could be sure he would have killed Jacques.
         But there was no proof – the source of the fire appeared to be the cooker.

      
      The question Etienne had to ask himself now was whether it was wise to go to Paris and look for Belle. He’d made the break
         from Jacques, he could feel his old spirit gradually returning in just the way green leaves were unfurling in the hedgerows.
         But returning to Paris would undoubtedly bring him back in contact with the kind of scum he’d turned his back on.

      
      Yet he could picture Belle’s sweet face as she nursed him when he was sick on the steamer, he could hear her gasps of delight
         as they explored New York, and he remembered only too well how tempted he’d been that night when she got into his bunk.

      
      She had crept into his mind so often in the months after he left her in New Orleans. He’d hoped he would be sent back there
         so he could check on her, and he’d felt pangs of guilt when he looked at Elena, for surely such thoughts of another woman
         were as much adultery as the physical kind?

      
      But just the knowledge that Belle had cited him as the one person she trusted meant he must go to her aid. What did he have
         to lose? Everything he held dear was gone.

      
      He turned to go back into his cottage. If he left now he could be in Paris tonight.

      
      Belle sobbed when the heel of her shoe clattered to the floor. She had spent hours hammering on the board over the window,
         trying desperately to make a hole in it. The heel broke on the first shoe, and then she’d begun again after a sleep, but now
         the second heel was broken too she couldn’t go on. It wasn’t as if she’d even made any headway – all she had to show for her
         efforts was a slight indentation in the timber. But at least while she was hammering there was a glimmer of hope. Now that
         was gone.

      
      Hunger was making her weak and dizzy. She was no longer sure whether it was two or three days she’d been here. Was that Pascal’s
         plan? To make her so weak she wouldn’t be able to fight him when he came back? Or was he intending to leave her here to die?

      
      From time to time she could smell food cooking, it wafted in to tantalize her. If there was a restaurant that close, why couldn’t
         anyone hear her shouting and banging? She’d been doing it mostly when there was no light coming through the small hole, with
         the idea that someone was more likely to hear when there was less noise on the streets. But she couldn’t distinguish between
         evening and night, or how long she’d slept at one time.

      
      Twice she had heard an accordion playing. It was a common sound in Paris, one she’d found enchanting when she had been free.
         If that sound could reach her ears, why oh why couldn’t anyone hear her?

      
      She shuffled back to the bed, feeling the bent and broken hairpins beneath her feet which she’d tried and failed to fashion
         into tools to pick the lock on the door. She had nothing more to use now; she’d taken out the whalebone stiffeners in the
         bodice of her dress and removed her suspenders, and broken every last one of them. She was defeated. And there was less than
         two inches of water left in the jug to drink.

      
      She might as well just lie down and wait to die. It was hopeless.

      

      
      Chapter Thirty-one

      
      Gabrielle was sitting at her desk in the hall when a man walked in. She noticed his pale grey suit first, for it was sharply
         cut, and it was rare for any of her male guests to be that expensively dressed or to have the presence this man had. Then,
         as he spoke, the combination of his deep voice and his cold blue eyes stunned her for a moment. ‘I’m Etienne Carrera,’ he
         said. ‘I believe you are expecting me.’

      
      She could only gasp foolishly. ‘I was hoping you’d come, but I didn’t dare to expect it,’ she managed to get out, feeling
         like a silly sixteen-year-old. After a moment’s hesitation she got up and held out her hand to shake his. ‘I am Gabrielle
         Herrison. And I’m so very pleased to see you. Can I get you some coffee and something to eat? You’ve had a long journey.’

      
      ‘A coffee would be good while we talk,’ he said.

      
      She rang a little bell, and an older woman wearing a white apron came out of the dining room. ‘Ah, Jeanne! Would you bring
         some coffee for us up to my sitting room?’

      
      She led the way up to a half-landing and showed Etienne into a small room which overlooked the back yard. It was bright with
         the late afternoon sun, and simply furnished with a couch, a couple of armchairs and a table and chairs by the window. She
         removed some schoolbooks of Henri’s from one of the armchairs. ‘My son’s,’ she said. ‘He should be up here doing his homework
         but he’s slipped out. Do sit down.

      
      ‘I can hardly believe you could get here so quickly,’ she went on once she was sitting opposite him. ‘You must have left Marseille
         as soon as Marcel’s brother spoke to you?’

      
      He nodded. ‘I sensed the urgency. Now tell me, how long has Belle been staying here, and where had she come from?’

      
      ‘She arrived just after Christmas. I suspect she’d come from the south as Gare de Lyon serves that part of France. She didn’t
         tell me anything about herself, just asked for a room in English. But I guessed she’d run from someone as she was wearing
         an evening dress under her coat, with no hat, scarf, gloves or luggage. Later she asked me if I knew a good second-hand clothes
         shop as she’d had her luggage stolen.’

      
      Jeanne rapped on the door and came in with a pot of coffee and cups on a tray. Gabrielle waited until she’d left the room,
         then quickly launched into how she’d guessed what Belle was doing for a living.

      
      ‘Normally when I realize this, I ask them to leave,’ she said. ‘I’m sure you will understand that trouble often follows such
         women. You let one in and her friends follow. I do not want this in my hotel.’

      
      Etienne half smiled in understanding. ‘So why did you let her stay?’

      
      ‘Because she was a lady; quiet, polite, clean and charming. She had a warm personality, always with a ready smile, and she
         was appreciative. But I am quite sure you will know all this?’

      
      ‘I do indeed. But did you say anything to her about what she was doing?’

      
      ‘No, I think I was afraid I would frighten her away.’

      
      Gabrielle went on then to tell him about how a boy would come with a note for Belle, then a fiacre would arrive later to take
         her to her appointment. She said that the girl was often out all night, coming back in the early morning. Then she moved on
         to tell Etienne what happened on the last evening she saw Belle leave.

      
      ‘I felt she already knew the man she was meeting. That was the only time I warned her, and advised her to give it up and go home to England.’ She looked right into Etienne’s eyes, her lower lip quivering with emotion. ‘You see, I know at first
         hand about the bad things that can happen to young girls like her. They may be fine for quite some time, but sooner or later
         they will come up against a man who is dangerous. And that is what has happened, I fear.’

      
      Gabrielle showed him the note she’d found in Belle’s room. Etienne studied it carefully. ‘Monsieur Le Brun, a common enough
         name! What made you think she’d met this man before?’

      
      ‘She looked especially beautiful, she’d gone to a lot of trouble and she was excited, as if she expected to be going somewhere
         smart with a man she really liked.’

      
      ‘So you think he was a wealthy man?’

      
      ‘She wasn’t dressed for a night out with a poor man.’

      
      ‘Could I look in her room?’ Etienne asked.

      
      ‘Of course. I was going to suggest you stayed in it.’

      
      ‘I don’t think I’ll be doing much sleeping tonight.’ Etienne smiled with his mouth but his eyes remained cold. ‘I need to
         get started on investigating. But I must see around her room before I go out. Women’s possessions often tell a great deal
         about them.’

      
      Gabrielle went up to the next floor with him, unlocked the door and handed him the key. ‘I’ll give you another one for the
         front door before you go out,’ she said.

      
      After Gabrielle had gone downstairs Etienne stood still for several minutes, just looking around the room. He could smell
         a musky and heady perfume. He noted the row of shoes beneath the wardrobe, the hairbrush, face powder and hairpins on the
         dressing table, and the three hats on the chest of drawers. It reminded him of coming into the cabin they shared on the way
         to America for he’d been touched then by her neatness and femininity.

      
      He had a mental picture of the way she used to curl up on her bunk reading a book, absentmindedly twiddling with a lock of hair, and the way she’d look up at him and smile.

      
      He shook himself and turned to the job in hand, opening drawers, examining the clothes in the wardrobe. He was impressed by
         them – although second-hand, they were good quality and stylish. Belle had clearly acquired a great deal of sophistication
         in the last two years.

      
      Then he moved across the room to look at the sketchpad by the bed. When he saw it was all hats he felt curiously emotional,
         for he remembered she’d told him her dream was to have a hat shop. He read some of the notes beneath the sketches and it appeared
         she had also learned how to go about making her designs; he didn’t think she had that knowledge two years ago.

      
      He began to search then, for logic told him that if she’d been making money to get back to England, she would never have risked
         taking it out with her at night.

      
      First he removed all the drawers and looked for anything stuck to the bottoms. When that revealed nothing he lifted up the
         mattress and felt beneath it. He slid his hand down the back of the headboard, turned the dressing-table stool upside down.
         He was running out of ideas, and stopped to look around him again. He put his hand up the chimney and found nothing but soot.
         Then he noticed the drawer at the bottom of the wardrobe. There was nothing in it. He pulled it right out, looked underneath
         it, then put his hand back into the space beneath where the drawer sat, and his hand met a tin box.

      
      He drew it out and opened the lid. Lying inside was a thick bundle of francs. He flicked through it quickly and guessed there
         was well over a thousand.

      
      Etienne returned the lid to the box and replaced it where he’d found it, then put back the drawer and stood up. It was a great
         deal of money and proof that Belle’s clients were very wealthy men, for Gabrielle had said she never went out more than four nights a week. He was impressed that she’d saved
         so much – most girls in her position would have frittered it away on clothes and fripperies. Paris was a giddy place, a pretty
         girl could easily think she had the world at her feet and act accordingly. But she’d stayed in a cheap hotel, bought second-hand
         clothes and sketched hats, and no doubt when she wasn’t with a client she was dreaming of going home to her loved ones and
         opening a hat shop. He was deeply moved by that, and it made him determined to turn Paris upside down if necessary to find
         her.

      
      So who was this Monsieur Le Brun she’d left here to meet?

      
      Etienne locked the door and went back downstairs. Just as he turned on the last half-landing by Gabrielle’s sitting room there
         was a knock on the front door. Gabrielle hurried to answer it.

      
      The tall, slender man on the doorstep took off his hat as he saw Gabrielle. ‘Bonsoir. Je suis Noah Bayliss,’ he said with a stilted English accent.

      
      Etienne hurried down the remainder of the stairs. Gabrielle had said she’d sent a telegram to this Englishman, but hadn’t
         explained fully who he was.

      
      ‘I speak English.’ Gabrielle used the tone most French people adopt with English people who torture their language. She turned
         to Etienne and quickly said in French that Noah was a friend of Belle’s family, and that he’d come to Paris several times
         in the past two years to try to find her. She then introduced Noah to Etienne, and told Noah that Belle had given her his
         name as someone she trusted.

      
      Etienne moved closer and shook the man’s hand. ‘We are very glad you’ve come, we can do with all the help we can get.’

      
      Noah looked confused. ‘What do you mean? The telegram said there was news of Belle. Where is she?’

      
      Gabrielle intervened to say how Belle had been staying here and had disappeared. She explained she hadn’t wanted to put anything alarming in the telegram but hoped for Noah’s help
         and was grateful he’d come so quickly.

      
      Noah turned to Etienne, his expression one of puzzlement. ‘I’m sorry, I don’t understand, Where do you fit into this?’

      
      ‘It was Etienne who escorted her to America,’ Gabrielle said.

      
      Noah’s eyes flashed. ‘Then I’m surprised you had the cheek to show your face here. Have you any idea what her family and friends
         have been through?’

      
      ‘I understand how it must look to you,’ Etienne said. ‘All I can say in my defence was that I had no choice but to take her.
         I was ordered to do it, and the people behind it are such that if you refuse, someone close to you will be hurt. But I can
         tell you that it was with a very heavy heart that I left Belle in New Orleans, for by then I’d grown fond of her, and I assume
         she felt the same about me as she gave Gabrielle my name as someone she trusted.’

      
      Noah put his hand to his head. Clearly he couldn’t quite grasp what was going on. ‘I need all this explained more fully,’
         he said.

      
      ‘Yes, you do, and Gabrielle is the one to do that.’ Etienne realized that Noah didn’t know what Belle had been doing here
         in France, and he didn’t want to be the one to tell him. ‘I’ve got some enquiries to make now, and you must be very tired
         after the long journey from England. So why don’t you stay here with Gabrielle? She’ll explain everything to you. We can all
         get together tomorrow morning when you are fresh and know as much as we do.’

      
      ‘That is the best plan,’ Gabrielle agreed. ‘I have a room free for you, Noah, but first let me get you a drink and something
         to eat.’

      
      
         *



      
      Etienne caught a fiacre to the Champs-Elysées. He thought that Belle would have assumed that wealthy businessmen would find
         a hotel in that area because of its central position. He had the note Belle had received in his pocket, and he had a rough
         plan in his head.

      
      As he stepped down from the fiacre and paid the driver off, it occurred to him that the task he’d set himself was going to
         be harder than he had first imagined. He hadn’t been to this area of Paris for some years, and there seemed to be a great
         many more hotels than he remembered. He also had no idea which ones were the most fashionable now. Back in the days when he’d
         gone into hotels to rob the rich of their jewellery and money, there had only been a choice of about ten or so. But a great
         deal of building and refurbishment had been done for the Exposition Universelle in 1900 – as he recalled, the Gare de Lyon
         was built for it, and also the first Métropolitain train.

      
      He walked quickly, passing by hotels and glancing in, noting the quality of the clothes and luggage of people getting out
         of carriages and cabs. He wasn’t going to waste his time with hotels whose guests were mainly tourists; it was the select,
         discreet and expensive places he was interested in checking.

      
      The first one he went into, the Elysée, fitted those criteria. Potted bay trees flanked the mahogany double doors with shiny
         brass fittings which were opened by a footman in green and gold livery.

      
      Etienne walked across a white marble floor to the reception desk and smiled at the earnest-looking clerk with horn-rimmed
         spectacles. ‘Could you tell me the name of your concierge? A colleague of mine said he’d leave a parcel for me with him, but
         I’m not sure if I have the right hotel,’ he said.

      
      ‘We have two,’ the clerk replied. ‘Monsieur Flambert and Monsieur Annily. Flambert is on duty now, he may be able to help you even if this isn’t the right hotel.’ He pointed out the concierge’s desk across the other side of the lobby where
         a couple of guests were talking to the man.

      
      Neither man had the right initials, but Etienne asked if a Monsieur Le Brun was staying at the hotel. The clerk checked the
         register and said there was no one of that name staying now.

      
      Etienne then asked the clerk the names of other good hotels he could try. The clerk reeled off names – some were close by,
         others further afield, but he helpfully marked them on a street map, and even volunteered to give Etienne their telephone
         numbers.

      
      One by one, Etienne called at all the hotels, but in each case there was no one with the right initials, nor was Le Brun staying
         there. He made a note of each one he’d tried, with the concierge’s name beside it.

      
      By eleven o’clock he was beginning to think that it might not be a concierge he was looking for but a hotel manager, even
         though he knew they were usually above making assignations for their guests. There was only the Ritz left to check now, and
         he didn’t hold out much hope that the most prestigious hotel in Paris would have a man working for them who would risk being
         involved in anything so shady. He was also wary of even going in, for it had once been his favourite place to rob people of
         their money and jewellery, and the last time he’d gone there he’d been interrupted by a chambermaid coming into the room to
         turn down the bed. He’d fled past her and ran down the back stairs, leaving by the back door with someone in hot pursuit.
         He wasn’t caught, of course – in those days he could run like the wind and scale walls effortlessly. But he’d never dared
         go back there for fear his luck would run out. However, he reasoned with himself that it was unlikely that anyone who had
         been working there sixteen years ago would remember a chambermaid’s description of a skinny, shabbily dressed young lad she’d surprised robbing one of their guests.

      
      He stood for a few minutes in the Place Vendôme looking at the Ritz and tried to imagine the Belle he’d got to know so well
         plucking up the courage to go into such a grand hotel. But reminding himself that he’d dared to rob people there, and Belle
         wasn’t lacking in spirit, he went in to ask about his fictitious parcel.

      
      And he was told the concierge’s name was Monsieur Edouard Pascal.

      
      E.B. It had to be him.

      
      ‘But he has gone off duty now,’ the clerk at the reception desk told Etienne. ‘Is there anything else I can help you with?’

      
      ‘No, thank you,’ Etienne replied. ‘I think I have the wrong hotel. I’ll have to contact my friend and ask him which one he
         said he left my parcel at.’

      
      Etienne was jubilant as he left the Ritz. Now he had the right name, he had contacts in Paris who would be able to tell him
         more about this man. For the first time since the fire he felt he had a purpose. He just hoped that Belle was still alive,
         for when girls of her age and experience went missing they were invariably found dead in a back alley or floating in the Seine.
         It was the innocent, trusting girls that got whisked off to work in brothels; they could be moulded to the owner’s will. But
         Belle would not be like that now.

      
      Le Chat Noir was a dark, smoky bar close to the Moulin Rouge. It was a favourite haunt for men who lived by their wits – confidence
         tricksters, gamblers, thieves and a variety of entrepreneurial fly-boys. Yet they were in the main the elite of their chosen
         profession, and Etienne by reputation was one of them.

      
      The doorman, a thick-set ex-boxer, embraced Etienne with delight. ‘We didn’t think we were ever going to see you again,’ he
         said. ‘Word got around you’d retired.’

      
      ‘I have, Sol,’ Etienne replied, and pinched the man’s cheek affectionately. ‘Only in Paris on personal business, but I couldn’t
         not come and see you all.’

      
      ‘We heard about the fire,’ Sol said, his face suddenly serious and sad. ‘A terrible thing!’

      
      Etienne nodded. He didn’t wish to talk about it and hoped not everyone would feel they’d got to bring it up. Perhaps Sol understood,
         for he remarked on how fit and well Etienne looked and after making a joke about his expensive suit, let him go on into the
         bar.

      
      About fifteen men were in there drinking, and perhaps five or six women too. Later, in the early hours of the morning, it
         would be packed and the air virtually unbreathable. Etienne heard his name called and saw a very short man in a checked jacket
         waving him over on the far side of the room.

      
      Etienne smiled. It was Fritz, a very old friend and one of the people he’d hoped would be here tonight. Fritz had always been
         a mine of information, and Etienne doubted he’d changed in the four years since he’d last seen him.

      
      He went through the same routine with Fritz as he had with Sol – the embrace, the sincere condolence.

      
      ‘Don’t let’s speak of that,’ Etienne said. ‘I came here looking for you to pick your brains. All right?’

      
      Fritz shrugged, which said that whatever Etienne wanted he could have, and then called the waiter for drinks.

      
      Fritz played the part of a clown to strangers. He was less than five feet tall, and with the loud jackets, spats and bright
         waistcoats he always wore, and a voice to match, people automatically assumed he was a buffoon. But in fact he was one of
         the most intelligent men Etienne had ever met. When he was younger he’d single-handedly robbed a diamond merchant here in
         Paris. It was an audacious and meticulously planned robbery which baffled the gendarmes. Fritz was never suspected and only
         three people knew he’d done it – his wife, his brother and Etienne.

      
      At the time the diamond merchant claimed the haul was worth four million francs, but Fritz had always smiled when that figure
         was mentioned, which Etienne took to mean it was far less than that. But to this day people still talked about the daring
         robbery, and each year they exaggerated the value.

      
      Fritz had got away with it because not only had he left no clues behind as to who was responsible, he didn’t brag about it
         either. Etienne knew it was just that which got most thieves caught, and that they splashed too much money around. Fritz bought
         a small house, and he and his wife and the children that came along later lived quite simply and happily. He had told Etienne
         at the time that he’d always planned to do just one big job that would keep him comfortable for ever, and he’d stuck to it.

      
      ‘I want to know if you know anything about the concierge at the Ritz, name of Edouard Pascal,’ Etienne asked as soon as the
         waiter had brought them each a large brandy and they’d moved to a table on their own.

      
      Fritz frowned. ‘Can’t say it’s a place I frequent. What’s he done to you?’

      
      ‘Nothing. But he’s been arranging clients for a friend of mine who has now gone missing.’

      
      ‘Fille de joie?’

      
      Etienne nodded. He was glad Fritz had used that expression, it was kinder.

      
      ‘But it’s the client you should be looking for surely? Do you know his name?’

      
      ‘Le Brun, that’s all, there must be hundreds in Paris. But he’d be rich. And she was excited about seeing him again, so she
         liked him.’

      
      ‘So we’re looking for a Monsieur Le Brun, rich, charming. Any idea how old?’

      
      ‘No. But I can’t imagine he’d be much more than forty. She’s only eighteen, girls of that age wouldn’t be excited by someone very old. But could you get any information on this man Pascal? I may be forced to lean on him and I need to know
         what I’m dealing with.’

      
      ‘See that man there?’ Fritz pointed out a burly man in his thirties with a very big nose who was sitting a few tables away.
         ‘He was a doorman at the Ritz a while back. Got the push for insulting someone. He’d know about the concierge.’

      
      Etienne hesitated. ‘But what’s he like? I don’t want it getting back to Pascal that anyone’s been asking about him. Nor do
         I want anyone else knowing about this business. You know what I mean.’

      
      Fritz nodded. He realized Etienne was concerned that the organization he used to work for might try to force him back to work
         for them if they heard he was active again. ‘He owes me a couple of favours. I can make up some reason for asking about Pascal.
         I won’t tell him you want to know.’

      
      ‘Fair enough. Ask him when I’ve gone and we could meet up tomorrow. Can you think about the name Le Brun too, and see if you
         can come up with something?’

      
      ‘I will. I’ll meet you at Gustave’s at ten in the morning.’

      
      After leaving Le Chat Noir, Etienne hailed a fiacre to take him to the Marais. It was an area that had fallen on hard times,
         but he was fond of it for he’d lived there during a period when he had had to leave London in a hurry but couldn’t go home
         to Marseille. It was well past midnight, but the place was buzzing with life, including dozens of prostitutes strutting up
         and down looking for business, and their maquereaux leaning on lamp-posts smoking and looking menacing.

      
      Music wafted out of the many cafés and bars, above many of which were brothels. Etienne had worked in one briefly as a doorman,
         and he’d been shocked by the perversions the place offered. One room was like a torture chamber with manacles on the walls
         where the clients could be secured to be whipped. He’d seen men stagger out of there with their flesh so badly lacerated it was a miracle they were still conscious.
         He still couldn’t understand how anyone would find that pleasurable.

      
      It was here that he first learned that some men like sex with children, and it was hearing a girl of twelve screaming as she
         was raped that broke the spell of Paris and sent him back to Marseille. Again and again over the years he’d come up against
         men who abducted children and young girls to force them into prostitution, a practice he found despicable. The saddest thing
         was that there was no way out for these girls; once sucked into the trade, there they stayed until they were too old or too
         diseased for any man to pay them.

      
      Because of his strong feelings about this trade, he felt deeply ashamed that he’d given in to pressure from Jacques and escorted
         Belle to New Orleans. While it was true he had no choice, not if he wanted Elena and the boys to remain safe, he had come
         to justify himself because Belle wasn’t a child and he also believed that Martha’s was a far better place to be than any brothel
         in Paris.

      
      But after he left her there, thoughts of what he’d been a party to were like having a thorn in his foot that he was unable
         to get out. He had nightmares of Belle being ill treated, imagining brutish men forcing themselves into her. He hated himself
         for not being clever enough to find some way of getting her back safely to England, while still making sure his wife and children
         were protected.

      
      This was why he eventually told Jacques he couldn’t work for him any longer. He made out it was only because he wanted to
         spend more time with his family and Elena couldn’t manage the restaurant alone.

      
      He would probably never know for certain whether the fire that killed them was Jacques’s revenge, or a genuine accident. But
         there was one thing he was certain of – if he did find Belle, then he was determined to expose this evil trade in children and young girls. He’d already lost everything that
         was dear to him, he had nothing more to lose other than his own life, and he’d die happy if he knew no more children would
         suffer that way.

      
      The Trois Cygnes hadn’t changed. There was the same faded red and white checked half curtain on a brass rail across the window,
         peeling paint and the same blast of cigarette smoke, mildew and garlic as Etienne opened the door. A wizened old man was playing
         the accordion just the way he remembered, and although the faces of the customers were different, they were the same mix of
         whores, pimps, struggling artists, dancers and students. A few of the older ones might even be the same he used to drink with
         all those years ago. But his memory of this place was that it had been bursting with life, with heated arguments about politics
         and art. Colourful characters, strong opinions and eccentricity used to be the order of the day, but the present customers
         looked surly, jaded and dull.

      
      ‘Etienne!’

      
      He looked over to where the shout came from at the back of the bar, and smiled at the delight in the woman’s voice. It had
         to be Madeleine, even if the years hadn’t been kind to her.

      
      She wriggled her way through the close-packed tables and chairs, fat now and in her mid-forties, but she still had a smile
         to light up a room.

      
      ‘Madeleine! I hoped you’d be here,’ Etienne said and held out his arms to embrace her. He’d learned everything about lovemaking
         from her, and even more about life. In her thirties she’d been a flame-haired beauty, with a soul as beautiful as her face.
         Her hair was still red, but all too clearly dyed, and the porcelain-like complexion was muddy and lined now. Yet all the warmth
         she’d had was still there, and as he held her the years slipped away and he felt as he had at twenty.

      
      ‘Let me look at you,’ she said, stepping back a little. ‘More handsome than ever, and a suit that tells me you won’t need
         me to buy you a drink! But what brings you here? I heard you’d become a recluse.’

      
      ‘I came looking for you,’ Etienne said.

      
      She took his hand and led him to a free table right at the back of the bar, calling to the barman to bring them cognac. As
         he had half expected, she’d heard about Elena and the boys – bad news always spread far and wide – and as she offered condolences
         her eyes filled with tears of sympathy.

      
      ‘It is good to see your heart is still as big,’ he said, taking her hand across the table. ‘After the way I left you, I wouldn’t
         have blamed you if you’d wished bad luck on me.’

      
      ‘You were never for me, I always knew that,’ she said, and he noticed her green eyes were still as vivid. ‘If you’d stayed
         we would’ve destroyed one another, and I was too old for you too. But let’s not talk about that – tell me why you are here
         in Paris. You weren’t one for social calls, as I remember.’

      
      ‘I’m sure I don’t have to tell you that anything I say must stay between us?’ he reminded her.

      
      ‘Of course.’

      
      Etienne outlined Belle’s story. ‘You were right in believing I’d become a recluse. If I hadn’t got a message to say Belle
         had disappeared I would have finished clearing the land around my cottage and planted some crops and got some chickens.’

      
      Madeleine laughed. ‘Surely not! You a farmer?’

      
      ‘Working the land suits me,’ he said. ‘I hope I can go back to it. But first I have to find Belle to put things right.’

      
      ‘She may have just gone off on a jaunt with this client of hers.’

      
      ‘No, she has left all her belongings at the hotel she was staying at.’

      
      ‘Pssst,’ Madeleine said scornfully. ‘A few clothes would not hold a girl, not if the man was rich and could buy her new ones.’

      
      ‘I would say that is true of many women, but not Belle,’ he said staunchly. ‘She would’ve sent a message to her landlady so
         she wouldn’t worry.’

      
      ‘Two years as a whore would’ve changed her. She won’t be the girl you knew any longer.’

      
      ‘It is over twelve years since I met you, but I’d say you still have the same values,’ Etienne argued.

      
      ‘Where you are concerned, maybe.’ She shrugged, implying that he was a special case. ‘But a girl who works the top hotels
         has to be smart and hard-headed. I did it myself, remember.’

      
      ‘I know Belle is in trouble,’ he insisted. ‘I feel it, so does her landlady. She was a fille de joie too.’

      
      That seemed to change Madeleine’s mind. ‘Fair enough. So what do you want of me?’

      
      ‘Have you ever met or do you know anything about a man called Edouard Pascal?’

      
      ‘Yes,’ she said, and sat up with a jolt as if startled. ‘He used to come to the Marais nearly every week. I went with him
         two or three times, but I didn’t like him, he gave me the creeps. None of the other girls liked him either. But this was eight
         years ago or more. I haven’t seen him since.’

      
      ‘What did he work at?’

      
      ‘He didn’t say. He was well dressed but I don’t think he had much money – an office worker maybe?’

      
      ‘He’s the concierge at the Ritz now. He was getting Belle clients.’

      
      Madeleine’s eyes widened in surprise. ‘That makes me think you are right to be worried about her. The reason I remember him
         so well was because he liked it rough. He bit me very hard, and slapped me when I complained. The other girls talked about
         him too.’

      
      ‘Do you know where he lives?’

      
      ‘We don’t take down addresses in this line of business,’ she replied with a humourless chuckle. ‘Mostly we don’t even get real names. But he wanted us to know his, like it made him feel
         important.’

      
      ‘Ever met a man called Le Brun?’ Etienne asked.

      
      ‘A few dozen,’ she said dryly.

      
      Etienne said that he thought this Le Brun must be very rich and good company as Belle’s landlady claimed she was excited at
         meeting him.

      
      ‘Well, that cuts out most of them,’ Madeleine said. ‘It wouldn’t be Philippe Le Brun, would it? The millionaire that owns
         the restaurants? I know a girl who went with him. He took her out to supper and dancing. She said he gave her such a good
         time she’d have done it again for free!’

      
      Etienne knew nothing of the man she mentioned, but then his contacts in Paris tended to be at the other end of the social
         scale. ‘Is the girl you know around here?’

      
      Madeleine looked amused. ‘Do you think a man like him would want a street girl? She was a dancer, and got her clients through
         the manager at the theatre. But she married and moved away. That doesn’t happen very often, she was one of the lucky ones.’

      
      Etienne sensed that Madeleine couldn’t help him any further, and he was suddenly very tired. ‘I must go now, Madeleine,’ he
         said. ‘You’ve given me a great deal to think about. Thank you.’

      
      ‘I wish I could be more help,’ she said. ‘But you know where to find me if there’s anything else I can do.’

      
      He paid the bill and handed her fifty francs. ‘Buy yourself something pretty,’ he said. ‘Emerald green, you always looked
         lovely in that colour.’ He got up and leaned down to kiss her. ‘Take care of yourself.’

      
      Over breakfast the next morning Etienne sensed Noah didn’t trust him. He wasn’t surprised – with what the man knew about him, only a fool would trust him. But it transpired Noah had never met Belle; his connection was that he had been sweet on
         Millie, the whore Belle had seen murdered. When Etienne began to explain that he’d grown fond of Belle on the sea voyage,
         Noah bristled.

      
      ‘Did she tell you she has a sweetheart back in England?’ he asked waspishly.

      
      ‘You mean Jimmy, I presume?’ Etienne replied. ‘She told me about him, though she said he was just a friend. But whatever Jimmy
         was to her, there was nothing between Belle and me, if that is what you fear. She had been through a terrible ordeal at Madame
         Sondheim’s and I was a married man who loved his wife. We were like the uncle and niece that we pretended to be.’

      
      ‘Jimmy loves her,’ Noah said stubbornly.

      
      Etienne could see that carefully brought up Noah was somewhat naive. His foray into Annie’s brothel was his first glimpse
         of London’s underbelly, and though his heart was in the right place and there was no doubt about his sincerity, he had a rather
         idealistic view of both people and life.

      
      ‘She would be a very easy girl to love,’ Etienne agreed. ‘And God willing, you will be able to take her back to Jimmy, her
         mother and Mog, the lady she told me so much about. If you think that I have come here to claim her for myself, you are mistaken.
         I’m merely trying to right a wrong.’

      
      Noah seemed less wary after that and listened as Etienne told him what he’d discovered the night before. ‘My suggestion is
         that we both go to meet my friend Fritz and see what he’s come up with. I don’t like the sound of this Edouard Pascal, and
         he and the man Le Brun are possibly in it together, maybe others too. We will have to tread very carefully and find out as
         much as possible about both of them before we make a move.’

      
      ‘What do you mean, “others”?’

      
      Etienne sighed inwardly. As Noah had been to Paris several times in the past and tried to investigate the other missing girls,
         he thought that by now he would have cottoned on that it was big business. ‘Vice is universal, Noah,’ he said. ‘Fortunes are
         made out of it.’

      
      ‘I see,’ Noah looked very glum. ‘So she may have been taken anywhere in the world?’

      
      ‘That’s right, but my hunch is that if she is still alive, she’s here in Paris. There is a ready market for very young girls,
         but Belle is too old for that, so unless they had a buyer already lined up for her, it would take some time for them to offload
         her.’

      
      Noah looked really alarmed now. ‘Does that mean you think she’s already dead?’

      
      ‘No, it doesn’t,’ Etienne said more firmly than he really believed. ‘But we do have to keep that possibility in the back of
         our minds.’

      
      Gabrielle came into the dining room just as the two men were getting up to leave. Etienne had already told her about what
         he’d discovered the previous night. ‘Be careful,’ she said, looking very anxious. ‘I would hate to see either of you hurt.’

      
      Etienne put his hand on her shoulder. He had glimpsed the vivid scar on her neck earlier when her scarf slipped, and instinct
         told him how she had got it. ‘We’ll be fine, now stop worrying. You did the right thing getting us here, we’ll take over now.’

      
      Fritz was already at Gustave’s when they arrived. It was a small café-bar, and Fritz was sitting at one of the tables outside.
         Etienne introduced him to Noah, then asked if he had anything for them.

      
      ‘Yes and no. Found out that Edouard Pascal is an oily son of a bitch. He’s roughed up a few women in his time, and has only been working at the Ritz for three years. Before that he worked as an undertaker.’

      
      ‘An undertaker!’ Etienne exclaimed.

      
      Fritz nodded. ‘Seems strange he went from that to being a concierge in the best hotel in Paris, and my money would be on him
         bribing or even blackmailing someone to get the job. Those men usually come up through the ranks. I smell something fishy.’

      
      Etienne nodded. ‘What about Le Brun? Someone told me last night he could be Philippe Le Brun, a restaurateur.’

      
      ‘That’s who I came up with too. He’s larger than life, very rich, a ladies’ man with a taste for whores, though by all accounts
         he treats them well. But my source said that on the night in question he was seen with a statuesque blonde dancer until the
         early hours.’

      
      Etienne frowned. ‘So we can rule him out?’

      
      ‘Of seeing your girl that night, but he has been seen twice with the same girl recently, young, very pretty with dark curly
         hair, and my source thinks she was English.’

      
      Both Etienne and Noah beamed. ‘Is he approachable?’ Noah asked.

      
      ‘I couldn’t say,’ Fritz replied after a moment’s thought. ‘But I’m told he goes for coffee in Le Dôme in Montparnasse most
         mornings.’

      
      Etienne thanked Fritz, then he and Noah left the café. ‘Shall we go to Le Dôme and see him?’ Noah asked.

      
      Etienne was torn two ways. His gut reaction was to investigate Le Brun further before contacting him, but Belle had been gone
         for three days and maybe they needed to shake things up a little.

      
      ‘Yes, I’ll tell you on the way there how we are going to play this,’ Etienne said as he hailed a cab.

      
      
         *



      
      Noah entered Le Dôme feeling decidedly nervous. He’d left Etienne further down the street.

      
      There were only about ten people in the café, mostly men in twos and threes. One man was sitting alone at a table in the window
         reading a newspaper. Noah took the table next to him and while pretending to consult his diary glanced surreptitiously at
         his neighbour.

      
      He was big, as tall as Noah, and well built, with the kind of ruddy face of a man who ate rather too well. The waistcoat clearly
         visible beneath his dark, impeccably tailored jacket was emerald green embroidered with silver thread. It seemed to match
         what Fritz had said about the man being larger than life. Noah watched and listened as he greeted another man at the back
         of the café. Noah guessed from odd words he understood that it was some light-hearted banter about a recent event. He liked
         the man’s deep, throaty laugh, he seemed very amiable.

      
      Noah ordered his coffee and leaned towards his neighbour. ‘Excusez-moi. Etes-vous Monsieur Le Brun?’

      
      ‘Je suis en effet,’ he replied, and smiled. ‘You are?’

      
      ‘Noah Bayliss and I’m sorry, I speak very little French.’

      
      ‘All the English do,’ he responded with a belly laugh. ‘But I like to practise my English, so that is good.’

      
      ‘Could I share your table?’ Noah asked. ‘I have things I wish to ask you.’

      
      The man indicated that was fine, but his expression had tightened a little, as if he was apprehensive at being questioned.

      
      Noah moved to Le Brun’s table, then, to try to put him at his ease, asked him which restaurant he would recommend where Noah
         could take a young lady he wanted to impress.

      
      This seemed to do the trick. Le Brun suggested that if he wanted to splash out, Le Grand Vefour was where Napoleon used to
         take Josephine, and the food was exquisite. He went on then to tell him a few other places which were less expensive but good, one of his own restaurants among them. Noah wrote
         the names down in his diary.

      
      Le Brun asked him if he was on holiday in Paris, and then Noah took a deep breath and said that actually he’d come to try
         to find the daughter of one of his friends.

      
      ‘I had an address of the hotel she’d been staying at, but she has disappeared,’ he said. ‘It’s very strange as she left all
         her belongings behind. That isn’t like Belle at all. I’m getting worried now.’

      
      He watched the man’s face, hoping that dropping her name would make him react, and he wasn’t disappointed.

      
      ‘Belle?’ Le Brun said, his eyes widening. ‘I know someone of that name.’

      
      In Noah’s time as a journalist and investigator for an insurance company he had become astute at gauging the truthful and
         the dishonest. This man might be a philanderer, but he wasn’t a deceiver.

      
      ‘You do? What does she look like?’ he asked, leaning forward eagerly.

      
      ‘Like her name, beautiful with dark curly hair. But the name is just coincidence for this girl is a fille de joie.’

      
      Noah’s heart raced.

      
      ‘You understand that expression?’ Le Brun asked a little anxiously.

      
      Noah nodded. He didn’t reply immediately as he needed time to plan his answer.

      
      ‘I have every reason to believe that’s exactly what our Belle is,’ he said quietly. ‘You see, she was abducted from London
         two years ago, and myself and her family have been searching for her ever since. We feared she was dead, but then I got a
         telegram telling me she was here in Paris. I arrived too late though, she had disappeared.’

      
      ‘Mon Dieu!’ Le Brun exclaimed and his face had become less ruddy. ‘I spent the evening with her just ten days ago. I hoped to see her again soon, she is very –’. He stopped short,
         and Noah knew he’d suddenly realized this meeting was not pure chance.

      
      ‘Yes, I know, I found a note in her room from the man who makes her bookings,’ Noah said. ‘Forgive me if I have been underhand,
         but I’m sure you can appreciate I had to tread carefully. You see, that note said she was to meet you in Montmartre. Her landlady
         said she was excited to see you, but she never returned.’

      
      ‘Now look here, I never …’ Le Brun blustered angrily.

      
      ‘I know,’ Noah said soothingly. ‘Clearly she was lured out under the pretext of meeting you. But if you liked her, I would
         be so grateful if you could tell me all you know about her, and the man who arranges your meetings. It would of course be
         in strictest confidence.’

      
      Le Brun put his hands over his face for a second in the gesture of a man who felt cornered. ‘I really liked her,’ he said.
         ‘She was funny, sweet-natured and interesting in every way. I promise on all I hold dear that I have not seen her since …’
         he paused to take a small diary from his jacket pocket, ‘March twenty-sixth. I took her to Maxim’s that night.’

      
      ‘I do believe you,’ Noah said. ‘Tell me about Edouard Pascal. He introduced you to Belle, I believe?’

      
      ‘It was because of him that I haven’t seen Belle since.’ Le Brun’s face darkened at the mention of his name. ‘The man is a
         snake. I wish I had never been foolish enough to go to him. You see, I first saw Belle in the restaurant at the Ritz. She
         was with an elderly man and I sensed by their manner that it was their first meeting. No one would think Belle was a fille de joie, she dressed so well, acted like a lady, but as they left the restaurant I saw Pascal go up to the man. There was something
         between them, and that’s when I realized.’

      
      ‘You liked the look of Belle and approached him?’

      
      Le Brun sighed. ‘Yes, for my sins. He wanted four hundred francs for an introduction as he called it. I should have walked
         away, but we men can be weak when we want a woman.’

      
      Noah remembered how he’d been about Millie – he would have paid anything to be with her. ‘So what else do you know about the
         man? Could he be involved with whatever’s happened to Belle?’

      
      Le Brun shrugged. ‘He’s not the kind of man you’d spend a minute longer talking to than you have to, so I know nothing about
         his personal life. But he’s greedy, and if he told her she was meeting me he was up to no good. We could hire some muscle
         to beat it out of him!’

      
      Noah smirked at that suggestion. ‘I’ve got help from someone who could do that. But I’d be scared to do it in case he’s in
         this with others. They might just kill her if they hear we’re after them.’

      
      Le Brun looked alarmed. ‘Surely it won’t come to that? What can I do to help?’

      
      ‘You’ve done so much already by being honest,’ Noah said. ‘I can’t thank you enough.’

      
      ‘The only thanks I want is to hear she’s safe and unhurt,’ Le Brun said with complete sincerity. ‘Keep in touch.’ He took
         a card from his pocket. ‘You can contact me there. Come for me if you need any help at all.’

      

      
      Chapter Thirty-two

      
      Belle shuffled over to the window and picked up a broken hairpin with which she continued trying to make the small hole in
         the board larger. She couldn’t stand for long, she felt too weak and dizzy, but she had succeeded in making the tiny hole
         into one just large enough to put her little finger in. She still couldn’t see much, just a tiled roof about twenty or thirty
         yards away. But when the sun was on the window a rod of light came into the room and she could lie on the bed watching the
         dust particles dancing in it, imagining it was fairies.

      
      Mog had always made her say her prayers, something she’d abandoned a long while ago. But she prayed a great deal now, promising
         God she would never sin again if He’d just send someone to rescue her.

      
      Hunger wasn’t her only problem now. She’d run out of water, and hour by hour she felt herself growing weaker. Aside from brief
         spells making the hole bigger, she spent the rest of the time lying on the bed to conserve her strength. She just wished her
         mind would slow down the way her body was doing, for she was tortured by going over and over the events of the last two years,
         and blaming herself for her own part in most of them.

      
      She thought of Mog, her mother and Jimmy a lot too, especially Mog. She imagined her in the kitchen, rolling out pastry, or
         wringing out wet washing in the scullery. Sometimes she woke from a dream where Mog was holding her in her arms the way she
         had when Belle was a little girl, and for a second or two she’d think Mog had been there.

      
      She tried not to think about Pascal, or to guess what he had planned for her. She couldn’t really believe anyone would intentionally leave someone to die of thirst and starvation,
         and mostly she told herself he must be sick or had had an accident that prevented him from coming back. She no longer had
         any idea of how long she’d been here for when she fell asleep she didn’t know how long it was for. But it seemed as though
         she’d been here for weeks, not just days.

      
      The pin fell out of her fingers and she was too weak to pick it up so she shuffled back to the bed. She wondered what dying
         of starvation was like. Did you just become unconscious so you wouldn’t feel anything? She hoped that was how it was.

      
      Etienne listened attentively to what Noah had to tell him about Philippe Le Brun. ‘Let’s go to the Ritz and have it out with
         Pascal,’ Noah suggested.

      
      ‘I’d like to go there and kick it out of him,’ Etienne said grimly as they walked down the street. ‘But we don’t know if he’s
         working alone or with others. We need to know more about him, where he lives and who with, what hours he works and if he goes
         anywhere after he leaves the hotel. But I agree we should go over there now and see if we can find out anything.’

      
      Etienne was growing on Noah. He liked his tough, uncompromising attitude, and was intrigued by his obviously colourful past.
         He wasn’t boastful, he had a tender side too, especially about Belle, and he made Noah feel braver just by being beside him.
         So brave in fact that he decided to admit to his feelings for Lisette, and asked if Etienne thought he had a chance with her.

      
      ‘I’ve never met her, all I know about her is what Belle told me,’ Etienne said. ‘She sounded like a good woman. But if you
         want my real opinion, once we’ve got Belle back, you should return to England and find yourself a girl from a background like
         your own. You’ll be much happier.’

      
      That wasn’t what Noah wanted to hear. ‘But I’m committed to exposing the trade in young girls,’ he said heatedly. ‘Finding
         Belle is my priority but I’m intending to write articles for the press to get all those involved stopped and punished.’

      
      ‘That’s a very laudable ambition, and I’ll be right behind you with it. Just don’t imagine you can stop it completely, there’s
         too much money to be made from it. The men who pay for young girls are often those in positions of power – judges, lawyers,
         politicians and the like. As long as they demand young flesh, someone will provide it. Write your article, campaign if you
         must, but leave it at that. And don’t be tempted to want a one-time whore for a wife; she’ll never be socially acceptable
         and in the end you’ll regret it.’

      
      ‘Harsh words!’ Noah retorted. ‘Does that mean Belle is never going to be socially acceptable either?’

      
      Etienne grimaced. ‘Almost certainly. She may also be so damaged that she’ll never want a husband or children. No woman could
         go through what she has and remain untouched by it. You say Jimmy loves her, but love is not always enough.’

      
      Etienne hailed a fiacre then, signalling that was the end of the conversation.

      
      ‘Shall I go in and engage Pascal in conversation?’ Noah suggested when the fiacre dropped them close to Place Vendôme. ‘I
         play the simple Englishman abroad quite well.’

      
      Etienne smiled. He knew Noah was annoyed with him for what he’d said about Lisette earlier, but he had to admire him for not
         continuing to sulk. ‘That sounds like a good plan. Ask him about cancan dancing, anything to do with girls. Hint you are eager
         for company. I’ll stay outside; I’m going to follow him later, so I don’t want him to recognize me.’

      
      Etienne walked across the Place Vendôme and found a bench to sit on while he waited for Noah. His mind was whirling with fragments
         of information that he felt he ought to be able to put together to make a whole, but a vital chunk was missing. He didn’t know anything about Pascal’s domestic life,
         not where he lived or if he was married. Why would an undertaker leave such a potentially lucrative career and become a concierge?
         The two jobs were so different.

      
      He turned to look at the hotel, wondering if there was a link he hadn’t thought of, and noticed a couple getting out of a
         fiacre. There were four other cabs waiting in line to pick up passengers too.

      
      ‘That’s it! Find the driver who took Belle that night,’ he murmured to himself. He knew it was a tall order, but it was worth
         a try. If Pascal did order the cab, the chances were that the driver regularly picked up fares here from the hotel.

      
      Noah didn’t emerge from the Ritz for some thirty minutes. He spotted Etienne and hurried over to him.

      
      ‘He really is a snake,’ he said. ‘I watched him with other people for a little while, and though I couldn’t understand what
         was being said, twice I saw him get what looked like a back-hander. He speaks good English though; when it was my turn he
         got out various pamphlets about shows, and pointed out they were all sold out for tonight, but he had a contact who could
         get me tickets for “a bit extra”! When I asked him about girls he was cautious. Said he knew someone who might be able to
         do something. I got the impression he was waiting for a big note to be passed over.’

      
      ‘Did he ask where you were staying?’

      
      ‘No, but I had a moment of inspiration and told him I was in Paris to arrange my aunt’s funeral, and said I hardly knew where
         to begin to find an undertaker. Quick as a flash, he wrote a name down. Here it is.’

      
      Noah gave the paper to Etienne. ‘Arnaud Garrow, Directeur de Services Funèbres,’ he read aloud. ‘Rue Custine, that’s close
         to Montmartre. I wonder if it’s the one he used to work for?’

      
      ‘It struck me as very odd, a concierge handing out an address for an undertaker,’ Noah said. ‘Has he got a finger in every pie in town?’

      
      ‘We’ll go there later and check,’ said Etienne, and went on to tell Noah about finding the driver who was paid to pick up
         a young woman from the Mirabeau in Rue St-Vincent de Paul on Thursday, 11 April. ‘Let’s go along and speak to them now, and
         then we’ll hop in one to take us over to rue Custine.’

      
      Noah waited as Etienne had a last word with their cab driver. He couldn’t understand what he was saying, but he assumed he
         was asking the man to pass the word around other cab drivers about Belle’s ride to Montmartre on the 11th, and telling him
         they were to come to Gabrielle’s with the information where they would receive a reward.

      
      ‘What if that gets back to Pascal?’ Noah asked when the cab driver flicked his whip and the horse moved off.

      
      ‘I had to take that risk. We need the information if we’re to find her.’

      
      Arnaud Garrow’s business premises looked very shabby: a small shop with an arrangement of dusty wax flowers sitting on some
         faded purple satin material in the window. The two men looked at each other in surprise.

      
      ‘Hardly in keeping with the splendour of the Ritz,’ Noah said with a smirk.

      
      ‘I’d better come in and do the talking,’ Etienne said. ‘I doubt they’ll speak English. I’ll just say who we were recommended
         by and see what reaction we get. It’s bound to be some chum or relative of his. You must’ve played the simple Englishman well.’

      
      A thin man with dark, oily hair arranged over a large bald patch came through from the back as they entered the shop. He had
         his shirt sleeves rolled up and wore a dark green apron which had sawdust attached to it. Noah asked if he spoke English and
         the man shook his head. Etienne took over then and Noah heard the name Pascal amidst the stream of French.

      
      The undertaker nodded and appeared to be speaking about Pascal. Etienne then introduced Noah under the fictitious name of
         John Marshall, and continued to speak on his behalf. The conversation between the two men went on for some five or six minutes,
         Etienne doing most of the talking. Then he shook the man’s hand before turning to Noah and telling him he’d said they would
         come back the next morning to make the arrangements when they’d discussed it with other family members.

      
      Noah shook the undertaker’s hand and said goodbye, and he and Etienne left the shop.

      
      ‘Pascal is his wife’s brother,’ Etienne said once they were away from the shop. ‘I think he must still be a partner because
         Garrow mentioned having one, then stopped himself. I suppose Pascal thinks he’s moved up in the world and doesn’t want it
         known he’s still involved in a seedy back-street undertaker’s.’

      
      ‘I’m not surprised. I wouldn’t want anyone knowing I was a partner in that place!’

      
      ‘I’d bet he makes good money out of it. Poor people would go there; they tend to take pride in spending money on giving their
         loved ones a good send off, even if they can’t afford it.’

      
      Noah knew that was true. In his time as an insurance investigator he’d observed how the poor always seemed to spend far more
         than they could really afford on quite lavish funerals, and he’d wondered at the logic of it. ‘You didn’t find out where Pascal
         lived, I suppose?’

      
      ‘It must be nearby. I asked Garrow casually if he saw much of Pascal, and he said he dropped in on his way home from work
         sometimes. But I got the impression there’s a lot of bitterness there. Probably doesn’t feel Pascal pulls his weight. Then he went on to say he had a selection of fine coffins to show us, and he can give us a good price.’

      
      The two men had lunch in a small café, and discussed the fact that they didn’t seem to be making any real headway. Noah said
         he thought he would go to Le Petit Journal, where he had been given an introduction from his own newspaper back in England.

      
      ‘I’ll talk to the editor, he already knows a bit about why I’m here. I’ll ask him if he remembers any stories involving Pascal
         or Garrow. He’ll probably get someone to trawl through some old papers for me. They should be keen to cooperate if they think
         there’s likely to be something juicy for them later.’

      
      ‘Good plan,’ Etienne said. ‘Just don’t mention me! I’ll go back to the Ritz later and wait for Pascal to leave, then I’ll
         follow him.’

      
      ‘He said he was on duty till eight when I asked him about tickets,’ Noah said. ‘Could I meet you there then?’

      
      Etienne shook his head. ‘That’s not advisable. Pascal knows your face. You wait back at the Mirabeau, I’ll follow him.’

      
      ‘But what if you need help?’Noah looked alarmed. ‘I won’t know where you are.’

      
      Etienne looked hard at Noah. ‘I’ve spent most of my adult life tracking down thugs and gangsters. I know what to expect from
         them and I can handle it. But Pascal is an unknown quantity, we don’t know who is in this with him, or how he’ll react if
         cornered.’

      
      ‘All the more reason for me to come with you,’ Noah protested.

      
      ‘No, I don’t want to put you at risk. You’re the only one with the right influence to get the child traffickers behind bars.
         If I don’t come back for you tonight, you go straight to the gendarmes and tell them everything we know.’

      
      ‘But …’

      
      Etienne stopped Noah’s protest with a firm hand on his shoulder. ‘I will not be responsible for endangering your life. Now,
         go to the newspaper and find out what you can. Leave me to do what I do best.’

      
      At seven-thirty that evening Etienne had taken up a position in rue Gambon, close enough to the back door of the Ritz to be
         able to monitor anyone who left. Earlier he’d gone into the hotel to ask about room rates, and surreptitiously glanced towards
         the concierge’s desk to look at Pascal so he would recognize him later.

      
      Now, as he waited for the man to appear through the back door, his heart kept telling him just to pull him into a back alley,
         stick a knife at his throat and demand to know where Belle was. But his head told him that wasn’t a good idea.

      
      For one thing, Pascal might not know, if there were others involved, and as Etienne’s name was known to the gendarmes, he
         might find himself locked up and Belle would be lost for good.

      
      He’d been busy all day talking to fiacre drivers, old friends who might know something about Pascal, and he’d been over to
         introduce himself to Philippe Le Brun at the address Philippe had given Noah earlier in the day. He liked Philippe, he sensed
         he’d come up the hard way too as he hadn’t got a snobbish bone in his body, and he’d willingly agreed to contact Pascal again
         to get him to make another appointment with Belle. Etienne had left him saying that unless something else cropped up now when
         Pascal left the hotel, they would meet up later that evening at his restaurant in the Pigalle to discuss things further.

      
      But for now Etienne just had to wait.

      
      A flurry of women came out of the hotel back door at a few minutes past eight. Etienne assumed they were chambermaids. A couple
         of men came out too, waiters maybe or maintenance men. Then, just when he was beginning to think Pascal had left by the front entrance, he appeared too.

      
      He had changed his smart livery for a dark suit, and he stopped by the door to light up a cigarette. Etienne felt his blood
         rising, for everything about the man, his thin, bony face, the carefully trimmed moustache, goatee beard and oiled hair, reminded
         him of other weasel-like characters he’d met in the past. He knew that if he got real proof this man had hurt Belle, he would
         want to tear him apart, limb by limb.

      
      Pascal threw the cigarette butt down and stamped on it, then walked up the street towards the Boulevard des Capucines. He
         was moving at a brisk pace, and it looked as if he was going to catch a bus.

      
      Etienne stayed well back, and when he saw Pascal join others waiting at a bus stop, he hailed a fiacre and told the driver to wait until the bus came, then follow it until he told him to stop.

      
      It was a fine, mild evening, the roads were busy with traffic and there were moments when Etienne feared the cab driver would
         lose the bus for carts and carriages kept getting in the way. But as they approached the Gare du Nord, he saw Pascal get off
         the bus. For a moment he thought he was going into the station to catch a train, and cursed, for that would make it hard to
         follow him, but as Etienne stopped the cab and paid the driver, he saw Pascal was walking up Boulevard Magenta in the direction
         of Garrow’s, the undertaker.

      
      He didn’t go that far though. Instead he turned into a left-hand side street, then turned right again. Etienne stayed just
         twenty yards behind him and fortunately there were enough people out and about for Pascal not to notice he was being followed.
         They were in a narrow street of tall houses which were probably all apartments, and Pascal went right to the end before disappearing
         into one.

      
      Etienne waited a moment or two, then slipped into the hallway. It was like a thousand other apartment houses in Paris, gloomy, reeking of stale cooking smells, with a tiled floor,
         grubby-looking walls, and a winding staircase going up the six floors at the back. Beneath the staircase there were a couple
         of bicycles.

      
      Twelve post boxes hung in the hall, and Pascal’s name was on number four, proof that this was where he lived. Etienne supposed
         that as there were two apartments on each floor Pascal’s was on the first.

      
      Somewhat disappointed, Etienne jotted down the address on a scrap of paper and put it in his wallet. He had expected the man
         to be living somewhere fancier as he had been making so much out of Belle.

      
      He waited a little further down the street until after nine o’clock, and as Pascal didn’t reappear, it seemed likely that
         he was in for the night. As Etienne turned to go back down the street he decided to go to Philippe’s restaurant and pay another
         fiacre to go and collect Noah so that the evening wouldn’t be entirely wasted.

      
      Philippe Le Brun greeted Etienne warmly at Le Petit Poulet. It was a traditional Parisian restaurant, long and narrow, and
         it was packed with diners. But Philippe led him to a table he had kept free and was pleased to hear that Noah would be joining
         them shortly.

      
      ‘So did you manage to contact Pascal this afternoon and ask him if you could meet Belle again?’ Etienne asked the moment they
         were seated.

      
      ‘I did indeed, and he looked furtive,’ Philippe smirked. ‘I mean, more so than usual. He responded just how I’d expected,
         saying I was to leave it with him to contact her. Then I said I didn’t know how he was going to do that because I’d already
         called at the hotel she lived in and her landlady said she’d been gone for a few days.’

      
      ‘What did he say to that?’

      
      ‘He was visibly thrown; asked how I knew where she lived. I said that the last time I was with her I took her home.’

      
      ‘And?’ Etienne asked.

      
      Philippe chuckled. ‘That shook him. But I’m not sure whether it was because I knew she was missing, or because he couldn’t
         imagine any man treating a whore like a lady. Maybe it occurred to him that he could easily find himself cut out as the middle
         man if men took the girls home.’

      
      ‘What then?’

      
      ‘Well, whatever was on his mind, he blustered a bit, said, “You know how these girls are, probably met someone who has taken
         her away with him.” I pointed out it was odd she’d taken nothing with her, and that I was considering alerting the gendarmes
         in case of foul play. Well, that did it – his voice rose, his eyes flashed and he said that would look bad for me. I pointed
         out it would look bad for him too as I’d have to tell the gendarmes how I met her.’

      
      He stopped talking to pour both himself and Etienne a glass of claret, swirling his in the glass and sniffing it appreciatively
         before taking a sip. ‘With that I turned and walked away. I thought it best to leave him to stew, not knowing what I was going
         to do.’

      
      Etienne wished then that he hadn’t left his post by Pascal’s house. If the man had been panicked by Philippe, he might very
         well be rushing off now to tell whoever was in this with him that trouble was brewing for them.

      

      
      Chapter Thirty-three

      
      Belle could think of nothing but how thirsty she was. Each time she closed her eyes she saw water running from a tap and imagined
         cupping her hands and leaning forward to drink it. She tried to distract herself by thinking of Mog, but when she did Mog
         was holding the teapot, pouring tea into a cup.

      
      A noise downstairs startled her out of it. She sat up to listen, sure she’d imagined the sound. But she hadn’t – someone was
         definitely down there. She was off the bed and over to the door in a second, her thirst forgotten, and she yelled and hammered
         on the door with her fists.

      
      She paused to listen, and she could hear footsteps coming up the stairs and noticed there was a beam of light around the door
         which meant the electricity had been restored.

      
      ‘Help me!’ she yelled. ‘I’m in here!’

      
      ‘I know you are in there,’ Pascal’s all too familiar voice rang out. ‘Now, stand away from the door as I’m coming in with
         some food and drink.’

      
      Relief washed over her and she spontaneously moved back, holding the remains of her torn bodice over her breasts. She heard
         the key turn in the lock, then, as the door opened slowly, much longed for light flooded into the room, making her blink.
         Pascal had a jug in his hand, and a bag hung over that arm, but in his other hand he held a knife.

      
      ‘Don’t be alarmed by the knife,’ he said, using it to switch on the room light. ‘I’ll only use it if you try anything.’

      
      Belle’s eyes were on the jug, for now her thirst was greater than fear of a knife. ‘Where have you been?’ she gasped out.
         ‘Why did you leave me so long?’

      
      He handed her the jug, then quickly locked the door behind him. Belle lifted the jug to her lips and drank deeply. Water had
         never tasted so good.

      
      ‘I hope by now you have decided you are going to be nice to me,’ he said.

      
      Her thirst quenched, Belle put the jug down on the washstand. ‘I’ll do anything you say, but don’t leave me locked up in here
         any longer,’ she said.

      
      ‘Sit down and eat this,’ he said, holding out the bag.

      
      Belle snatched it. Inside was a chunk of bread with some cheese. The bread was stale, the small piece of cheese very hard,
         but that didn’t matter, she tore at it with her teeth, gulping it down so fast she couldn’t even taste it.

      
      Pascal stood watching her. She glanced up at him a couple of times and he was smirking.

      
      ‘Thank you,’ she said, once the last crumb was gone. ‘I thought you were never coming back.’

      
      ‘I had to teach you to have some respect for me,’ he said with a hint of menace. ‘But I’m sure now you know what I can do
         to you, everything will be different.’

      
      With her thirst gone and hunger partially sated, Belle’s wits came back to her. ‘What do you want of me?’

      
      ‘I want your love,’ he said.

      
      Belle’s heart sank. She looked into his eyes and instead of the cold, dead look she’d noticed the first time she met him,
         she saw the same kind of madness she’d seen in Faldo’s eyes that last night with him. She hadn’t handled Faldo very well,
         even though she had felt some affection for him, but she loathed Pascal and the thought of him touching her again made her
         flesh crawl.

      
      ‘It takes time and patience for love to grow,’ she said carefully, very aware now of the knife in his hand. It was only six
         inches long, with a thin blade, but it looked very sharp. ‘Locking me up without food or drink isn’t the way to make love
         happen.’

      
      ‘In that case I’ll settle for the pretend love you show your clients,’ he said, licking his lips lasciviously as he stared
         at her.

      
      She had been so intent on drinking and eating that she’d forgotten about her ripped dress and her exposed breasts. A cold
         shudder went down her spine and she tried to cover herself.

      
      ‘There’s no need to cover them up,’ he said. ‘I like looking at them. And I know how passionate you are with your clients.
         Many of them reported back to me.’

      
      Just his oily voice, let alone what he was saying, was enough for her stomach to churn. She couldn’t do it with him, she couldn’t
         bear it.

      
      ‘But you don’t want me like this,’ she said, backing away from him in horror. ‘I’m dirty – let me have a wash and some clean
         clothes first.’

      
      ‘I don’t mind you dirty,’ he said, moving towards her and reaching out to touch her right breast. ‘It’s a reminder that you
         are a whore, and besides, the smell on you is from the last time I had you. I like that.’

      
      Belle’s stomach lurched. She had always found it so easy to flirt with her clients, and to say flattering things to them to
         put them at their ease, even when she didn’t like them. But Pascal was so deeply repulsive to her that she couldn’t even attempt
         to switch on those well-practised lines, not even now when she knew her life depended on being what he wanted her to be.

      
      ‘Take off your clothes,’ he said when she made no response. ‘Every stitch. I want to see you naked.’

      
      She felt the way she had with that first man at Madame Sondheim’s, stark, cold terror washing over her. But he was brandishing
         the knife and instinct told her he wouldn’t hesitate to cut her.

      
      Reluctantly she began to strip. Her dress was so damaged that it slid to the floor easily. She untied the waist of her petticoat and let that drop too till she was standing in just her chemise. He’d ripped off her drawers downstairs, days ago,
         and she’d taken off her stockings soon after she was locked in. She really couldn’t bear to take off the last garment, even
         though it was so torn it didn’t cover much.

      
      ‘And that,’ he said, and stepped forward, putting the knife against the shoulder straps and cutting first one, then the other,
         in two quick movements. The chemise fell to the floor.

      
      ‘On the bed,’ he said, and still holding the knife in his hand, he pulled off his jacket, tossed it to one side, flicked his
         braces off his shoulders and began unbuttoning his trousers.

      
      There was nothing she could do but comply. His trousers were around his feet now, his shirt nearly reaching his bony knees,
         and his black socks were held up with suspenders. He took his cock in his hand to fondle it, while looking down at her. But
         as he was still holding the knife in his free hand she knew she couldn’t escape what he wanted to do to her, and so she had
         to get it over with as quickly as possible.

      
      ‘Come and let me hold you,’ she said, trying to sound seductive, but she could hear the desperation and loathing in her voice
         and felt certain he could too.

      
      ‘Open your legs. Show yourself to me,’ he demanded, and leaned down and put the tip of his knife on her pubic hair.

      
      Tears started up in her eyes. She’d been told by one of the girls at Martha’s about a girl in another sporting house who had
         her belly ripped open by a man and she was afraid that was what Pascal intended to do.

      
      She felt she had to do the lewd act he wanted, and held the lips of her vagina apart for him to see her.

      
      ‘Did you do that for Le Brun?’ he asked. ‘Is that why he wanted to see you again?’

      
      Belle was confused by that question. Had Philippe really wanted to see her again and Pascal was jealous?

      
      ‘I don’t remember,’ she whimpered.

      
      ‘Yes, you do. He liked fucking you so much he went to find you in your hotel.’

      
      That was even stranger. She hadn’t told Philippe where she lived.

      
      ‘I told him you’d gone away with a man. He didn’t like that. Rich, powerful men like him are used to having everything their
         way. But you’re mine now. No one else will ever have you, and I’m going to mark you to remind you that you are mine.’

      
      He slid the knife up her belly, piercing the skin. Belle looked down and saw the thin red line of blood appearing from her
         pubic hair to her navel and all at once the room seemed to swirl around and grow dark.

      
      ‘There’s little point in rushing back there now,’ Philippe said calmly. ‘If Pascal has gone out you’ll just have a wasted
         journey, and anyway, wouldn’t he have gone wherever he had to on his way home from work if he was that panicked?’

      
      ‘I suppose so,’ Etienne replied and allowed Philippe to pour him a second glass of wine. He glanced up and saw Noah coming
         into the restaurant, grinning broadly as he made his way through the diners.

      
      Pulling out a chair, Noah sat down and beamed at the two other men. ‘I’ve got some information,’ he said.

      
      As he began to talk excitedly about what he’d found out at Le Petit Journal during the afternoon neither Etienne nor Philippe could understand what he was trying to tell them. He was speaking so fast,
         using people’s names they didn’t know and making references to a newspaper article without telling them what it was about.

      
      ‘We aren’t following this at all. Calm down and tell us what you’ve found,’ Etienne said reprovingly and poured him a glass
         of wine.

      
      Noah blushed furiously. ‘I’m sorry, I’ve been waiting and waiting back at the Mirabeau, dying to tell you what I’d found,’ he said by way of explanation, and drank half the glass of
         wine in one gulp.

      
      ‘You see, I wasn’t getting anywhere much until I mentioned to the editor that Pascal had been an undertaker and I thought
         he was still Garrow’s partner,’ he said, speaking more slowly. ‘Then suddenly he remembered a story about two undertakers
         being arrested for brawling in the street. He said everyone thought it funny at the time as no one expects sombre undertakers
         to fight.’

      
      ‘It was them? Pascal and Garrow?’ Etienne asked.

      
      ‘Yes, well, he had to look it up to check the names, but it was them. It happened three years ago. They were let off with
         a warning, but one of the journalists followed it up because he was curious about why they were fighting. It seemed it was
         over an old woman who had died and left a house to Pascal. It transpired that Garrow was livid because he’d looked after her,
         going round to her and doing little jobs, and his wife did her laundry. But Pascal had done nothing more than call on her
         occasionally with the odd bunch of flowers. He accused Pascal of tricking her into changing her will in his favour and he
         said he should sell the house and share the proceeds with him.’

      
      ‘But he wouldn’t?’ Philippe asked.

      
      ‘No, he refused point blank, and that appears to be why Pascal left the business and went to work at the Ritz, because of
         the bad feeling between them.’

      
      ‘So where is this house?’ Etienne asked.

      
      ‘In Montmartre.’ Noah passed a piece of paper with the address on to Etienne. ‘So now we know where he lives. If my partner
         and brother-in-law came by a house like that and moved into it, leaving me to run the business alone, I think I’d be pretty
         damn angry about it too.’

      
      ‘But he doesn’t live there.’ Etienne frowned. ‘I followed him home today and he lives in an apartment house in a street off Boulevard Magenta.’

      
      Noah looked puzzled. ‘Really? But I got someone to check up if he still owned it, and he does. Why wouldn’t he live in it?’

      
      Philippe took the piece of paper and looked at the address. ‘I know this street, they are big, fairly new houses. He’s probably
         rented it out.’

      
      Etienne leapt to his feet. ‘I’m going to go round there now to see.’

      
      ‘But I was just going to order us all some dinner,’ Philippe said, looking askance at him. ‘Leave it till tomorrow?’

      
      ‘You two stay and order,’ Etienne said hurriedly. ‘I must go and check it out.’

      
      He left so fast the other two men looked at each other in astonishment. ‘Was it really that urgent?’ Noah asked.

      
      Philippe grinned sympathetically at him. ‘He nearly ran out of here ten minutes before you came, when I told him about the
         run in I had today with Pascal. Let me tell you about that.’

      
      Etienne looked up at the six-storey building in rue Tholoze reflectively. It was an attractive and well-proportioned house,
         probably only built in the last twenty years, and though the gas street lights weren’t bright enough to see very clearly it
         looked as if it was in very good condition. All the rooms were in darkness except for a faint glow in the fanlight window
         above the front door. In his experience that meant the residents were out for the evening and had left just one light on in
         the hall to see their way in later.

      
      He was curious as to why Pascal hadn’t moved in there. Anyone would prefer to live here rather than the dingy street his apartment
         was in. If Etienne was left a house like this he would have kept the ground floor for himself and let the upper rooms. Rents
         in Montmartre were high now, the days when it was home to struggling artists were long gone – they’d all moved to Montparnasse where it was a great deal cheaper.

      
      Not wishing to go back to Philippe and Noah without some information to make his hurried departure from the restaurant look
         vital, he went to the neighbouring house and knocked on the door. A man of about sixty with a thick mane of white hair opened
         it and Etienne apologized for disturbing him. ‘I’ve been trying to contact the owner of next door, Monsieur Pascal,’ he said.
         ‘I heard he had rooms to let.’

      
      ‘Not him, he won’t let it out to anyone,’ the man said curtly.

      
      ‘Really?’ Etienne exclaimed. ‘I was told he was anxious to let out some rooms.’

      
      ‘Whoever told you that doesn’t know the man. People are always asking for a room, but he won’t let them have one. Always seemed
         crazy to me because he’s hardly ever there.’

      
      ‘Is that so?’ Etienne exclaimed. ‘How odd to let a big house like that lie empty.’

      
      ‘The man is very odd. Comes for an hour and then he goes,’ the man said, and his tone suggested he had a grudge against Pascal.

      
      ‘I had heard he’s a difficult man,’ Etienne said in his most solicitous tone. ‘I was warned he’s slippery too. Is that true?’

      
      ‘He certainly is. A jumped-up nobody who thinks he’s gentry now he’s got that place. And he got it under dubious circumstances!’

      
      ‘How was that?’

      
      ‘He tricked Madame Florette, the old lady who used to own it, into making him her heir. Absolutely disgraceful! She had two
         nephews who should have got it.’

      
      Etienne was delighted that anger was making the man so indiscreet. ‘But it makes no sense not to make money out of it. Would
         you know when he was last here?’

      
      ‘The Thursday after Easter. I remember very well because I was so angry that his overgrown garden was invading my small yard. I saw him walk past my window and I ran out to have it out with him.’

      
      Etienne’s heart leapt, for that was the day Belle disappeared. It could just be coincidence of course, but he knew he must
         get in to the house and look around. ‘The Thursday, that would be the eleventh. Are you absolutely sure?’

      
      ‘Completely sure. I entered it into my diary because I may have to take legal action against him. I’ve only got a small space
         out back, but I keep it nice. I used to look after Madame Florette’s too, even though it’s twice the size of mine, because
         she was old and couldn’t manage it. But he’s let it run to ruin and it’s going to block out the light in my kitchen if he
         doesn’t cut back before summer comes.’

      
      ‘I hope he promised to do something about it?’ Etienne responded.

      
      ‘No, he didn’t, he was rude to me, as he always is. He just hurried in and shut the door in my face.’

      
      ‘You haven’t seen him tonight then?’ Etienne asked. ‘He’s left a light on in the hall. I assumed that means he’s coming back
         later.’

      
      ‘He never stays overnight. There isn’t any furniture in the upstairs rooms, only in the drawing room. Madame Florette had
         so many lovely things and she left those to her friends and relatives. But for some reason she left the drawing room intact
         for that odious man. We had all the relatives calling on us after she died to collect things – we held the keys, you see –
         and they were very upset that she’d left the house to this ignorant undertaker. But there was nothing anyone could do.’

      
      ‘On that night of the eleventh, he didn’t bring a young lady here, did he?’

      
      The older man frowned. ‘He arrived alone, that’s why I went out to see him. But he may have had someone there later on, I
         did hear a fiacre stop. But I can’t be sure it was someone for him.’

      
      Etienne felt the time had come to be more truthful. ‘To be honest, sir, I’m not interested in renting that house. I am trying
         to find a young lady who has disappeared. I am certain Monsieur Pascal had a hand in that disappearance.’

      
      The older man looked hard at Etienne, perhaps feeling it might have been unwise to say so much to a stranger. But then he
         sniffed. ‘Well, he’s certainly shady enough. But are you suggesting she might be in the house now?’

      
      ‘It’s possible. She disappeared the night of the eleventh, and he did send a cab to take her to Montmartre, I have a note
         in his handwriting to that effect. Have you heard any noise coming from his house?’

      
      The man shook his head. ‘But then, the walls are thick.’

      
      ‘Would it be too much of an imposition to ask if I could get over into his garden from yours?’

      
      The man hesitated. ‘How do I know you aren’t planning to rob my neighbour?’

      
      ‘Would you care if I did?’

      
      The older man smirked. ‘No, but I don’t like being fooled.’

      
      ‘You’ll be a hero if the girl is in there,’ Etienne said. ‘Take a risk with me? Please! He could have hurt her.’

      
      ‘Then it’s my duty to assist you. Come in.’

      
      Etienne followed the man through a wide hall with two doors opening on to it, then on into a narrower passage which led to
         the kitchen, beyond which was a scullery. The man opened a door on to the yard. ‘I shall deny knowing how you gained access
         to his garden if you are caught,’ he said, but then smiled. ‘Good luck. You will tell me if you find the girl?’

      
      ‘You and the whole neighbourhood will know,’ Etienne said. ‘I am indebted to you.’

      
      Etienne could see immediately why Pascal’s neighbour was so rattled, for in the light coming from his scullery he could see
         the bushes and brambles on the other side of the six-foot wall dividing the two houses were thick and tall. Though not yet in full leaf, by summer they would be rambling over on to the small, neat yard.

      
      He climbed the wall as effortlessly as a cat and chose a spot to get down to the other side where the brambles were less thick.
         Even in the dark he could see that the whole garden was totally overgrown. Here and there he could see almost luminous white
         blossom and smell a sweet, musky scent, which told him it had once been a much loved garden. He waited among the bushes until
         his eyes grew used to the dark, and then went down to the end of the garden where there was a large tree. He turned and looked
         back at the house. The three-quarter moon was bright, hanging right above the house, and he could see that it was taller than
         both its neighbours. There were no lights except a faint glow in a narrow window on the first floor, by which he assumed that
         it was the window on the stairs, and the light was coming up from the hall.

      
      Going back to the house, he tried the back door, which he found was locked and bolted. Locks were no deterrent to him, but
         bolts were, so he looked around for an easier way in. The small window beside the back door looked good. He always carried
         a thin, sharp knife in a leather sheath attached to his belt and he took it out and slid the blade between the window and
         the frame. He could feel the metal of the catch and it was stiff, but it lifted after a couple of seconds of working on it,
         and the window opened.

      
      He climbed in to find he was above the sink, and jumped silently to the floor. The layout was the same as the neighbour’s
         house and he walked through to the kitchen, then opened the door through to the hall. Even though he’d known a light was on
         there he was still startled to find himself in such brightness. He stopped to listen before looking around. He could hear
         nothing but the ticking of a clock which appeared to be coming from a room at the front of the house.

      
      The first door he opened was devoid of any furniture, and the walls were papered in dark green, with faded places where pictures
         had once hung. He assumed it had been the dining room. The second door nearest to the front door was to a well-furnished drawing
         room, the walls lined with books. The curtains were closed, and having seen it he shut the door again and started to go upstairs.
         He noticed that the stair carpet and the pictures hanging on the wall didn’t go with the good taste he’d seen in the drawing
         room. The carpet was a bright red, it looked thin and cheap, and the pictures were the kind anyone could buy for twenty francs
         in the flea market. He guessed this was Pascal’s input.

      
      He had only reached the fifth step when he heard a sound. He stopped and listened. It was almost like a dog’s growl, yet he
         sensed it was human, and it was coming from the top of the house. Etienne was always light on his feet – people often said
         he unnerved them because they never heard him coming – but up till now he’d made no effort to be silent. It seemed he wasn’t
         in an empty house, however.

      
      Creeping up on tiptoe, he winced as a stair creaked, and strained his ears to listen. The growl-like noise came again, and
         as he reached the first landing he could hear a low thumping sound too. Both sounds could be put down to the kinds of noise
         someone might make if they were tied up and gagged, and therefore it could be Belle, imprisoned in one of the upstairs rooms.
         But much as he wanted to run up there full tilt and check, he knew he must be cautious. He withdrew his knife again and continued
         creeping up, listening all the while, poised to strike out if necessary.

      
      When he reached the fourth floor there was very little light coming from the hall any more, but as he looked upwards over
         the banisters he saw a chink coming from the top floor. The thumping sound was much louder now, and suddenly he realized what
         he was hearing. Furthermore he recognized the growling sound as the kind of noise a gagged person might make, and he was certain it was Belle.

      
      Incensed, he threw caution aside, running at full tilt up the last flight of stairs, and when he reached the door he ran at
         it with his shoulder. The whole door and frame shuddered and creaked, he went back and did it again harder still, and this
         time the door crashed open, pieces of wood on the frame shattered and falling to the floor.

      
      The scene in front of him made Etienne’s stomach turn. Pascal had already leapt from the bed and backed up to the far wall,
         holding Belle in front of him.

      
      She was naked, her face white and terrified, blood running down her stomach and legs. She had something stuck in her mouth
         as a gag. And Pascal was holding a knife to her throat.

      
      Her eyes were wide with shock at seeing Etienne.

      
      ‘Come any closer and I’ll slit her ear to ear,’ Pascal hissed. He was wearing just a shirt and his socks held up by suspenders,
         but his shirt was stained with blood. ‘Who are you anyway?’

      
      ‘Let her go,’ Etienne commanded. He had concealed his own knife up his sleeve the moment he saw Pascal had one, and now he
         surreptitiously slid it back into the sheath to keep his hands free. ‘You can have me as a hostage, but let her go.’

      
      ‘Why would I want to do that?’ Pascal said with disdain. ‘I hold all the cards here. Make one move on me and I’ll cut her
         throat.’

      
      Etienne was aware the man did hold all the cards. If he was to turn and run for help, Belle would die. If he tried to grab
         Pascal, the chances were that the man would make good his threat.

      
      Years ago when he was just a boy, an uncle of his who was a prize fighter had told him a cornered man was just as dangerous
         and as unpredictable as a cornered animal. Etienne had found it to be true on many an occasion. He knew he had to get his
         rage under control and think before making a move. ‘I don’t want to hurt you, and I don’t want Belle hurt either,’ he said as calmly as possible.

      
      ‘You can’t hurt me,’ Pascal said smugly. ‘She’s my woman. I’ve waited a long time to find the right one, and now I’ve got
         her, I’m going to keep her.’

      
      Belle’s eyes were fixed on Etienne. Although she was clearly terrified, his sudden arrival must seem like a miracle to her.
         Etienne glanced around the bare room, noting that the window was boarded up. He winced when he saw her blood all over the
         blanket. ‘Keep her in here? Like a caged animal?’ he asked. ‘What pleasure can there be in that?’

      
      ‘You don’t know anything about me,’ Pascal retorted. ‘This is my house, and she’ll be mistress of it.’

      
      Etienne realized then that the man must be completely deranged if he thought he could rape a woman, lock her up, slice her
         with a knife, threaten to cut her throat, yet imagine that she wouldn’t run from him at the first opportunity. He knew he
         must be very cautious and try to talk him round.

      
      ‘If you want a woman to stay with you then you have to show her some kindness and affection,’ he said. Belle raised her eyebrows
         as if trying to warn him Pascal was extremely volatile.

      
      ‘She’s a whore, she’s used to being paid for. I’ll keep her and clothe her, and she’ll stay with me. Who are you anyway?’

      
      ‘Just one of many people who have been searching for her,’ Etienne said. ‘Even now there is a group of men waiting for me
         to report back about whether you were here or not. When I don’t come back they’ll come looking for me. And your neighbour
         knows I’m here. He let me get over the garden wall. He’ll call the gendarmes soon. So let Belle go, and it won’t be so bad
         for you.’

      
      ‘I told you, come any closer and I’ll cut her throat.’

      
      Etienne saw Belle’s hands moving towards her gag, but she was clearly too frightened to reach up and pull it out in case he slashed at her. ‘At least let her take that rag from her mouth, she can barely breathe,’ he said.

      
      ‘No, I don’t want to hear her voice. Every word she says is a lie. I brought her here to my house to give her a good life
         with me, but she wouldn’t even give me what she’ll give any other man who pays her.’

      
      ‘I see,’ Etienne said, and leaned back against the wall to create a less threatening image. ‘So you love her, is that it?’

      
      ‘You think a man like me can’t love?’ Pascal said angrily.

      
      Belle looked straight at Etienne and winked, then blinked in an exaggerated manner while moving her hands slightly up and
         down. He felt she was trying to tell him that she could lift her hands to knock the knife away, if he would be ready to pounce
         on Pascal.

      
      ‘I think love can lift any man up,’ he said, hoping that she would understand that was his coded answer. ‘But sometimes we
         think women have given us a signal that they want us, and we are mistaken.’

      
      Belle blinked very quickly again, and he was sure then that he’d read her message right.

      
      ‘What about your wife?’ Etienne asked, and shuffled a few inches nearer to Pascal along the wall. ‘How can you hope to keep
         Belle here when you already have a wife?’

      
      ‘Frenchmen have always had mistresses,’ he said.

      
      ‘But a mistress has to be willing,’ Etienne said, moving again. He was close enough to spring at the man now but he wanted
         to wait until he was off guard or growing weary of standing in one position. ‘Belle isn’t willing, is she? And the gendarmes
         have gone to your home to look for you. They’ll go to see Garrow too. He’ll tell them about this house, just as he told one
         of my friends today.’

      
      Pascal’s face seemed to sag a little. Etienne hoped by continuing to overload him with worrying thoughts he might lose his
         self-control for a second or two. ‘This is all a terrible mess for you, isn’t it? Your neighbour is suspicious of you, he saw Belle arrive here in a fiacre. He’ll be contacting the
         gendarmes now as I didn’t come straight out. And what about your job at the Ritz? If this gets out they’ll fire you, but of
         course that hardly matters as you’ll be sent to prison.’

      
      ‘Shut your mouth!’ Pascal roared at him. Belle nodded her head at Etienne as the man shifted his feet, and as her hand came
         up to swipe away the knife from her throat, Etienne leapt towards them, catching Pascal by his shoulders and pushing him hard
         against the wall.

      
      Belle had slithered to the floor; Etienne couldn’t pause to check if the knife had wounded her, he had to concentrate on beating
         Pascal into submission. Holding him back against the wall with his left hand, he punched him in the belly with all his strength,
         winding him, and heard the knife fall from his hand to the floor.

      
      It was several years since Etienne had last beaten anyone. His reputation was such that most troublemakers or double-crossers
         backed down when he came after them. He had always prided himself on using only the minimum of force needed to suppress or
         control someone he’d been sent after. But he had stored up anger since he lost Elena and the boys, and as he looked down at
         Pascal holding his belly, he felt murderous at what he’d done to Belle.

      
      He caught hold of the man’s neck, bringing him up to his own height, and punched him in the face with his full force. He heard
         the man’s cry for mercy as blood erupted from his smashed nose, and that goaded him further, so he caught hold of his head
         and banged it back against the wall over and over again.

      
      ‘No more, Etienne,’ Belle yelled out. ‘You’ll kill him. Tie him up and let the gendarmes deal with him.’

      
      Hearing her voice brought him out of the dark place he’d slipped into and he let Pascal slide down the wall to the floor, unconscious.

      
      He turned to see Belle standing there, Pascal’s knife in her hand, tears running down her cheeks making white tracks through
         the blood and grime. Her hair was matted and she was still naked.

      
      ‘There’s rope under the mattress,’ she sobbed. ‘Just tie him up and let’s get out of here.’

      
      Etienne picked up the blanket from the bed and wrapped it round her.

      
      Suddenly they both heard the sound of breaking glass downstairs. Etienne guessed it was Noah and Philippe, but Belle quaked
         visibly. ‘Don’t be scared, that’s reinforcements,’ he said, holding her to him tightly. ‘It’s all over now. We’re going to
         take you somewhere safe.’

      

      
      Chapter Thirty-four

      
      Etienne couldn’t bear the sound of Belle whimpering any longer. Twenty-four hours had passed since he had rescued her from
         Pascal, and Philippe had arranged for her to be brought to this private nursing home. A doctor had attended her as soon as
         she got here, and he’d dressed the wound on her belly, which mercifully wasn’t deep enough to need stitching. He said he thought
         she would recover completely with rest and good food. Etienne had taken it upon himself to keep a vigil outside her door as
         he felt the doctor was being too complacent about what she’d been through.

      
      He opened the door and went in. It was a small, all-white room with an iron bed and a wooden crucifix above it. One of the
         nurses had lit a night-light when it grew dark, and Belle’s hair stood out in stark relief against the white bed linen.

      
      ‘Can’t you sleep?’ he asked gently. ‘Would it help if I sat beside you in here? Or would you like to talk?’

      
      ‘I’m afraid to fall asleep,’ she whispered. ‘I think I’m scared I’ll wake up later and find I’d dreamt you rescued me. I don’t
         even understand how you found me.’

      
      After what she’d been through Etienne found it unsurprising that she’d hardly said a word after her rescue. He thought it
         was quite possible she’d never be able to tell anyone exactly what Pascal had done to her, though the bleeding, bruises and
         her terror told much of the story. But he thought it was a good sign that she had questions to ask.

      
      ‘Noah and I have been like your English Sherlock Holmes,’ he said lightly, perching on the edge of the bed. ‘We snooped, bullied
         and pushed our way into finding you. What was that phrase Holmes used to say to his companion? “Elementary, my dear Watson.” ’

      
      He was rewarded with a faint ghost of a smile.

      
      ‘Who is Noah? He spoke as if he knew me well but I’m sure I’ve never met him before,’ she said, frowning as if she’d been
         puzzled for some time.

      
      ‘He was a friend of Millie’s, the girl who was killed at your mother’s,’ Etienne said. ‘Mog, the lady you told me about, went
         to him to ask for his help in finding you when you disappeared. You see, he’s a journalist. He’s been backwards and forwards
         to France several times trying to find you. On one of those trips he met Lisette, who nursed you before I took you to New
         Orleans, and she told him you’d been taken to America. But it is really Madame Herrison you have to thank for your rescue.
         When you didn’t come home on the night of the eleventh she was afraid for you. Lisette is an old friend of hers and she went
         to her for advice. She was amazed to find Lisette knew you and furthermore had Noah’s address in England, so she sent him
         a telegram, and she got word to me in Marseille.’

      
      ‘Gabrielle did all that?’ Belle whispered.

      
      ‘She’s been hurt by men herself and she is fond of you,’ he said. ‘But I can explain all of it more clearly when you feel
         better. The gendarmes have Pascal now, and Philippe Le Brun is arranging papers for you so that you can go home to England.’

      
      ‘But wasn’t Philippe in with Pascal? It was his house I was kept in.’

      
      Etienne smoothed her hair back from her face tenderly. ‘No, it was Pascal’s house, Philippe knew nothing of it until Noah
         and I went to see him. He is a good man, and he’s another person who likes you very much. He and Noah have spent the day with
         the gendarmes explaining everything. As you must be aware, my credentials are not as good as theirs, so I opted for staying
         here with you.’

      
      ‘So Noah knows my mother and Mog?’

      
      Etienne felt a surge of emotion at the hope in her eyes.

      
      ‘Very well, from what he said your Mog has almost adopted him as family. She has never given up hope of you being found.’

      
      ‘And my mother, Annie?’

      
      Etienne had hoped Belle would wait to ask Noah about her mother. From what he gathered, she hadn’t taken any part in trying
         to find her daughter. ‘You’ll have to ask Noah about her,’ he said carefully. ‘We only met a few days ago and we’ve been too
         preoccupied with finding you to talk about anything much else.’

      
      ‘Does everyone know what I am?’ she asked in a small voice.

      
      ‘They know only what we told them, that you were abducted from England.’

      
      ‘But Pascal will tell them how I went to him for clients.’

      
      Etienne’s heart tightened in sympathy for her. There was so much in his life that he was ashamed of, but he had chosen his
         path, she had been pushed on to hers. ‘I think you’ll find Philippe can tell a plausible tale or two, and no other man is
         going to come forward and say something different. Besides, Pascal is a madman, no one will pay much attention to anything
         he might say.’

      
      She was silent for some little time, and he guessed she was mulling that over.

      
      ‘Tell me how you have been,’ she asked suddenly, as if she wanted to dispel memories of Pascal and her ordeal in that attic
         room. ‘I didn’t expect to ever see you again, but I’ve thought about you a great deal in the last two years.’

      
      ‘I’ve got a little cottage now, I’m clearing the land to grow crops. I’m out of the business I used to be in.’

      
      ‘I’m glad of that,’ she said. ‘It must be a great relief to your wife too.’

      
      He nodded. He wasn’t going to tell her about his misfortunes, she’d had enough of her own. ‘Try to sleep now,’ he suggested.
         ‘I’ll be close by if you need me.’

      
      ‘Don’t you want to know how I ended up back in France?’ she asked.

      
      ‘Of course I do, I just didn’t think you were ready for that.’

      
      ‘It might help me lay some ghosts.’ She grimaced. ‘I did become the top girl at Martha’s, there were times I even loved it
         there. But Martha was a snake, she only paid me a pittance because she said she had to get back what she’d laid out for me.’

      
      ‘I’m sorry to hear that. When I told you she was a good woman I was repeating what I’d heard. But even basically decent people
         can turn where money is concerned. So how did you get away from there?’

      
      ‘I pretended I was just going for a walk, and went off to become the mistress of one of my clients,’ she said. ‘It was the
         only way I could get free, and I thought I could then save up enough to get back to England.’

      
      ‘I hope he was a good man,’ Etienne said, and caressed her cheek gently.

      
      ‘I believed he was, he was kind and I liked him. I really wanted to make him happy,’ she said as her eyes filled with tears.
         ‘But he changed as soon as he’d set me up in a little house. He didn’t talk to me, he’d never tell me in advance when he was
         calling, wouldn’t take me out anywhere, he just used me and made me feel so bad about myself. Why did he change like that,
         Etienne? It was like I’d just swopped one prison for another.’

      
      Etienne sighed deeply, and picked up her hand and kissed the tips of her fingers. ‘It was probably because he’d fallen for
         you and he was afraid you’d deceive him. I’d say he was very unsure of himself.’

      
      Belle explained briefly about how lonely she was and how she got to know Miss Frank in the hat shop and arranged to help her
         make hats.

      
      ‘I never dared tell Faldo where I went every day, but learning to make hats cheered me so much. On nights when he didn’t call on me I spent my time designing too. Miss Frank even got an order for one of my designs and I really thought I
         was getting somewhere. But then Faldo died.’

      
      ‘He died? How?’

      
      ‘He had a heart attack, while we were –’ She stopped abruptly, dropping her eyes. Etienne guessed by that exactly what Faldo
         was doing when he died.

      
      ‘He was hateful to me that night,’ she said in a small voice, tears rolling down her cheeks. ‘I asked him why he didn’t talk
         to me or take me out anywhere, and he said all kinds of horrible things and hit me. Then he started pleading with me and saying
         he couldn’t help himself because he wanted my heart. He said that, then he forced himself on me like a madman.’ She broke
         down then and all Etienne could do was hold her hand and wait till she could finish.

      
      ‘He had some kind of turn while he was doing it,’ she sobbed. ‘I ran for help, but by the time I got back with a policeman
         he was dead. Later, when a doctor got there, he said it was a heart attack.’

      
      Etienne could well imagine just how terrible all that was to a young girl who had no one to turn to. He’d met plenty of young
         women who when anxious to get out of a brothel had put their trust in an older man. It usually turned sour, perhaps because
         the kind of men who offered a new life to a one-time whore were usually inadequate themselves.

      
      ‘You must have been so frightened,’ Etienne said.

      
      Belle nodded. ‘I went to Miss Frank, I thought she would help me, but when I told her about everything she turned against
         me too. So I packed up my things and got a passage on the only ship that would take me. That was bound for Marseille.’

      
      Etienne raised one eyebrow. ‘I wish I’d known.’

      
      Belle squeezed his hand. ‘I thought about you on the voyage, but I wouldn’t have dared ask anyone if they knew you, in case
         the wrong people got to hear about it. But I was a fool there too. You’d think I would have learned by then not to trust anyone.’

      
      ‘Who did you trust there?’

      
      ‘Well, first it was another passenger on the ship, a man called Arnaud Germaine. He took me to the house of a friend of his,
         Madame Albertine. Do you know either of them?’

      
      Etienne gave a wry half-smile. ‘I don’t recognize the name Germaine, but I have heard of Madame Albertine. She is well known
         for introducing handsome young men to rich older women.’

      
      Belle frowned at this, wondering if the young men she had met at Madame Albertine’s house, Clovis included, were potential
         gigolos. Afraid she might have been mistaken about the older woman’s intentions towards her, and embarrassed about what happened
         with Clovis, she didn’t wish to say anything further about Marseille.

      
      ‘Well, let’s just say I regretted telling her all about myself,’ she said. ‘So I caught the train to Paris.’

      
      Etienne remembered that Gabrielle had said Belle arrived at the Mirabeau wearing an evening dress beneath her coat, without
         any luggage, so he guessed she had had some kind of humiliating experience in Marseille which she didn’t wish to reveal.

      
      ‘We all make the mistake of trusting the wrong people sometimes,’ he said soothingly. ‘I certainly have, many times. But sometimes
         we also put our trust in the right ones, as you did with Gabrielle, and I did with Noah and Philippe.’

      
      ‘I thought I was seeing things when you came hurtling through that door,’ she said with a faint chuckle. ‘I even forgot to
         be embarrassed at having no clothes on.’

      
      Etienne smiled back at her. ‘In years to come we’ll think we were in a scene in a penny dreadful. It’s a shame I didn’t think
         to say, “Unhand her, you scoundrel.” ’

      
      Belle managed a real laugh at that. ‘It is so good to see you again. When I was back in New Orleans I used to wonder if you were really as handsome and mysterious as I remembered or whether
         that was just because I was so young and naive. But you are everything I remembered.’

      
      ‘I’ve often recalled how you took care of me when I was seasick, and how beautiful you looked that last night before we got
         to New Orleans. It was so hard to leave you in New Orleans, Belle, I’ve always wished I hadn’t taken you there.’

      
      ‘You had no choice,’ she said firmly. ‘And don’t feel bad about it, for in some ways it was the making of me.’

      
      ‘How can you say that?’ he asked.

      
      ‘I grew up, I became self-reliant,’ she said with a shrug of her shoulders. ‘I learned a lot about people. But don’t let’s
         do this “I wish I hadn’t” stuff. All the time I was in that room at Pascal’s I kept doing that, and it just drives you mad.’

      
      Etienne had been impressed on the way to America by Belle’s ability to accept things she couldn’t change, and he was very
         glad she was still that way. ‘Fair enough. So what else would you like to tell me, or ask me?’ he said.

      
      ‘I left a lot of money in my room at the Mirabeau. Did Gabrielle find it?’ she asked.

      
      ‘I found it,’ he said. ‘It’s all still there, perfectly safe. And Gabrielle has a big heart underneath her dour exterior.
         Noah went back there last night and told her you’d been found and where you were. He said she lit up like the Eiffel Tower,
         she’d been beside herself with worry. But tomorrow or the next day you can go back to see her. She can’t wait to see you.’

      
      Belle closed her eyes then, and Etienne thought he would wait until she was sound asleep, then creep out.

      
      But a few minutes later her eyes flew open. ‘I know I said we weren’t to do the “I wish I hadn’t” stuff, but have you ever
         felt that it would be better to just die rather than live with the awful things you’ve done?’ she asked.

      
      ‘Yes, I have,’ he admitted, remembering that it was only a few months ago that he thought of nothing else. ‘But listen to me, Belle. One in every five women in Paris are filles de joie, and a large percentage of them have had no choice but to make a living that way, just like you. You didn’t steal or hurt
         anyone, in fact you gave your clients a great deal of pleasure, so you must not feel bad about it.’

      
      ‘I didn’t feel bad, not until Pascal. But he brought home to me what selling my body really meant. In his way he was right,
         why wouldn’t I let him have me? I was up for sale. Why didn’t I see just how low I’d sunk? I could have worked as a waitress,
         or cleaned for people. But I thought I was too good for that. How could I think being a whore was better?’

      
      Etienne leaned forward, scooped her into his arms and held her tightly. ‘He was bad, not you, Belle. Don’t you dare begin
         to think you deserved what he did to you. Death isn’t a solution, it’s just the coward’s way of escaping the hurt. The brave
         thing to do is to put the past where it belongs, behind you. I’ve seen those hats in your sketchbook, and you have real talent.
         So think of going back to England with the slate wiped clean, of becoming a milliner and achieving your dream.’

      
      She began to cry then, not the sad little whimpers he’d heard before, but great heaving, cleansing sobs. Etienne continued
         to hold her as she wept, knowing that the healing process could not begin until she let it all out.

      
      She cried for a very long time, but gradually it began to abate. Etienne got a wet facecloth and bathed her swollen eyes.
         ‘Do you think you can sleep now? Have I convinced you that you are safe, that Pascal is locked up and that you are going home
         to England very soon?’

      
      Belle gave a smile then, a weak, watery one. ‘Yes, I’m convinced, but I have just one more question. Was Kent hanged for killing
         Millie?’

      
      Etienne wasn’t sure this was the right time to talk about that, but if he fobbed her off she would just worry about it too. ‘No, he wasn’t. There wasn’t enough evidence to charge him with her murder. Noah has compiled quite a dossier on the
         man’s crimes, and it wasn’t just you he sold to a brothel, there were many other girls too. They are all still missing, and
         it’s Noah’s hope he can expose all those who had a part in it both back in England and here in France.’

      
      ‘Then he’ll need me to be a witness?’

      
      Etienne hesitated. He was afraid if he said that her evidence was vital she would become scared again.

      
      ‘No one is going to ask you to do anything you don’t want to do.’

      
      ‘I want him punished, for Millie’s sake. And unless he is, and that horrible Madame Sondheim, then such things will just go
         on and on. But I wouldn’t want people like you or Lisette to get dragged into it.’

      
      ‘I shall be fine. I was just hired to escort you to America, you were not under age, and I had no choice either. I also have
         my own reasons to want the guilty punished, and I will assist the gendarmes with that. As for Lisette, she is as much a victim
         as you are, and Noah is sweet on her too, so she’ll be looked after. Once the top people are arrested it usually follows that
         many others beneath them feel able to tell what they know. Noah hopes we may find the other girls too; they’ve all got families
         desperate for news of them.’

      
      ‘Then I must be a witness,’ Belle said. ‘It would be very cowardly not to be.’

      
      He smiled down at her, moved by her courage. ‘It won’t be easy for you. To be the main witness in a trial of this importance
         will mean your name will be in the newspapers, and people will talk,’ he warned her.

      
      ‘Let them talk,’ she said. ‘Bad men have to be stopped.’

      
      ‘Were you here all night again?’ Noah asked when he arrived at the nursing home the next morning to see how Belle was and found Etienne sitting outside her door looking hollow-eyed and unshaven.

      
      ‘Yes, I was afraid she’d have nightmares,’ Etienne said.

      
      ‘Did she?’

      
      ‘No, she slept remarkably peacefully. But before you go in to see her, let’s go outside and talk. Then I’ll introduce you
         properly before I go back to the Mirabeau to get cleaned up.’

      
      Noah had long since lost all his reservations about the Frenchman, even if he had been a gangster, and for him to wait outside
         Belle’s door for forty-eight hours was further evidence of the man’s trustworthiness and his affection for her. They walked
         along the passage, down the stairs and out into a small courtyard garden at the back of the nursing home. It was a warm, sunny
         morning, and the sheltered garden was beautiful, bright with red and yellow tulips and a small tree laden with white blossom.

      
      They sat down on a bench and Etienne told Noah that Belle was prepared to be a witness in any court proceedings.

      
      ‘It turns out the police here have had some suspicions about Pascal for some time,’ Noah said. ‘Not only do they believe he
         tricked the old lady into giving him that house, but another girl, Claudette something or other, disappeared about eighteen
         months ago, and they think now he may have killed her.’

      
      Etienne said that somehow it didn’t surprise him and asked if she’d been a prostitute.

      
      ‘No, she worked in a department store. A friend who worked at the same place and shared a room with her reported her missing
         when she didn’t come home one night. She said that she was sure that a male customer who kept coming into the store to see
         her friend was responsible. She didn’t know the man’s name but the description she gave of him at the time fits Pascal. It
         was the girl’s opinion that he had been waiting for her friend when the store closed and persuaded her to go somewhere with
         him.’

      
      ‘Surely they followed it up?’

      
      Noah shrugged. ‘The police here seem almost as sloppy as in England. They did ask a lot of people whether they’d seen Claudette
         with anyone, but I suppose in a city the size of Paris it is difficult to find someone when they haven’t even got his name.
         As they didn’t find Claudette’s body and she had no close relatives to push them harder, her details were just filed away
         and, until now, forgotten. Philippe translated all this to me, so something might have been lost in the translation, but they
         did say they intended to do a thorough search of Pascal’s house and garden today.’

      
      ‘Has Pascal said anything about Belle yet?’

      
      ‘Apparently he refused to say a word for the first few hours they had him in custody, but around four o’clock yesterday afternoon
         he claimed he picked up Belle on the street, and she’d gone with him to his house willingly. He then said that after having
         sex with him she demanded five hundred francs, and said if he didn’t give it to her she was going to tell his wife and his
         employers.’

      
      Etienne shook his head in disbelief. ‘So that’s his excuse for locking her in a room for days and then raping her again and
         threatening to kill her?’

      
      ‘He said he panicked,’ Noah said wryly, raising one eyebrow. ‘But as it turned out he played right into our hands by saying
         that. You see, Philippe had already said that Pascal had acted as a go-between for him and Belle, as Philippe had seen her
         having tea in the Ritz a few weeks earlier and he’d asked Pascal who she was. Philippe said Pascal stopped Belle as she was
         leaving the hotel and said there was a gentleman who wanted to meet her. And the upshot of that was Philippe taking her out
         to dinner a couple of times.’

      
      ‘That was quick thinking,’ Etienne said approvingly. ‘It might make some think Belle was a bit fast, but that’s less damaging
         to her than the truth.’

      
      ‘Exactly. Philippe isn’t the kind of man people doubt; he’s a well-known, upright citizen who just happens to be a ladies’
         man, and besides, he clearly was very taken with Belle, the gendarmes must have sensed that. And as Philippe himself pointed
         out, if a body is found, that will be the main thrust of Pascal’s trial, and Belle will only have to play a very minor part
         in it. And it is extremely unlikely that any other client of hers will come forward.’

      
      ‘Didn’t the gendarmes ask what she did for a living?’

      
      ‘Yes, and Philippe said she was a chambermaid at the Mirabeau. It was Gabrielle who suggested that.’

      
      Etienne was impressed that Philippe appeared to have thought of everything. ‘Did you say anything about Belle being abducted
         and brought to France?’

      
      ‘No. If I had brought that up, Kent might get word of it and disappear before the police have a chance to arrest him. Anyway,
         it wasn’t a good idea to muddy the waters.’

      
      ‘You did well,’ Etienne said. ‘I never did thank you for turning up so promptly at Pascal’s house. It was a very nasty situation,
         and I can’t tell you how relieved I was when you came charging in. What made you come so promptly? You surely hadn’t had time
         to eat your dinner?’

      
      Noah half smiled. ‘The way you rushed out made me feel tense. Then I just got this gut feeling something was wrong. When we
         got to the house the man from next door was standing outside looking up at the windows. He was worried because you were still
         in there. So Philippe booted the door in. I don’t think I’ve ever been so shocked by anything as the scene in that room. The
         blood, the smell, Belle’s white, terrified face. Thank God you found her! He must have planned to kill her, he couldn’t have
         just kept her there indefinitely.’

      
      ‘I think you’re right,’ Etienne mused. ‘But from what he said, I’d say he got her there thinking he could keep her there as his mistress. How could any man be so deluded as to think he could win a woman’s heart with force and cruelty?’

      
      ‘Speaking of hearts, has Belle asked about Jimmy? I think we should send a telegram to Mog saying we’ve found her, but I wouldn’t
         mind betting that will make Jimmy come charging over here.’

      
      ‘No. She wanted to know who you were and I explained that, but I steered clear of other things you’d told me, because she
         wasn’t strong enough last night to be told about the fire, or her mother’s apparent indifference. You are the one who should
         tell her about the fire. Hopefully you can gloss over about her mother.’

      
      Noah nodded. ‘I think the fire was probably a blessing in disguise. Belle will have no reminders about what she saw in the
         old place, and she’ll have a real home with Mog, Garth and Jimmy.’

      
      ‘I think it’s a little unrealistic to imagine she’ll pick up the pieces with him,’ Etienne said tartly.

      
      Noah looked at Etienne and laughed. ‘Do I detect a jealous note?’

      
      ‘Bien sûr, je ne suis pas jaloux,’ Etienne retorted.

      
      Noah laughed again. By slipping into his native tongue Etienne had proved he had feelings for Belle.

      
      ‘No, of course you aren’t jealous! How could you be?’

      
      Noah was rewarded by seeing Etienne blush. He was pretty sure his blushes were rarer than hen’s teeth.

      
      ‘We’d better go in and see Belle now,’ Noah said. ‘And then you ought to go and get some sleep before you keel over.’

      
      Etienne was pleased to see Belle looking a hundred times better than she had the night before. Her eyes were brighter, the
         dark circles that had been around them were gone, and the bruise on her cheek was less livid.

      
      ‘This is Noah Bayliss, my Doctor Watson,’ he said with a wide smile. ‘You were hardly in the mood for introductions last time you met.’

      
      ‘I understand I have a great deal to thank you for, Mr Bayliss,’ she said. ‘Etienne told me you’ve been to Paris several times
         searching for me.’

      
      ‘Please call me Noah,’ he said with a smile. ‘And no thanks are necessary; to see you now looking so much better is all the
         thanks I need.’

      
      ‘Now, sit down and tell me all about Mog,’ she said, and there was excitement in her voice and eyes.

      
      ‘I’m going back to the Mirabeau,’ Etienne said, turning towards the door. ‘I believe you may be able to leave here later today
         or tomorrow, so I’ll bring you some clothes when I return.’

      
      ‘Give Gabrielle my best wishes,’ she said. ‘And tell her I am indebted to her for finding you.’

      
      Noah pulled a chair up to her bed once Etienne had gone. ‘Did you know he has been outside your door for the last forty-eight
         hours?’ he said.

      
      Belle looked surprised. ‘But why? No one was going to harm me here.’

      
      ‘He was afraid you’d have nightmares.’

      
      ‘I seem to have the ability to recover from unpleasant things rather quickly,’ she said. ‘I slept very well last night, I
         didn’t even dream. And I woke this morning feeling much better. But enough about me, tell me all about how you met Mog and
         my mother. I understand Millie was a friend of yours, so it must have been awful to hear how she died.’

      
      ‘After you disappeared, Mog found out where I lived and came to see me. I was an investigator for an insurance company at
         the time, and Mog thought that meant I would be able to find you. I hadn’t heard what had happened to Millie until she told
         me.’

      
      ‘Didn’t my mother come to you?’

      
      Noah heard the note of hurt in her voice. ‘I think Mog acted on her own initiative, and someone had to stay home in case you returned or somebody called with news of you.’

      
      He went on to explain that he really had no experience of finding a missing person. ‘The police didn’t take it very seriously
         and Mog was distraught. But Jimmy fired me up to want to find you; without him I might have just backed away.’

      
      ‘Jimmy helped?’ She looked surprised and touched. ‘But how did you get to meet him? And how is he? Is he still with his uncle
         at the Ram’s Head?’

      
      ‘He practically runs it now, and he’s a fine young man, one of the best. Without him I feel Mog might have fallen apart over
         your disappearance. And he and his Uncle Garth saved your mother’s life in the fire.’

      
      ‘Fire?’

      
      Noah saw the horror come back in her eyes and wondered at the wisdom of telling her this so soon after her ordeal.

      
      ‘Yes, your old home was burned down. Mog raised the alarm and got all the girls out safely, but Annie was trapped in her room.
         Garth and Jimmy rescued her through the window. Then they took both women back to the Ram’s Head.’

      
      ‘Was the fire an accident?’

      
      ‘We think Kent got someone to set it,’ Noah said. ‘But of course we couldn’t prove that, and such is the man’s power that
         the police took little interest.’

      
      Belle’s eyes filled with tears. ‘It must have been so sad for them losing their home and all their belongings. But why did
         Garth take them to his place? He was said to be an unpleasant man.’

      
      ‘Like most people he can be something of a surprise,’ Noah said, and he reached out and dried her eyes with her sheet. ‘I’ve
         got to know him well in the last two years, and underneath that brusque exterior he’s a kind and decent man. Of course Mog
         has turned him and the Ram’s Head round since she became his housekeeper.’

      
      Belle looked astounded.

      
      ‘It gets better,’ Noah said with a grin. ‘He and Mog want to get married. And when they get my telegram to say I’m bringing
         you home they are going to be dancing with joy and I’m sure the wedding will be a double celebration with you there.’

      
      ‘Oh, Noah!’ she exclaimed, her eyes filling with happy tears. ‘That is such wonderful news. Mog deserves all the happiness
         in the world. I thought she was destined to become an old maid.’

      
      ‘Love and being wanted has made her blossom,’ Noah said gleefully. ‘All that was missing from her complete happiness was finding
         you.’

      
      Belle asked many excited questions about Mog and Jimmy, but then her face clouded over.

      
      ‘You haven’t said anything about my mother.’

      
      ‘She’s doing just fine,’ Noah said hastily and went on to tell Belle about Annie’s boarding houses. ‘She hasn’t fallen out
         with Mog, they’ve just gone in different directions. Really, the fire was the best thing that could’ve happened to them both.
         They are respectable now, living comfortably. Work has even started on a new building where the old one was. Annie’s Place
         is just a distant memory for most people around there.’

      
      ‘And I’m a distant memory to Mother too?’

      
      Noah took Belle’s hand in his. ‘You must know Annie is incapable of articulating her feelings,’ he said gently. ‘That doesn’t
         mean she has none. I talked to her at length one day and because she was so upset about your disappearance, she told me about
         her past. She too was forced into prostitution when she was even younger than you. She is badly scarred by it, yet she kept
         you, and let Mog give you the mothering she felt she was incapable of. But I know she loved you, even if she couldn’t always
         show it.’

      
      ‘But she hasn’t been frantic about me?’

      
      Noah shrugged. ‘She is a deep woman, Belle. It’s difficult to read her. Mog, to all intents and purposes, is your true mother, Annie has always known that. But I think that now you
         have so much more knowledge about the world she brought you up in, you should be able to see evidence that she did her best
         for you.’

      
      Belle sniffed. Noah felt it would be best to leave it there for her to mull over.

      
      ‘How do you feel about seeing Jimmy again?’ he asked.

      
      ‘I don’t know,’ she said with a glum expression. ‘We were just innocent children really when we met. I liked him a great deal
         too. But I’m not that same girl any more, am I?’

      
      She looked so sad that a lump came up in Noah’s throat.

      
      ‘We’ve all changed,’ he said. ‘I was such a prig when I met Millie, but through the last two years I’ve learned not to make
         judgments about people, or the way they live. Jimmy has grown in every way, even Garth has mellowed.’

      
      ‘But Jimmy will be hanging on to the memory of me as I was, just as I have of him. We won’t be able to go back to that point.’

      
      ‘No, you won’t. But in all the excitement of you being welcomed home, and Mog and Garth’s wedding, maybe you’ll discover a
         new starting point.’

      
      ‘Etienne told me you liked Lisette,’ she said. ‘Can I hope for something to come of that? She was so kind to me.’

      
      ‘Gabrielle has gone out there today to visit. They are old friends, you see. Along with telling her you are safe, she hopes
         to make some arrangements for us to meet. It would be folly for me to call there, the people Lisette is afraid of might hear
         of it. But the last time I saw Lisette I did offer to get her and her son away to safety. Gabrielle will tell her that offer
         is still open.’

      
      ‘Then I hope she takes you up on it.’

      
      Noah smirked. ‘Etienne said I should go home and marry a girl from the same background as me.’

      
      ‘So you can leave her at home and gallivant all over the place like he does,’ she retorted.

      
      Noah looked at her in surprise. ‘He hasn’t told you about his wife and children?’

      
      ‘No, why should he?’

      
      ‘They died in a fire last year,’ Noah said. ‘He doesn’t know if it was arson or an accident. But he believes it was set deliberately
         because he left the organization he used to work for.’

      
      Belle blanched. ‘How terrible! Poor Etienne. I know he loved them a great deal.’

      
      ‘He doesn’t like to talk about it and of course I didn’t know him before. But I’d say this is why he was so committed to finding
         you, and why he’s prepared to name names and stand as a witness.’

      
      Belle was so stunned by the news of Etienne’s family dying that she couldn’t speak. She knew enough about men to know his
         family was his world, or he might well have taken advantage of her on the ship when she tried to get him to seduce her.

      
      He clearly didn’t tell her about the tragedy himself because he wanted to concentrate all his energy and sympathy on her.
         Such kindness in the face of his own pain was almost unbearable. She had been rescued, she would go home to a good life with
         her family, but he would be left alone with only memories of his.

      
      Noah looked at Belle’s stricken face and not for the first time he wondered if there was more between her and Etienne than
         they’d said. But it wasn’t appropriate to ask, he’d done enough damage for one day in giving her that news. There was nothing
         further he could tell her about the folk back home in England either, so he thought it better to go rather than make small
         talk. Besides, he had notes to be written up properly so that he had a decent record of what had gone on here in the last
         few days. There was also the telegram to send to Mog.

      
      He told Belle that he must go and she looked at him blankly for a moment. ‘Oh, yes. Thank you for coming to see me. I hope
         you work something out with Lisette.’

      
      ‘And I hope you are well enough to leave here very soon.’

      
      As the door closed behind Noah, Belle began to cry again as she thought of how comforting Etienne had been to her, and how
         quickly he must have come to her aid when Gabrielle had sent word to him.

      
      Could that mean he held feelings for her? He’d said he remembered how beautiful she looked that last night on the ship. Had
         he also remembered those kisses they shared in the narrow bunk?

      
      For two years now she’d conjured up memories of Etienne whenever she’d felt sad and lonely and even, if she was completely
         honest, when she was with her clients. It was of course shameful of her to hope that maybe they could have a future together
         just after hearing about such a terrible tragedy, but why had fate brought them together again if not for that?

      

      
      Chapter Thirty-five

      
      ‘You promise to write to me? And come to England soon?’ Belle begged Etienne.

      
      They were at the Gare du Nord, on the platform by the Calais train. Noah was already aboard with their luggage, giving them
         the opportunity to say their goodbyes without him looking on.

      
      The station was extremely busy and very noisy with the sounds of steam engines, luggage carts being wheeled and people shouting
         to make themselves heard. But Belle was oblivious to everything but Etienne as he held her hands and looked down at her.

      
      She wanted to lock the memory of his face into her mind for all time. Those blue eyes which could be as cold as the Atlantic
         Ocean sometimes, yet held the warmth and gaiety of New Orleans when he looked at her. His angular cheekbones, the curve of
         his generous mouth. She wanted to remove his hat and ruffle up his fair hair because she liked that boyish look he had when
         he first got up in the mornings.

      
      Belle had been forced to stay in the nursing home longer than expected as she developed sickness and a high temperature. The
         doctor said it was shock, but she thought it was anxiety that Pascal might have made her pregnant. But fortunately her monthlies
         arrived a couple of days late and she soon recovered. The scar on her stomach had healed well, but she avoided looking at
         it; she didn’t want any reminders of what Pascal had done to her.

      
      But it had been Etienne’s visits that had brought on her full recovery. He would come in with pastries, fruit or some other little treat and sit beside her bed and tell her things he’d read in the newspapers that day. She found herself telling
         him some of the funnier stories about the girls at Martha’s, and he told her tales about some of the villains he’d known in
         the past. He did eventually speak about the fire, and how low he’d sunk afterwards, but he was keener to talk about his plans
         for his little farm, and to get her to talk about her dream of having her own hat shop.

      
      Mostly, however, they talked about inconsequential things, the sights they’d seen together in New York, books they’d read
         and other places they’d like to see. He was so easy to be with, he didn’t fire questions at her, didn’t ask what she was thinking.
         And he never gave her the idea that he was growing bored in her company.

      
      She finally got to see Paris in the spring too, for once she was allowed to go back to the Mirabeau, Etienne had taken her
         out sight-seeing.

      
      Paris had been grey and wintry in all her time there, but now trees were bright with pink or white blossom, and the sun shone
         down on flower beds alight with red and yellow tulips. People had abandoned their heavy, drab winter clothing, and it was
         good to see them strolling along the tree-lined boulevards, the ladies in elegant pastel dresses and lovely spring-like hats.
         Even the gentlemen sported lighter-coloured suits.

      
      They’d enjoyed a boat trip on the Seine and a walk in the Bois de Boulogne, seen Versailles and been up the Eiffel Tower.
         It felt almost as if they were courting, the way other couples all around them were.

      
      But Belle was only too aware she couldn’t ever hope for that kind of sweet relationship, not after all she had done. She heard
         girls giggling and squealing on the platform at the top of the Eiffel Tower. She’d noted the way their men held their waists
         protectively as they looked down at the panoramic view of Paris so far below. She could giggle just as they did, Etienne could hold her the same way, but the sum total of all they knew about the seamier side of life prevented an innocent
         romance.

      
      ‘I will write, but I warn you my written English is not good,’ Etienne said. ‘But it is not wise for me to come to England.
         I will always be a reminder of the past and that is not good for you.’

      
      Belle looked at him in consternation. She knew by the break in his voice that his heart was saying something quite different
         to his words.

      
      ‘But I need you,’ she pleaded, her eyes filling with tears. ‘Are you telling me you want me to forget you?’

      
      ‘You must try, little one,’ he said. ‘As I must try too, for I know I am not the man you need.’

      
      The guard blew his whistle then to warn everyone the train was leaving. Noah yelled from the train window that Belle was to
         hurry.

      
      ‘You must go. Your family awaits you in England,’ Etienne said.

      
      She wanted to stamp her feet and refuse to go until he admitted he loved her and promised that they could be together in a
         few weeks. But she sensed by the sadness in his eyes that he would never say that, for he believed he was doing the right
         thing for her.

      
      ‘Then just say one last thing in French to me,’ she asked, standing on tiptoe to kiss him on the lips.

      
      He caught hold of her face between his two hands and kissed her back with unbearable sweetness. ‘Je défie les incendies, les inondations, et même l’enfer pour être avec vous,’ he whispered as he let her go. ‘Now, the train. Go!’

      
      Belle began to move towards the carriage door where Noah was standing beckoning frantically. She turned to look one last time
         at Etienne. ‘Au revoir, mon héros,’ she said, and saw that his eyes were swimming with tears, just like hers.

      
      ‘Belle, come now!’ Noah yelled as the guard waved his flag for the train to leave.

      
      Etienne had to bundle her into the train as it began to move. She leaned out of the window and blew him a kiss. He ran alongside
         the train saying something she couldn’t hear, and the smoke belching from the engine almost hid his face.

      
      She waved until he was just a dot in the distance, and only then was she ready to join Noah.

      
      He had found an empty compartment. As she came through the door he laughingly said how he had strewn their belongings around
         to deter anyone from joining them. But then he noticed she was crying and handed her his handkerchief.

      
      Belle mopped her eyes and wiped specks of soot from her cheeks. ‘Putting my head out of the window always makes my eyes water,’
         she said by way of an explanation.

      
      ‘My eyes water at odd times too, especially saying goodbye to people I like,’ Noah said with a wry smile.

      
      It took every ounce of determination Belle had not to break down and tell Noah she loved Etienne and she didn’t think she
         could bear to go back to London. But Noah was full of excitement at the family reunion ahead of them. It wasn’t fair to make
         him disappointed or worried, not after the lengths he’d gone to to find her. And it would be cruel to Annie, Mog and Jimmy
         who were probably frantically preparing for her joyful return.

      
      There was Gabrielle too. She had seen how much the older woman cared for her this morning when they said their goodbyes, and
         she had such high hopes for Belle’s future back in England.

      
      Belle owed her so much; in fact, but for Gabrielle’s actions her body might have been hauled out of the Seine or lain in a
         shallow grave for all eternity. Yet it wasn’t just gratitude she felt towards this woman who said so little but had done so
         much for her. Gabrielle had shown her that it was possible for even the most damaged people to start a new and better life. She told Belle about her time as a whore, about the man cutting
         her throat and Lisette taking care of her and young Henri. She’d had heartbreak too when the artist she loved died; she said
         she would have taken her own life too if she hadn’t had Henri to care for.

      
      ‘Maybe we will never meet again,’ she said as she embraced Belle. ‘You will always be welcome here of course, but I understand
         there may be too many bad memories for you to return. But take away in your heart my affection for you, and my hopes that
         your dreams will come true. You did more for me than you’ll ever know.’

      
      There was no way Belle could turn back now as the train was picking up speed. So she sat down and focused her attention on
         Noah to prevent herself thinking of Etienne’s tears.

      
      ‘Is Lisette going to come to England?’ she asked. Noah had met up with her twice in the past week but he hadn’t said anything
         much about the meetings.

      
      ‘She said she wanted to, but it may prove too daunting for her.’

      
      ‘That’s because she may not think you are entirely serious,’ Belle said. ‘A woman with a child needs to feel secure. You must
         make her feel that way by bombarding her with letters telling her all the best things about London. Promise her that she’s
         under no obligation to you, yet say you are looking forward to getting to know her son. That should do it.’

      
      Noah smiled. ‘You make it sound so easy. But we had so little time together for me to show her that I am dependable and not
         a rake.’

      
      ‘She would be able to see that just by looking at you,’ Belle said. She had come to look upon Noah as a brother; she liked
         his openness and enthusiasm, and the way there was nothing hidden or complicated with him. ‘And she’ll have me nearby to tell
         her about women’s stuff and for her to confide in. Then there’s Mog – she’s going to welcome her with open arms for being so kind to me.’

      
      ‘And what about you and Jimmy?’ Noah asked pointedly. ‘That telegram he sent sounded like he was counting the minutes till
         he saw you.’

      
      Belle winced. She too had sensed that Jimmy was expecting a great deal, and in the light of how she felt about Etienne, that
         was a huge worry. ‘You must promise me you won’t say much about Etienne to him. Let me find a way to let him down gently.’

      
      ‘Give him a chance,’ Noah said pleadingly. ‘As I see it, Etienne is like a tiger; he’s strong, brave and noble, but he’s dangerous
         too. Jimmy may be more like a domesticated cat, but he’s smart, affectionate, proud, loyal, and he’d fight tooth and nail
         for you. Don’t shut your heart down to him before you’ve seen him and got to know him again.’

      
      ‘No, I won’t,’ Belle said. Then, sitting back in her seat, she closed her eyes and pretended she was going to sleep. She wanted
         to remember those words Etienne had said in French.

      
      She could understand the first part, that he would brave fire, but she couldn’t translate the rest. The speed with which he
         came up with the sentence, together with his tears, suggested it was something she’d want to hear, yet if fire was the first
         thing that came into his head, surely that proved his wife was on his mind?

      
      Belle would never be able to forget her shock and joy when Etienne came hurtling through the door at Pascal’s house. Even
         in her wildest hopes of rescue she had never once thought of him being her saviour, or that she’d ever see him again. But
         there were moments too when Philippe came into the room, and he and Etienne were tying Pascal up, that she thought she was
         dreaming it all. Then all at once she was in the hospital bed, with a doctor giving her something to sleep, and she thought
         she’d gone mad and imagined it all.

      
      In the days that followed Etienne had been the one who brought her out of shock, distress and hopelessness. Once Noah told
         her about his wife and children she understood why he was the one person who had the power to help her deal with it all.

      
      She couldn’t help but hope he held deep feelings for her. But perhaps that was just nature’s way of trying to compensate for
         the trauma she’d suffered. He certainly hadn’t said anything to encourage her hope.

      
      In the last few days as he took her about Paris, he hadn’t so much as hinted that his affection for her was anything more
         than that of a friend or brother. He hadn’t kissed her again like he had on the way to New Orleans either.

      
      Realistically she was also aware that her own feelings were possibly distorted. She might be placing him on a pedestal because
         he’d rescued her; he was also the only man who was never likely to throw her past back at her, and that was comforting.

      
      Yet for all she knew, Pascal might have cast such a dark shadow over her that she might discover she was unable to give herself
         to any man ever again.

      
      It was no good thinking Etienne’s tears meant he had fallen in love with her. He was still grieving, just as she was still
         haunted by her ordeal with Pascal. They had helped each other in their time of need, and perhaps that was all there was to
         it.

      
      Belle and Noah walked out of Charing Cross railway station on to the concourse in the Strand in the early evening of the following
         day. They had stayed the night in Calais because Noah thought it would be too tiring for Belle to attempt to do the journey
         all in one day.

      
      From the ferry she saw the white cliffs of Dover for the first time. She wondered how many English people over the years had felt choked up at the sight because it meant they were nearly home.

      
      As the train chugged through the Kentish countryside, Belle marvelled at how lush and green everywhere was, and realized that
         the nearest she’d ever got to countryside before was in parks. It seemed extraordinary that she’d been to America and France,
         but had never seen a grazing cow or sheep until on this journey home.

      
      As they drew closer to London Belle’s heart started to race, but as the train rattled over Hungerford Bridge and she saw the
         Thames gleaming pure silver in the sun, the dome of St Paul’s and Big Ben on the Houses of Parliament, she found it hard to
         stay in her seat for excitement.

      
      The Strand was as busy as it always had been, but Belle noted there were far more motorcars now. Noah had been saying on the
         train that he wanted one, and he thought it would only be a year or two before they were more common than horses.

      
      As they walked along the Strand and then crossed the road to go up through Covent Garden, Belle began walking faster and faster.
         ‘Slow down,’ Noah groaned, with a suitcase in each hand. ‘I can’t race with the luggage.’

      
      Belle hardly heard him. She was back on home turf and in wonderland. ‘Everything looks smaller than I remember,’ she said
         breathlessly. ‘I thought the public houses were so big, the streets so wide, but they are small, even the people seem to have
         shrunk and grown quieter.’

      
      Noah could only laugh. It all looked, sounded and smelled just the same to him, mucky and weary, wafts of stinking drains
         and horse droppings. The beggars, drunks, ragged children trying their hand at begging and the street vendors shouting out
         their wares were all just the same as when he left.

      
      When Belle saw the Ram’s Head she started to run. People stopped to stare at her, and Noah thought that was hardly surprising,
         for she looked far more Parisian in her grey and white striped dress and jaunty little grey hat than like a girl from Seven Dials.

      
      She hesitated at the saloon door, looking back at Noah as if for encouragement.

      
      ‘Go on in,’ he urged her.

      
      Belle pushed open the door, her heart thumping so hard she felt anyone passing would be able to hear it.

      
      The smell of beer and cigarette smoke slapped her in the face. She saw people turn to look at her and for a second she wanted
         to back away.

      
      But then she heard Mog scream out her name, a sound of absolute joy, and tears came so suddenly that Belle was momentarily
         blinded.

      
      The small figure in a dusty-pink dress pushing her way through the crowded bar didn’t look like the woman who had mothered
         her. ‘Belle, my beautiful Belle,’ she said, and the mist of tears cleared enough for Belle to see that Mog was crying too,
         arms outstretched wide to embrace her.

      
      A loud cheer went up, fifty or so male voices raised in welcome. Mog’s arms were round her, hugging her so tight that any
         trepidation vanished.

      
      ‘Let me look at you!’ Mog said.

      
      Silence fell and all faces turned to the two women holding hands, crying and laughing at the same time as they studied each
         other.

      
      ‘Welcome home, sweetheart!’ someone shouted out, and a roar went up with a great stamping of feet.

      
      Belle didn’t recognize anyone, though she supposed they were all men who had seen her growing up. But she knew their delight
         was really for Mog. The woman she’d loved all her life was loved by all these people too.

      
      Garth came forward then, but he had changed too. He was just as big as she remembered but his red hair and his beard which had been so unkempt were now neatly cut. He wore a dazzling white shirt, the sleeves rolled up above his mighty
         forearms, and an emerald-green waistcoat with small brass buttons. But the real difference was his wide smile; she’d seen
         him throughout her childhood, but he’d always looked so sour and mean.

      
      ‘My, you’ve grown into a beauty!’ he exclaimed. ‘It’s good to have you home. Now, where’s Jimmy? He’s been pacing up and down
         all day, checking the time and looking out the door, and now he isn’t even here!’

      
      ‘I am here, Uncle,’ Jimmy’s voice rang out, and everyone turned to see him standing quietly by the window where he’d clearly
         been all along. ‘I just wanted Mog to be able to greet her first.’

      
      His voice had deepened and he was a good three or four inches taller than Belle remembered. His shoulders were almost as broad
         as his uncle’s, and his once spiky, carroty hair had grown darker and he’d let it grow a little longer which suited him far
         better.

      
      The picture Belle had held of him in her mind was of a skinny, freckled-faced boy with tawny eyes, a polite manner and the
         look of a street urchin, but this Jimmy was a man, handsome, poised and confident. Only his tawny eyes were the same.

      
      ‘He never gave up on you,’ Garth said, and the look he gave his nephew was one of pride. ‘Well, come on, you great lummox,
         come and give her a hug!’

      
      Belle felt that the Jimmy she’d once known would have shrivelled up with embarrassment at such an order, but this new one
         didn’t. He came towards her in three or four strides, swept her up in his arms and swung her round.

      
      ‘I thought this day would never come,’ he said as she squealed in surprise. ‘You can’t know how good it is to see you again.’

      
      Garth stepped behind the bar and rang the bell for silence.

      
      ‘This is the day we’ve all been waiting for,’ he said, his voice booming out around the bar. ‘It’s time for celebration with our Belle home safe and sound. I only really know her through
         Mog and Jimmy, but I’m looking forward to getting to know her as family. Before I give the order for drinks on the house for
         everyone, I just want to offer very special thanks to Noah. Without his help and tenacity Belle would have been lost to us
         for ever.

      
      ‘He isn’t family, he hadn’t even met Belle before she was snatched. But Mog asked him for his help, and he gave it willingly.
         For two years he’s been our rock, comforting Mog, supporting Jimmy, advising, writing articles, badgering the police and God
         knows what else. We consider him family now too. And he’s brought our Belle home. So let’s give him a Seven Dials salute that
         can be heard right back in France.’

      
      The cheering went on and on, so loud that Belle and Mog put their hands over their ears. Noah looked embarrassed, but Jimmy
         and Garth grabbed him, lifted him up on to their shoulders and joined in the cheering.

      
      For Belle it was both heaven and hell. While it was wonderful to see her return creating such joy, and for Noah to have the
         appreciation he deserved, what she really wanted was to be alone with Mog, and Jimmy too, to sit down comfortably and talk.
         Not to be trapped in a smoky bar with a whole lot of strangers making such a din.

      
      Noah was put down, Garth went behind the bar to hand out drinks, and suddenly Jimmy was there, putting one arm around Mog,
         the other round Belle.

      
      ‘Go on through the back,’ he said. ‘You’ve got two years of catching up to do.’

      
      Mog did exactly what Belle had imagined all the way home. She made a pot of tea. The noise from the bar was only marginally
         quieter in the kitchen but she appeared not to notice it.

      
      ‘It feels so strange,’ she said as she got a fruit cake out of a tin and put it on a plate. ‘Since I’ve known you were coming home I rehearsed everything I would say, thought of all the
         questions I wanted to ask, but now you’re here I can’t think of anything to say.’

      
      ‘It’s the same for me,’ Belle admitted. ‘There’s not even the familiar things around from the old house to prompt me.’

      
      ‘Don’t you like it?’ Mog sounded so anxious Belle couldn’t help but laugh.

      
      ‘It’s much, much nicer,’ she said. She was speaking the truth. The old kitchen had been the only home she’d known, but it
         had been too big to be cosy, and it had always felt gloomy because it was a semi-basement. It was now dusk outside, but there
         was still light coming through the large window by the sink, and it looked as if the lemon-coloured walls had only recently
         been painted. There were yellow checked curtains at the window and a tablecloth to match. By the stove was a rag rug and two
         easy chairs with patchwork cushions. The dresser was full of pretty china, and even the shelves that held rows of glass jars
         containing everything from flour to brown sugar and rice had a little scalloped edging that had been painted yellow too.

      
      It was clearly all Mog’s work. Belle remembered she was always titivating things back in the old place for she was a born
         homemaker, but perhaps because Annie was reluctant to spend money on anywhere which wasn’t seen by her ‘gentlemen’, there
         could only be small improvements.

      
      ‘It was a hell hole when I first came here,’ Mog said. ‘Men living alone are such pigs!’

      
      ‘So tell me about the fire and even more importantly about Garth. Noah tells me you are getting married.’

      
      With that the ice was broken, and Mog talked animatedly about coming here to live, cleaning up the place and finally falling
         for Garth and his proposal of marriage.

      
      ‘We’re two of a kind,’ she said with a loving smile that showed how happy she was with him. ‘Or maybe I should say that we were both only half a person until we met and became one. He isn’t
         the bad-tempered thug people used to claim, and I’ve found that I’m not the doormat I used to be. I never thought I’d ever
         find love, I just assumed it wasn’t for women like me.’

      
      Belle felt herself getting choked up with emotion and asked when the wedding was going to be.

      
      ‘Well, now you’re home we can arrange it as quick as we want,’ Mog said, as she poured Belle yet another cup of tea. She had
         already offered all kinds of food, but Belle wasn’t hungry. ‘I think I must’ve known deep down that you would be found because
         I have kind of stalled on it. But my happiness is complete now you are back where you belong.’

      
      ‘And what about Annie?’ Belle asked. ‘Noah told me what she was doing, and how you two just went your separate ways. Does
         she know I’m back?’

      
      ‘She knows you were found. I went to see her, but we didn’t know then how soon you were coming home.’

      
      ‘And?’

      
      ‘She was delighted to hear you were safe, but you know what she’s like. Won’t show any emotion, can’t praise anyone or offer
         any sympathy. I used to think that it was somehow my fault she was that way, but to be honest, Belle, I can’t be doing with
         it any more. If she wants to grow into an embittered old woman then that’s her funeral. I’m done with running around for her
         and making excuses for her. She knows where I am and where you’ll be. We’ll just have to see if she turns up.’

      
      Belle had hoped that her being away for two years would have made her mother softer and more caring, but she supposed that
         was too much to anticipate.

      
      ‘But I want to know about you,’ Mog said, changing the subject. ‘Now, start at the beginning and tell me the whole story.
         No leaving bits out you think will upset me.’

      
      
         *



      
      An hour and a half and two more cups of tea and a ham sandwich later, Belle had finally reached the point in the whole sorry
         story where Etienne rescued her. Mog’s eyes had been as big as saucers for much of it, and she’d broken down in tears several
         times.

      
      ‘How can you still look as fresh and lovely?’ she asked.

      
      ‘I have had ten days in Paris to be fattened up again and for the bruises to fade, with the kindness of people like Noah,
         Etienne and Gabrielle to help me over it,’ she said. ‘And Philippe sent me over a beautiful silk blouse and some French perfume
         before I left.’

      
      ‘Have you been, you know, checked out?’ Mog asked very gently.

      
      Belle smiled at Mog’s reticence to say ‘pox’. She looked and sounded like a little suburban housewife now; no one would ever
         guess she’d been a maid in a brothel for half her life.

      
      ‘Yes, while I was in the nursing home. There was no sign of any disease, but the doctor did warn me that it can be some time
         before symptoms show themselves. But then, I won’t be going down that road again!’

      
      Mog blushed and Belle laughed at her. ‘We can’t pretend I’m still a little innocent,’ she said.

      
      ‘To me you’ll always be my little girl,’ Mog said, her lip quivering. ‘I can’t bear to think of what you’ve been through.’

      
      ‘It’s all over now. Telling you all about it was the last hurdle. I’ve got a good bit of money, and I’m going to open a hat
         shop. The first hat I make will be for your wedding.’

      
      Jimmy peeped round the door. ‘If you want me to go away I will,’ he said.

      
      ‘Of course we don’t,’ Belle said. ‘Come on in and join us. Are there many left in the bar? It’s become a lot quieter.’

      
      ‘Most of them have staggered home now,’ Jimmy said. ‘Garth said he’s closing up any minute. Noah left some time ago. He said to tell you he had a letter to write.’

      
      Belle grinned at that, and explained about Lisette to Mog and Jimmy. ‘I hope she will come to England, he’s really smitten
         with her. She deserves a better life, she is a good, kind woman, and very pretty too.’

      
      She could see Jimmy wanted to know her whole story as well, but she knew she’d have to give him a censored version and that
         would take a day or two to plan. She was suddenly exhausted too, the travelling and all the excitement had drained her. ‘May
         I go to bed now?’ she asked. ‘I’d like to stay up and talk some more but I’m just too tired.’

      
      ‘Of course,’ Jimmy said. ‘Just to know you are safe upstairs is enough for Mog and me. We can talk tomorrow.’

      

      
      Chapter Thirty-six

      
      Sharp-eyed and brown-toothed Police Inspector Todd and his constable were just leaving the Ram’s Head after interviewing Belle
         when Todd turned to her.

      
      ‘Thank you for your valuable assistance, Miss Cooper,’ he said brusquely. ‘We shall have both men in custody by this afternoon.
         We’ve had them under surveillance since Mr Bayliss sent us word you had been found.’

      
      Belle’s mouth gaped in shocked surprise. The two men had been questioning her for over an hour, but as if she was a criminal,
         not a victim of crime. She didn’t understand why they hadn’t told her this at the start of the interview.

      
      Todd had made her explain every last detail of what occurred up in Millie’s room at Annie’s, and kept stopping her with more
         questions as if trying to trap her in a lie. At one point he even implied she’d hidden under the bed for some reason other
         than being scared of getting caught upstairs. He clearly didn’t believe she hadn’t really understood what went on there.

      
      When he got her to tell him about her abduction he wore a cynical expression as if he thought she’d climbed into that carriage
         with two strangers for an adventure. It was only when she finally got to the part about what happened to her at Madame Sondheim’s,
         and she started to cry, that he softened a little.

      
      He had shown her a long list of other girls’ names and asked if she had met any of them or had heard anything about them.
         Some of the names were ones Noah had mentioned, but Belle knew nothing about any of them. That was something else he hadn’t appeared to believe.

      
      She was sorely tempted to tell Inspector Todd what she thought of him, but she bit back an angry retort. ‘How clever of you,’
         she said, and masked her sarcasm with a brilliant smile.

      
      ‘We will need you to make a formal identification of the two men once we have them in custody,’ Todd said, clearly immune
         to sarcasm. ‘And once your statement has been written up we will ask you to read it through and sign it. Meanwhile, may I
         say I am very glad you were found in Paris and brought back to your family and friends.’

      
      Belle went back inside, once the policemen had gone, and found Jimmy waiting in the kitchen, an anxious expression on his
         face.

      
      ‘Did it go all right?’ he asked.

      
      ‘I can understand why the majority of people around here don’t want to help the police or even ask for their assistance. They
         sit on their hands for two years, then when I finally get back, after no help from them, they treat me as if I’m a liar,’
         she ranted. ‘That man Todd has about as much sensitivity as a cockroach. But he did finally say they are going to arrest both
         Kent and Sly today. Let’s hope they actually manage it.’

      
      Jimmy looked sympathetic. ‘The word around here is that no one will shield Kent now, not even if he tries to bribe them,’
         he said. ‘Not just because of Millie or taking you, but for the terrible conditions he forces his tenants to live under, the
         other missing girls and the violence he metes out to anyone who stands in his way. He’s had his day – even the men who were
         once his most staunch allies have abandoned him. He’ll hang, I’m sure of that, and if Sly lives up to his nickname he’ll talk
         to save his own neck.’

      
      ‘I just hope those other girls can be found and brought home,’ Belle said. ‘But I expect most of them are beyond saving now.’ She slumped down on a chair feeling completely dejected.

      
      ‘Uncle Garth said I could have the rest of the day off. He thought you’d be a bit down and suggested I took you out somewhere
         to cheer you up,’ Jimmy said. ‘Would you like that?’

      
      ‘It would be lovely,’ she replied gratefully. She didn’t want to spend the rest of the day indoors mulling over how unfairly
         the police had treated her, or dwelling on the fate of the other girls.

      
      ‘It’s such a nice sunny day we could take a boat to Greenwich, or go to Hampstead Heath or even Kew Gardens.’

      
      ‘I’d like to go to Greenwich,’ she said.

      
      His face lit up and he said he’d go upstairs and change his clothes as he’d been working in the cellar earlier.

      
      Belle stayed in the kitchen and washed up the tea cups. Mog had gone to the market to buy some vegetables, and she could see
         Garth through the window stacking up barrels and crates of empties for collection in the back yard. Going out with Jimmy for
         the day was an ideal way of talking things through with him; she knew she hadn’t been very fair to him so far in avoiding
         doing so.

      
      Yesterday she hadn’t got up till late, and then Mog had commandeered her for the rest of the day, taking her to a dressmaker
         to see about getting a dress made for her wedding. Belle could have come home after that and talked to Jimmy, but instead
         she encouraged Mog to stay out with her for the afternoon shopping in Regent Street. During the evening Jimmy was behind the
         bar, so they had only had brief, snatched conversations.

      
      What made it even harder to talk to Jimmy was that both Mog and Garth obviously had high expectations for them. She could
         see it everywhere. A bedroom on the top floor had been prepared for her with pretty flowery wallpaper, flouncy curtains, and
         the kind of new double bed with a fancy carved headboard that a newly married couple might choose. The room next to her bedroom was empty of furniture, and Belle was sure
         this was because it had been earmarked as a living room for her and Jimmy if they did get married.

      
      While she knew that these types of assumptions and plans were commonplace in families where there were two young people considered
         ideally suited for each other, she found it oppressive and unrealistic. She really liked Jimmy; he had every quality that
         any girl would want in a husband. In fact if she hadn’t been snatched away at such a young age, she had no doubt that they
         would have become sweethearts and might even have been married by now.

      
      But Mog and Garth weren’t taking into consideration that she wasn’t an ordinary, innocent young girl any longer, and that
         her experiences had created a huge gulf between herself and Jimmy. She felt Mog and Garth ought to be able to see this for
         themselves, but because they’d found love, they had this rather sweet but potentially dangerous idea that Jimmy’s devotion
         to Belle could wipe out her past.

      
      Belle took Jimmy’s arm as they walked down Villiers Street towards the Thames Embankment to catch a boat a little later that
         morning.

      
      ‘Remember that day we came running down here in the snow?’ he said.

      
      ‘I used to think about it all the time when things were bad,’ she admitted. ‘It’s so strange to find ourselves all grown up
         now; we’ve both changed so much in two years.’

      
      ‘I don’t think I have,’ he said, grinning at her. ‘Grown a couple of inches, built up a bit of muscle, but that’s all.’

      
      ‘No, there’s more than that,’ she said. ‘You are a man now, you’ve developed confidence in yourself. You were still a boy
         grieving for your mother when I met you.’

      
      He pulled a face. ‘You make it sound as if I was drippy.’

      
      Belle laughed. ‘I didn’t mean it like that. I was fairly drippy too, I didn’t know anything then, I’d hardly been out of Seven Dials.’

      
      They continued to chat as they joined the long queue for a boat to Greenwich. Belle’s spirits were rising because Jimmy wasn’t
         attempting to make her talk about the two missing years. He was telling her stories about neighbours, some of whom she remembered
         and some she didn’t, but they were all funny. He was a good raconteur, descriptive, yet veering towards cynicism as if he’d
         studied the people he was talking about quite closely. She found herself laughing easily, and by the time they got on to a
         boat and found seats up by the bow, she was feeling very glad that they’d come out, and very comfortable with him.

      
      There was a big mix of people on the boat: young couples like them, families, old people and quite a few foreigners on holiday
         in England. The sun was very warm, making the river sparkle, and everyone was jovial and friendly in anticipation of a good
         day out.

      
      ‘I always wanted Mog to take me on one of these boats,’ Belle said as the crew cast off and the boat began to chug away downriver.
         ‘I used to think she was mean because she didn’t, but I suppose Annie never let her have a whole day off.’

      
      ‘She told me once that she asked Annie if she could take you on a little holiday to the seaside,’ Jimmy said. ‘Annie refused.
         She said she thought at the time it was because your mother was just being mean-spirited, but later she realized it was because
         she was jealous of the bond between you.’

      
      ‘I don’t know why Mog didn’t leave, Annie was so nasty to her sometimes,’ Belle said reflectively.

      
      ‘Because of you, of course,’ Jimmy said. ‘But I think too she was very attached to Annie. She told me that the woman who owned
         the place before her was always on her back, but Annie stuck up for her. Mog isn’t the kind to abandon anyone who has been
         good to her.’

      
      ‘I don’t think she had much idea of her own worth, even though she was the one who kept everything together,’ Belle said.
         ‘Tell me about how they came to split up. Didn’t Annie want Mog with her at her guest house?’

      
      ‘Annie just made her plans for herself,’ Jimmy said. ‘At the time I thought it was shabby of her, she didn’t seem to care
         about Mog at all, but as it turned out, it was for the best.’

      
      ‘I wonder when she’ll deign to come and see me. Or do you think she’s expecting me to go to her?’

      
      Jimmy shrugged. ‘She’s a difficult woman to fathom. I’ve never told anyone this before, but I went to see her at the time
         Noah discovered you’d been sent to America. Apart from relaying that information, I suppose I just wanted to get to know her
         better, but she was very curt with me. She said that wherever you were, you surely could have written to her. Well, I pointed
         out you could very well have done so, but as the old place was burned down the letter wouldn’t have been delivered.’

      
      ‘I did send a card from New York,’ Belle said. ‘It never crossed my mind that they might not still be there. I used to imagine
         them in Jake’s Court, Mog hanging out the washing, Mother sitting at the kitchen table over dinner with the girls. And you
         too of course, running errands for your uncle. I thought about writing a proper letter once I was in New Orleans, but I didn’t
         because I thought it would be worse for Mog and Annie to know the truth about what had happened to me.’

      
      ‘I can understand that,’ Jimmy said. ‘But I couldn’t understand Annie’s attitude, she just made me angry. She turned everything
         around to make out she was the wronged one. I said as much and she told me to get out.’

      
      Jimmy went on to tell Belle all the different things he’d done to try to trace her. She smiled as he described breaking into
         Kent’s office and his house down in Charing.

      
      ‘Didn’t you think that house was strange?’ she said. ‘I only saw the hall and a living room, but it was so pretty and nice,
         not the kind of house you’d expect a monster like him to live in.’

      
      ‘I thought just the same. I wonder if we’ll ever find out why it was like that,’ Jimmy said thoughtfully. ‘Could he really
         have been planning to take Millie there?’

      
      Belle got a mental picture of Millie locked in an upstairs room and shuddered. ‘Don’t let’s talk about that, it makes me think
         of Pascal. I think he and Kent were two of a kind.’

      
      ‘I promise that one day you will wake up and see that you gained something from your experiences, however horrible the past
         couple of years have been for you,’ he said.

      
      Belle raised her eyebrows quizzically. ‘That’s as unlikely as me finding out I’m actually King Edward’s love child,’ she said
         with a giggle.

      
      Jimmy smiled. ‘Well, it happened to me. I was so upset when you disappeared, you were my only friend, and suddenly you were
         gone. But miraculously my life got better because of it. Mog came to stay after the fire, my uncle became happier with her
         around, and trying to find you gave us all new purpose and brought us all together. Even the pub is doing better because of
         it.’

      
      ‘Yes, I can see how it improved your life,’ she said. ‘But I don’t think I’ll ever get to the point where I can say I’m glad
         I was sold into prostitution.’

      
      ‘No, not that, but out of it came other things. I can only see it for myself when I look back. It was awful seeing Mog’s grief,
         I was beside myself with worry too. It was a dark, horrible time. Yet without it, would I have come to like and respect my
         uncle? I don’t think so. I gained Mog whom I adore, and found a first-class friend in Noah. They in turn gave me confidence,
         and I became good at running the pub. I feel I have a real family now and a future. And it isn’t just me, look how happy Mog is now, and Uncle Garth. Three people whose lives were changed for the better.’

      
      ‘Then I suppose I shall have to look back and see if I can find something I’ve gained,’ she said.

      
      ‘It’s too soon for that yet. You are still dwelling on your lost innocence, the people who hurt you. But I bet there were
         people you are glad you met, things you’ve seen that have changed your thinking. One day you will wake up as I did and be
         glad for that.’

      
      ‘Maybe,’ she said. The only person who she was truly glad she met was Etienne, but she couldn’t say that, and changed the
         subject to something lighter.

      
      Belle found Greenwich enchanting with its quaint little old houses and pubs close to the river front, and the elegant Georgian
         houses further back. She thought the Royal Hospital School and Naval College looked splendid with such lush green lawns before
         them. After pie and mash from a stall by the river front, they climbed up the hill to look at the Observatory and sat on a
         bench to enjoy the view of the river.

      
      ‘Henry VIII was born here in the Palace,’ Jimmy said – he always seemed to know about history. ‘It burned down though. And where the
         Observatory is now was Greenwich Castle where he used to keep his mistresses. It must have been quite a sight when kings and
         queens sailed upriver in the royal barges. And it’s odd to think this is where time is measured, and longitude so people can
         sail by it all over the world.’

      
      ‘Are you happy to carry on running the Ram’s Head, or have you got other plans?’ Belle asked. They had talked about so much.
         Jimmy had told her about the funeral of King Edward and then the coronation of George V a year later, when he’d stayed up
         all night to get a good spot to see the royal procession come past. He explained what the suffragettes had been doing in her
         absence, how many of them were force-fed in prison, and how one was killed when she threw herself under the King’s horse at Epsom race course. He said
         Mog and Garth had had some very heated arguments about them. Mog admired them but Garth thought they should stay at home and
         look after their families and leave politics and voting to men.

      
      They discussed the sinking of the Titanic on her maiden voyage too, which had happened on 15 April while Belle was still recovering in the nursing home in Paris. Noah
         told her that one thousand, five hundred people were lost when the ship hit an iceberg, but perhaps thinking it would make
         her upset he didn’t say much more, and she couldn’t read the French newspaper accounts of the tragedy. But Jimmy knew all
         of the story and related it to her in such detail that anyone would have thought he’d been on the ship.

      
      Belle noticed that although Jimmy had talked a great deal about current affairs, neighbours and Mog and Garth today, he hadn’t
         answered her question about his work. So she asked him again about it.

      
      ‘I think once Uncle Garth and Mog are married, they’ll be very keen to get out of central London,’ Jimmy replied. ‘I suppose
         I could stay on and run the pub myself, but I don’t really want to. We all went out to Blackheath for the day at Easter, a
         while before we heard you’d been found. They talked of nothing else at the time but trying to find a pub there, but that’s
         been forgotten since you came home.’

      
      ‘Where is Blackheath?’ Belle asked.

      
      Jimmy pointed behind them. ‘Just the other side of Greenwich Park. The road down to Dover goes through there, and with so
         many people getting motorcars now it would be a good place to choose. And they are building lots of new houses out that way
         too. If Garth found the right pub they could have paying-guest rooms as well. I think it is a brilliant idea. The Heath is
         lovely, with ponds, and there was a fair on when we were there. They play cricket up there in the summer, and the village is really pretty.’

      
      ‘Sounds like you really want to go there,’ Belle said. ‘Would it be a good place for a hat shop?’

      
      She had told Jimmy and Mog that she learned hat-making while she was in America and that she wanted to open a shop, but because
         of all the excitement of her being back, and the business with the police, they hadn’t reacted to the idea at all.

      
      ‘It would be ideal,’ Jimmy said. ‘It’s that kind of a village, very middle-class with lots of men who work in the City, and
         wives who pride themselves on being fashionable and well dressed.’

      
      Belle felt a surge of excitement at the idea of starting out somewhere where no one knew about her. But almost immediately
         she felt deflated because as a chief witness in a murder trial, her history would follow her.

      
      ‘What is it?’ he said when her face fell.

      
      She explained.

      
      ‘People don’t keep things like that in their heads for long,’ he said soothingly. ‘They use the old newspaper to light the
         fire, and that’s it, over and done with. It’s only family and close friends who find it hard to forget. But you could change
         your name, then no one would connect you with the trial.’

      
      Belle thought about that for a while. ‘I can’t imagine myself as anything but Belle Cooper,’ she said eventually.

      
      ‘You could be Belle Reilly if you married me.’

      
      Belle had been afraid of him pressing her in some way, but the flippant way he’d made that remark made her giggle. ‘A girl
         is supposed to agree to marry someone for much deeper reasons than changing her name,’ she said.

      
      ‘That’s true,’ he said equally lightly. ‘But if we all moved to Blackheath where it’s terribly respectable, I’d have to pretend
         to be your brother to avoid people talking. And that would become very complicated. It would be much easier to introduce you
         as my wife. And easier for you to get a shop – landlords are very prejudiced against lone women taking on a lease.’

      
      Belle thought she ought to be nervous at the way this conversation was going, yet she wasn’t. Everything he’d said was quite
         true.

      
      ‘I meant husband and wife in name only,’ he said quickly, before she’d even thought how to reply. ‘I do realize after what
         you’ve been through that the last thing you would want is another man taking over your life.’

      
      She felt his complete sincerity and was deeply touched by it. ‘That wouldn’t be fair on you, Jimmy,’ she said quietly.

      
      ‘You mean if you didn’t want to share my bed?’ he asked bluntly.

      
      ‘Well yes, and not feeling that way about you,’ she said awkwardly. ‘I like you such a lot Jimmy, I trust you too and we could
         be the best of friends, but …’ She paused, not knowing how to round it off.

      
      ‘Listen to me,’ he said, taking one of her hands in his. ‘I’ve made a suggestion, nothing more. All I really want is for you
         to recover from what you’ve been through. To be your friend and support whatever you decide to do.’

      
      She looked into his tawny eyes then and saw exactly what she’d seen the first time they’d met. Honesty.

      
      They walked on up through Greenwich Park right to the iron gates at the far end, and he told her that the huge expanse of
         grass in front of them was Blackheath. There were some children sailing boats on the pond, the boys in sailor suits, the girls
         in pretty dresses, watched by their mothers, some with perambulators, sitting on benches.

      
      Beyond the Heath she could see a church with a spire. The scene was so far removed from the hurly-burly and squalor of Seven
         Dials that she felt choked up.

      
      ‘My mother brought me here once when I was about that boy’s size.’ Jimmy pointed out a boy of about seven. ‘She never said, but I felt she wished we lived somewhere like this and I could sail boats instead of playing in the street. She had
         to work so hard to keep us. But she never complained.’

      
      ‘Is that why you’d like to come and live here?’ Belle asked.

      
      ‘I suppose it is, well, partly. I’d like to have children one day and bring them over here to sail boats and play cricket
         with them. But mostly I’d like to live in a place with wide open spaces like this, to wake up each morning and hear birds
         singing, and just be happy.’

      
      ‘I think that’s a lovely ambition,’ Belle said, and it struck her that she shared it.

      
      In the days that followed, in between helping Mog with the chores, Belle often found herself thinking of the sun-drenched
         Heath, the pond and the sailing boats. She had already realized it would prove risky trying to open a hat shop anywhere close
         by Seven Dials, when there were already so many places to buy a hat in Oxford Street and Regent Street. Blackheath sounded
         perfect, and imagining her shop lifted her away from thinking about how she’d lived for the past two years, and what the immediate
         future had in store for her once Kent and Sly were arrested.

      
      But so far the police had failed to catch the men, and every day Belle was growing more tense because of it. She knew it was
         perfectly possible that if Kent had heard she was back in England, he’d seek her out and kill her. She knew this was on Garth
         and Jimmy’s mind too, just by the vigilant way they locked up at night and insisted she was accompanied every time she went
         out.

      
      Jimmy was kept busy most of the day and evenings, but when the bar closed, he and Belle would sit by the stove in the kitchen
         and talk. Bit by bit, Belle told him about New Orleans, Faldo, and going to Marseille. At first she censored it, telling him
         only the amusing parts, or related it as if she’d been a mere bystander. But gradually, as she realized he wasn’t easily shocked, she told it as it really was.

      
      ‘That lad’s got a wealth of understanding,’ Mog remarked on the day Jimmy had accompanied Belle to Bow Street police station
         to read and sign her statement. ‘I suppose working in the bar he’s got to hear all sorts – living around here you don’t stay
         innocent for long. But he don’t judge, I think that’s what I like about him the most.’

      
      Belle could only agree. She even teased Jimmy that he would make a good priest.

      
      ‘I could do the listening in the confessional all right,’ he laughed. ‘But I couldn’t cope with all that praying and stuff.’

      
      Belle wondered if by ‘stuff’ he meant being celibate. She knew he had walked out with a couple of young women while she was
         away, but she suspected he was still a virgin. His proposal lurked at the back of her mind, popping up at the oddest times.
         She thought it would be the easiest thing in the world to accept it; at a stroke she’d make everyone happy, even herself in
         many ways because as each day passed she liked him more. But while she was still thinking about Etienne and hoping against
         hope he’d come to claim her, it wasn’t fair on Jimmy to lead him on to think she might be coming round to it.

      
      But there had been no letter from Etienne. She had been back in London for two weeks now, and although she told herself mail
         from France might take longer than that to arrive, in her heart she knew there was no letter on its way.

      
      Garth didn’t allow women in his pub. His attitude wasn’t unusual; except in hotel bars, or saloons close by theatres, most
         landlords were the same. Mog occasionally helped serve at lunchtime, but never in the evening, and Garth referred to the women
         who sometimes tried to come in as ‘ladies of the night’ and refused them entry.

      
      His euphemism wasn’t apt, for in Seven Dials they didn’t wait for night, they were out there on street corners from nine in
         the morning. They had been on the street corners all of Belle’s childhood, yet she had barely noticed them then. But she not
         only noticed them now, she felt deeply for them: dirty, raddled, some with wrinkled breasts barely covered, hair that hadn’t
         seen a wash for weeks, and thin because they chose to buy cheap gin instead of food for the oblivion that came with it.

      
      So when Belle and Mog heard strident female voices coming from the bar one evening as they were sitting in the kitchen, Belle
         looked up from her sketchpad in surprise.

      
      ‘What’s going on in there?’ she asked.

      
      Mog put her sewing down and looked out of the window. ‘Well, it’s not raining, that’s when they usually try to make Garth
         let them in. Something must’ve happened out on the street. I’ll go and see.’

      
      She only went as far as opening the door through to the bar and peeped round it. ‘Jimmy!’ she called. ‘What’s going on?’

      
      Belle couldn’t hear his reply, but Mog came back and sat down. ‘He said he’d come through in a minute and explain. But there’s
         a crowd of girls in there, they look like the ones from Pearl’s, and Garth’s given them all a drink. So something must have
         happened there.’

      
      Pearl’s was a brothel a couple of streets away. Mog had mentioned it a day or two ago because it was rumoured to be owned
         by Kent.

      
      ‘Maybe the police raided it to find him?’ Belle suggested.

      
      ‘If it was that, surely they’d have taken all the girls down to the station,’ Mog said, and frowned anxiously.

      
      It was frustrating hearing the voices growing louder and louder, but not knowing what was happening. Mog went over to the
         door several times to listen but couldn’t make head or tail of what was being said. Then they heard the bell ring to warn everyone to drink up as it was closing time, and gradually the noise abated as everyone began to leave.

      
      Finally Garth came through. His face was grim.

      
      ‘What happened?’ Mog said, going over to him and putting her arms around his waist.

      
      ‘The police raided Pearl’s,’ he said. ‘Kent was in there, but he had a gun and shot one of the policemen and legged it out
         the back window. The whole of Seven Dials is in an uproar. The girls came here to tell me because of Belle.’

      

      
      Chapter Thirty-seven

      
      Belle tossed and turned all night, very aware of Mog in the bed beside her, and that Jimmy and Garth were taking it in turns
         to stand guard downstairs.

      
      Jimmy had pointed out before they went to bed that having shot a policeman there would be little point in Kent trying to kill
         Belle too, for he’d hang regardless of whether she was a witness to his crimes or not. Garth said that Kent would be much
         more concerned with getting out of the country, and both men were being logical. But Belle felt logic didn’t come into it
         with men like Kent or Pascal.

      
      They had looked out of the bedroom window before they turned in and seen two policemen patrolling Monmouth Street. Mog had
         said there would be more all over Seven Dials and pointed out how quiet it was everywhere, none of the usual drunks and whores
         wandering around.

      
      Belle must have dropped off to sleep eventually for she woke with a start at someone knocking on the door downstairs, and
         she saw it was daylight.

      
      Mog leapt out of bed like a scalded cat, pulling a shawl around her shoulders. ‘Stay here,’ she ordered Belle. ‘I’ll just
         go out on to the stairs and see if Jimmy or Garth is answering the door.’

      
      Belle looked at the clock and saw it was six-thirty. Knowing she wouldn’t be able to go back to sleep anyway, she got up and
         dressed.

      
      Mog came back into the room. ‘It’s Noah,’ she said. ‘Jimmy has let him in.’

      
      Belle hurried downstairs to find Jimmy fully dressed in the kitchen with Noah, and Garth wearing only his trousers and vest, yawning sleepily.

      
      ‘Noah’s been at the police station getting the latest news,’ Jimmy said.

      
      Belle put the kettle on. Sometimes she thought she was turning into Mog, because she always did that in a crisis.

      
      ‘Sorry to call so early, but I thought you’d want to know. Sly was arrested yesterday afternoon,’ Noah said. ‘I suspect he
         sang his heart out because it’s the only way the police would’ve known Kent was due to go to Pearl’s last night to collect
         the takings. Why they didn’t catch him before he went in is anyone’s guess, damn fools. Anyway, they charged into Pearl’s
         like the cavalry. To be fair to them, I don’t suppose they’d expected him to be armed with a gun. Kent was in an upstairs
         room he apparently uses as an office. He heard the noise, tried to climb out the window, and as the constable went in, he
         shot him.’

      
      ‘Is he dead?’

      
      ‘As a door nail,’ Noah said glumly. ‘A young man with three small children too. You can imagine the confusion in there, by
         all accounts the place is like a rabbit warren with narrow passages and small rooms. What with all the girls screaming, men
         trying to get back into their clothes and get out before the police questioned them, it must have been mayhem. Kent succeeded
         in getting away through the window and on to the roof, and from there it seems he went along the whole street and escaped
         the police who were stationed outside Pearl’s.’

      
      ‘So he’s still at large?’ Belle asked nervously.

      
      ‘Yes, but there’s a huge manhunt going on. Every policeman in London is out; there’s nothing that motivates them quite as
         much as one of their own being down.’

      
      ‘If they knew he owned Pearl’s, why didn’t they stake it out before?’ Jimmy asked.

      
      ‘I don’t think they did know that. Pearl has been arrested. I dare say we’ll find she was too scared to turn him in.’

      
      Mog had come into the kitchen, her face was pale with fright. ‘Where have all Pearl’s girls gone?’ she asked.

      
      Noah shrugged. ‘No idea, but as I came past there the police had it cordoned off. If the girls have got any sense they’ll
         stay away for a while.’

      
      ‘That’s their home, Noah,’ Belle reminded him, remembering how it was when Millie was murdered: so much hysteria and fright,
         yet at least the girls were allowed to stay in the house. ‘All their belongings will be in there and most won’t have anywhere
         else to go.’

      
      ‘Do you think we should go away somewhere?’ Mog asked.

      
      Garth looked at her, saw how scared she was and went over to her and put his arms around her protectively. ‘I can’t leave
         here even if I wanted to,’ he said. ‘The place would be broken into as soon as we’d left the street, and I’m not letting you
         or Belle out of my sight. But Kent won’t dare come here. He’s not a fool or he’d have been caught days ago. So we stay, business
         as usual, only we keep vigilant.’

      
      ‘We’ll all sit down and have breakfast,’ Belle said. She lifted the frying pan down off the hook, knowing that would spur
         Mog into laying the table.

      
      Some fifteen minutes later they were all sitting around the table eating bacon and eggs, and calm had returned.

      
      ‘I meant to come round last night,’ Noah said as he took another slice of bread. ‘We got a telegraph yesterday at the office
         from Paris saying the police have found the other girl’s body. But I was there so late working on a piece about it, it got
         too late to call here.’

      
      ‘Was she buried in Pascal’s garden?’ Belle asked. She could feel goose bumps popping up all over her.

      
      ‘No, they dug all that up but found nothing. It was on some waste ground round the back of the Sacré-Coeur. A workman found it when they were levelling out the ground to pave it. They identified her by a necklace her grandmother had
         given her.’

      
      ‘How did she die?’ Garth asked.

      
      ‘Must we talk about this as we eat?’ Mog said, her voice shaking.

      
      Noah apologized, but went on regardless to say the girl had been strangled.

      
      ‘But can they prove Pascal did it?’ Belle asked.

      
      ‘They found some items of her clothing in his house,’ Noah said. ‘They were ones she was wearing on the night she disappeared.
         That seems to be enough to convict him.’

      
      ‘If I was one of the police there I’d beat a confession out of him,’ Garth said darkly.

      
      ‘I would be surprised if they hadn’t already done that,’ Noah smirked. ‘His trial will be set any day now. I shall go to Paris
         to cover it.’

      
      ‘Will I have to go too?’ Belle asked.

      
      ‘I doubt it very much. Philippe said when we were there that your statement was enough for them. They have arrested Madame
         Sondheim too. They might need you there for her trial, but that’s a way off yet. They are still gathering more evidence about
         her crimes and of course the others’ in the chain.’

      
      ‘What about Lisette?’ Belle asked. ‘Will she give evidence?’

      
      ‘You’ll be able to talk to her about that yourself, she’s on her way here.’ Noah smiled broadly, excitement showing in his
         eyes. ‘I got a letter from her just two days ago. She and her son were in Normandy then with her aunt, and they will be arriving
         in Dover in a week’s time. I’m going to look at a place for her later today. It’s close to where I live.’

      
      ‘Will Etienne know all about this?’ Belle had to ask about him, she just couldn’t help herself. She felt Jimmy’s eyes on her
         and hoped he hadn’t picked up on her eagerness and guessed he’d got a rival.

      
      ‘He might not have been told about the body by the church, but he’ll know about Madame Sondheim – by all accounts he’s been
         of great help to the French police. He’s a brave man, and a marked one now. But he struck me as a man with a mission to stop
         the vile trade in young girls, and I suspect he’s long given up on concerning himself with his own safety.’

      
      Belle expected Jimmy to make some kind of waspish remark, but he didn’t. He went up another peg in her estimation.

      
      Later that night, when the bar had closed, Jimmy reported back that all the conversation in the bar had been about Kent shooting
         a policeman.

      
      ‘They all make out they know Kent so well,’ Jimmy fumed. ‘But when we were trying to find him two years ago, not one of the
         gutless halfwits knew anything about him.’

      
      Belle just laughed. She found it funny to see mild-mannered Jimmy getting so het up. ‘I doubt they know him at all, that’s
         just what people are like. I bet half the population in London is claiming to have a relative or friend that went down on
         the Titanic too.’

      
      Jimmy agreed with her. ‘The day that news broke it was all we heard. I bet when Jack the Ripper was up to his tricks there
         were hundreds of girls who claimed they’d managed to escape his clutches too.’

      
      ‘Are the police still patrolling the street?’ Belle asked. Garth had forbidden her even to put her nose outside the door.

      
      ‘Yes, they are everywhere, and people are even complaining about that. The shopkeepers are saying it’s stopping people shopping,
         the street girls can’t get punters, and the pickpockets have got no pockets to pick.’

      
      ‘Has the pub had fewer customers then?’

      
      ‘No, that’s a funny thing, we’re busier than ever. We even got folk in tonight that don’t live around here.’

      
      ‘We got a surge of extra business at Annie’s when Queen Victoria died,’ Mog said impishly. ‘Now, you tell me why anyone would get a surge of lust because the monarch is dead.’

      
      All three of them started to laugh, and once started they couldn’t stop. For Belle it was especially funny because she could
         imagine the frantic behind-doors scenes in the brothel. She wasn’t sure what tickled Jimmy so much.

      
      But having a good laugh made them all feel better.

      
      Since getting back to London Belle had taken it upon herself to clean the bar each morning, leaving Mog to do other chores.
         One of the advantages of the job was that she always got to pick up the mail. She was aware Jimmy might be hurt if she received
         a letter from Etienne, and Mog would probably want to know too much, so she’d rather they didn’t see any letter.

      
      Now, still without one over two weeks since her return to London, she was almost at the point of giving up on Etienne. But
         when she went into the bar that morning and saw a white envelope on the floor beneath the letter box she flew over to it.
         To her delight it was for her. Putting it in her apron pocket, she nipped upstairs to read it in her room.

      
      There was no stamp on it, French or otherwise, but she ripped it open eagerly, half expecting that Etienne had come to England
         and was letting her know. But she was disappointed to see the address at the top of the single sheet of paper was in King’s
         Cross. It was from her mother, and she felt a bit guilty at her disappointment.

      
      ‘Dear Belle,’ she read. ‘I am so glad you are safely back in England. Please forgive me for not calling on you, but there
         is some bad feeling between Mog and myself, and I really can’t come there. I slipped this through the door on my way to the
         market this morning, in the hope that you could meet me later this morning in Maiden Lane, in the café there. Don’t say anything
         to Mog, she has always liked to keep you all to herself and she’ll try and stop you coming. I’ll be there at 10.30.

      
      Your loving mother.’

      
      Belle read the letter several times before tucking it back in her apron pocket. Despite her deep love for Mog, she was mature
         enough now to see that Annie had never had a chance to be a real mother because Mog took over that role.

      
      Now that she knew from Noah that Annie had been forced into prostitution, it gave her new perspective on why she could be
         so cold and distant. But Belle had never gone hungry as a child, no one was cruel to her, in fact she had fared better than
         most of the girls she’d been at school with who had two very respectable parents.

      
      If she had got pregnant while she was in New Orleans, would she have been a good mother? She couldn’t answer that, no one
         could until it happened to them. But she felt she must go to her mother. They had common ground now, and with that they might
         find they could be friends.

      
      The problem was, she knew Garth, Mog and Jimmy were not going to let her go out. If she didn’t turn up at the café she knew
         her mother would feel it was because she wanted nothing to do with her. Belle felt she must go to her, if only to explain
         about Kent being on the loose.

      
      It was just on nine now. It was Mog’s day for changing the sheets on the beds and Jimmy would still be working in the cellar
         until about half past ten. Garth could be anywhere; he didn’t go in for set routines. If she finished cleaning the bar really
         quickly she could shoot out of the side door at quarter past ten, and they’d all still think she was in the bar for at least
         another half-hour.

      
      As she worked, washing and drying glasses, polishing the bar mirrors and the bar itself, then mopping the floor, she considered
         the risk involved in going out alone. As so many people had said, now Kent had shot a policeman he wasn’t likely to be hanging
         around here. And even if he was, he’d be holed up somewhere, not out in the streets or in a café.

      
      She would give as her excuse when she got back that she wanted to get some materials to make a hat. Hopefully they might not
         have even missed her.

      
      Belle washed her hands and face when she’d finished the bar, combed her hair and hung her apron on the back of the kitchen
         door. She wished she looked smarter to meet Annie. Mog had given her the green cotton dress she was wearing, as all her other
         clothes were too good to clean in, but it was dowdy and too big for her and made her look like a kitchenmaid.

      
      Garth was out in the back yard, Mog was upstairs, singing as she changed beds, and Belle could hear clanking noises coming
         from the cellar, so she knew Jimmy was down there. She would go now while she could.

      
      Luckily the side door had the kind of lock which didn’t need a key to lock behind her, so there was no open door to give her
         away. Once out in the street, she ran through an alley opposite and came out in Neal Street. She saw four policemen before
         she even got to the market, but whatever people had been saying last night in the bar, everywhere looked just as busy as it
         had always been. Belle heard a clock strike the half-hour just as she was approaching Maiden Lane.

      
      Maiden Lane had become even muckier than she remembered. The left-hand pavement was blocked by scaffolding on a building,
         and there were piles of sand and heaps of bricks on the pavement, so she crossed over to the right. The theatres in the Strand
         had their back doors opening on to this street and there were overflowing dustbins and piles of cardboard boxes. She couldn’t
         see a café, but then, some of the buildings jutted out further than others, so she kept on walking down the street to look.

      
      Suddenly a man grabbed her from behind, and a hand was clamped over her mouth. She knew in that instant that she’d been tricked, but before she could even react to that she found herself being dragged forcibly into a building.

      
      She tried to kick back at her assailant, but he threw her against a wall, then kicked the door to the street shut. There was
         little light but even so she knew it was Kent, just by his shape and smell. She screamed at the top of her lungs until he
         silenced her with a punch in the face.

      
      ‘I should’ve killed you in the first place, I knew you’d be trouble,’ he snarled at her, thrusting a foul-smelling rag into
         her mouth to silence her. ‘I’ll finish you off this time though, but first you’ll be my ticket out of London.’

      
      Her eyes were growing used to the gloom now and she saw him pick up a length of cord to tie her hands behind her and round
         her ankles in much the same way he had the first time he captured her. When he’d trussed her up, he flung her over his shoulder
         and carried her up some stairs.

      
      The smell of the place made Belle’s stomach heave. It was the same kind of smell that wafted out of the most squalid tenements:
         human waste, mice, damp and plain filth. Like downstairs, it was very gloomy, with just a faint glow of light coming from
         the far end of a big room. She could see broken chairs lying amongst other debris and she thought it must have been a club
         or a dance hall at some time, but more recently desperate people had been living here.

      
      Kent dropped her to the floor, which jarred every bone in her body, and with that walked away in the direction of the faint
         glow of light at the end of the room.

      
      As Belle lay there amidst the stinking squalor, her face stinging from Kent’s blow, it occurred to her that she was always
         regretting things. Why hadn’t she taken notice of Garth’s instructions not to go out? But even bigger than that regret was
         the horror that her own mother had lured her here. Why would she do that?

      
      That hardly mattered now though, in the face of what Kent was going to do to her. He had nothing to lose and he was an intelligent,
         cunning man. She couldn’t imagine how he thought she would be his ticket out of London, but he must have a plan.

      

      
      Chapter Thirty-eight

      
      Jimmy came up from the cellar and went into the bar, expecting Belle still to be cleaning. She had already finished, everything
         was gleaming and the floor still wet, but she wasn’t there. Assuming she was upstairs with Mog, he ran up, but Mog was alone,
         gathering up dirty bed linen.

      
      ‘Where’s Belle?’ he asked.

      
      ‘Cleaning the bar,’ Mog responded.

      
      ‘She’s finished that and she’s not in the kitchen,’ Jimmy said, then opened each of the bedroom doors to check she wasn’t
         in one of them.

      
      ‘Out in the yard with Garth?’ Mog suggested.

      
      Jimmy opened the window and called down to his uncle who was sitting on an upturned crate smoking his pipe, ‘Is Belle out
         there with you?’

      
      His uncle shouted back that she was in the bar.

      
      Jimmy replied that she wasn’t. He was growing worried now.

      
      ‘Where else can she be?’ he said to Mog, and ran off downstairs again to check the parlour that they rarely used.

      
      He was standing in the kitchen looking anxious when Mog came down a few minutes later. ‘I don’t like this,’ he said. ‘Do you
         think she might have gone out, even though we said she mustn’t?’

      
      ‘Maybe she needed something urgently.’

      
      ‘Like what?’

      
      ‘I don’t know, Jimmy,’ Mog said. ‘But girls get ideas into their heads. I expect she thought it was urgent.’

      
      ‘At half nine I popped up for some hot water and I could hear her sweeping,’ Jimmy said. ‘Did you see her after that?’

      
      ‘Well, I called out that I was going to change the sheets, and she made a joke about me not going back to bed,’ Mog said.
         ‘That was at ten.’

      
      ‘She must’ve gone out the side door,’ Jimmy said. ‘Garth has been in the back yard all along so she didn’t go that way.’

      
      ‘Fancy her being so sneaky,’ Mog said. Then, looking at Jimmy’s stricken face, she went over to him and patted his arm. ‘Stop
         worrying, she probably needed hairpins, or she saw someone she knew out the window and ran out to chat to them. She won’t
         have gone far.’

      
      ‘I don’t like it, Mog,’ he said. ‘Look, she’s taken off her apron, she wouldn’t do that if she’d just popped out to speak
         to someone. Besides, she’s been gone half an hour now.’

      
      Mog looked round at the apron hanging on the door. Just that it was hanging up was unusual as Belle normally left it on a
         chair, anywhere but on the hook. She went over to it and felt it – the only time Belle hung it up was when it was wet.

      
      ‘It’s bone dry,’ she said. But as her hands skimmed over it she felt something stiff in the pocket. She reached in and pulled
         the letter out, and as she read the contents her face turned pale.

      
      ‘What is it?’ Jimmy asked.

      
      ‘A letter from her mother,’ Mog gasped out. ‘Only it isn’t Annie’s writing, and whoever did write it wanted to meet up with
         Belle.’

      
      Jimmy snatched it out of her hand and read it. ‘But that’s Annie’s address,’ he said. ‘Are you sure it’s not from her?’

      
      ‘Of course I’m sure. I saw Annie’s writing every day for over twenty years, and that’s not it.’

      
      ‘But surely Belle would know that?’

      
      ‘Her mother never wrote her a letter; the most Belle would’ve seen was a few scrawled shopping lists. She’d not even seen
         that for over two years. And I don’t think Annie would say that about not wanting to come here; she’s a lot of things but she isn’t a coward.’

      
      Jimmy looked at the letter again. ‘Maiden Lane, that’s where I broke into that office. It was a club then, but they closed
         it down eighteen months ago.’ He looked at Mog, his eyes suddenly sparking with fire. ‘This is Kent’s doing. He’s got her
         there. You tell Garth, and get the police to come down to Maiden Lane. Tell him it’s the old club next to the back door of
         the theatre. I’m going there now.’

      
      ‘No, Jimmy, he’s got a gun!’ Mog said in horror, but she was too late. He was already rushing for the door, stopping only
         to pick up a cudgel Garth kept for threatening would-be troublemakers.

      
      He ran down through the market like the wind. He heard people shout to him but he didn’t stop or even shout back. There was
         only one thought in his head: he had to save Belle.

      
      At Maiden Lane he was forced to stop for a moment as he had a stitch and was out of breath. He bent over till the stitch went,
         then went to the door of the old club. He could see by the refuse around it that it wasn’t in regular use any more. It was
         his guess that James Colm, the man who used to run the club, had given Kent a key to hole up in here until the heat died down.
         Even though the police did know Colm was involved with the trade in young girls, they probably hadn’t considered Kent might
         be here as the club had been closed down for so long.

      
      The door didn’t look very strong, but as Jimmy lifted the cudgel to smash it in, he realized Kent would hear him and he’d
         be ready and waiting with his gun. He might even shoot Belle too.

      
      There was nothing for it but to climb up the front of the building and go in through the window.

      
      He ran round to the Strand, remembering how the last time he’d gone in there he was afraid of being seen. That didn’t matter now, but he did hope that anyone watching wouldn’t create
         a hue and cry so that Kent was alerted something was going on.

      
      Tucking the cudgel into his shirt, Jimmy began to climb. He was much stronger now than he had been back then, and he shinned
         up the drainpipe effortlessly and stepped on to the window sill of the old office. The windows were so black with grime it
         was hard to see in, but standing well back to the side and hoping the curtains he remembered were still hanging to hide him,
         he rubbed enough of a patch on the glass to peer in.

      
      The office was in a shambles. He could see an old mattress on the rubbish-strewn floor. The filing cabinets were gone, but
         the desk remained, and Kent was sitting at it, poring over what appeared to be a map.

      
      He was facing the window: one sound from Jimmy and he’d look up. Jimmy peeped through the hole again, hoping to see the man’s
         gun. But if it was lying somewhere in that room it was out of his line of vision. There was no sign of Belle but then she
         was probably out back in the old club.

      
      Jimmy shrank back as he considered what to do. He thought of climbing down and asking someone in one of the shops below to
         go round the back and hammer on the door. That might make Kent go to investigate and he could smash through the window once
         his back was turned. But Kent would almost certainly pick up his gun and take it with him. Jimmy wasn’t prepared to run the
         risk of Belle being hurt.

      
      He peered in again and marvelled at how calm the man appeared to be, sitting there studying his map as if he was merely planning
         a holiday. But he wasn’t looking dapper the way he had been when Jimmy had spied on him two years earlier. Back then his hair
         had been dark, only grey at the temples, but now it was all grey and so long it hung over his filthy, collarless shirt. He
         hadn’t shaved for some time, but not long enough to have grown a beard. His once neatly trimmed military-style moustache was like a bush, virtually concealing his lips.

      
      A few people on the pavement were gathering now to look up at Jimmy. He could hear the hum of their voices, and guessed they
         thought he’d been locked out and was trying to get in through the window. He heard one woman call out, telling him to be careful
         as he’d break his neck if he fell.

      
      All at once an idea came to him. If those people made enough noise Kent would get up to look and see what was happening. The
         desk was nearer the second window, and there appeared to be less clutter there too, whereas Jimmy could see there was a pile
         of boxes beneath the window where he was. So Kent would take the easiest route to look out, and as he did so, Jimmy could
         smash his way in and hopefully knock Kent out before he could grab his gun.

      
      It certainly wasn’t a foolproof plan; all it had in its favour was the element of surprise. And he’d have to synchronize smashing
         the window and jumping through, plus bashing Kent with the cudgel before he had a chance to gather his wits.

      
      But it was the only idea Jimmy had, and while he stood on the window sill considering the virtues and dangers of it, Belle
         was in there, in mortal danger.

      
      So he half turned and began flapping his arms around and pretending to slip off the sill. He knew the people below wouldn’t
         realize how deep the sill really was, and he willed them to start shouting at him.

      
      ‘Stand still, we’ll get help!’ someone shouted.

      
      All at once the murmur of voices became a hubbub, growing even louder as others stopped to join in. Quickly Jimmy put his
         eye to his spy-hole and saw Kent getting up. To make sure the man went right to the window, Jimmy pretended to slip again,
         and the gasps and calls for him to stay still were so loud that he knew Kent must be looking out.

      
      Jimmy had put the cudgel on the window sill when he first climbed up. Now he snatched it up, swung it back, and with all his strength crashed it into the glass. At the moment of impact
         he hurled himself forward, eyes closed. He felt shards of glass scrape his head and cheeks, but still held on to the cudgel
         and only opened his eyes as he hit the floor. He staggered, then spun round to see Kent was still at the window, but he’d
         turned round and his eyes were wide with shock.

      
      Lifting the cudgel above his head, Jimmy leapt towards the man and brought it crashing down. The blow landed on Kent’s shoulder
         and he reeled back with a howl of pain. Jimmy lifted it again, and with even more force hit him again on the side of his head.

      
      Kent slumped to the floor like a sack of potatoes.

      
      Jimmy was half blinded by blood. He wiped his eyes on his sleeve to clear them, then looked around. Kent’s jacket was lying
         on some boxes, the gun sticking out of the pocket.

      
      He snatched it up, tucked it into the waist of his trousers, kicked Kent to make sure he was unconscious, and when he didn’t
         move, went to find Belle.

      
      She was lying on the floor right up by the staircase door, trussed up with a gag in her mouth, her eye blackening from a blow.

      
      ‘It’s all right, you’re safe now,’ Jimmy said as he removed the gag from her mouth. ‘Kent’s out cold and I have his gun. But
         I’ve got to go back in there to make sure he doesn’t wake up. Just wait a few more minutes, the police will soon be here.’

      
      ‘So it was you,’ she said in wonder.

      
      Jimmy chuckled. He wanted to untie her and hug her, but he had no knife on him to cut the rope and he was afraid Kent might
         come round. ‘Yes, it was me, but hold on, sweetheart. I can’t untie you now.’

      
      Belle watched as he walked back towards the light at the end of the room. He had such a light, lithe step, and it reminded
         her of the day he’d slid on the ice as they went down to the Embankment Gardens in the snow. That seemed a lifetime ago.

      
      She had been in such abject terror lying here on the floor that she’d wet herself. She’d been able to see Kent sitting with
         his back to her right at the end of the room, but he was just a dark, unmoving shape. She didn’t know what he was doing but
         she was convinced he was preparing to kill her. She had no hope of rescue. No one would think of looking for her here.

      
      After trying vainly to free herself she gave up. It seemed to her that it was her fate to die through violence, and she’d
         just cheated it by being saved from Pascal. Then all at once there was shouting coming from the front of the building. She
         hoped it was the police, but with that hope came even greater terror because she knew Kent wouldn’t simply give himself up.
         He would either start shooting or use her as a hostage. Either way she knew that she would die, whether here or somewhere
         else.

      
      She saw Kent move from his seat, and then heard that incredible crash and tinkling of glass. Light suddenly streamed in and
         she saw a silhouette of another man with something big and heavy in his hands, then heard a thump and a howl of pain. Another
         dull thump and the man walked towards her.

      
      The light was behind him so she didn’t know it was Jimmy, not until he spoke. She thought of how an entire police force hadn’t
         been able to catch Kent and arrest him, yet Jimmy had managed it all on his own.

      
      ‘My Jimmy, a hero,’ she murmured to herself.

      
      He was shouting now to someone below the window. He was telling them to come to the back door. ‘Smash it down!’ he shouted.
         ‘I can’t leave this bastard. And one of you cut Miss Cooper loose when you get up here. She’s tied up.’

      
      Suddenly the stink of this place and the terror she’d felt disappeared. It was almost as if she was floating among clouds,
         and she could look down and see her past spread out before her. Kent was the man who had caused everything, and now he was caught, she was free. Free to put it all behind her,
         free to make a life of her own choosing.

      
      Jimmy was right in saying that one day she’d find herself realizing that some good things had come out of all she’d been through.
         She knew about people now, the wicked and the good and all those in between who were a bit of both because they’d been damaged
         by the bad things that had happened to them. She understood how greed could distort people’s thinking, and how lust without
         love would never completely satisfy anyone.

      
      Truly wicked people were quite rare, she realized. Kent was one, Madame Sondheim and Pascal another two. But people like Martha,
         Sly and perhaps Madame Albertine in Marseille had probably become bad through greed and association with wicked people.

      
      Yet on balance there were many, many more good people. Aside from Mog and Jimmy, there were Lisette, Gabrielle, Philippe,
         Noah, Garth and Etienne. Maybe some would argue that like herself, most of them were not entirely pure, but they stood up
         for right when it was needed.

      
      Belle heard the sound of wood splintering, then the comforting tread of heavy boots on the stairs. It was all over now: she
         and Jimmy could go home very soon, and she could start her new life.

      

      
      Chapter Thirty-nine

      
      Epilogue

      
      
      The Wedding March began, and as Belle turned to look at Mog coming into the church on Jimmy’s arm, her eyes began to prickle
         with emotional tears. She’d already seen Mog in her finery when she’d helped her to dress earlier. She’d fastened the long
         row of tiny buttons down the back of her pale blue dress, and placed the blue and white hat she’d made on Mog’s head, but
         to see her now, blushing and smiling like a young girl as she walked towards her man, was very moving.

      
      It was early September and a glorious warm, sunny day. Outside All Saints Church on Blackheath families were having picnics;
         courting couples were strolling together, and old folks sitting on benches in the sunshine. And down the road, just waiting
         for Garth and Mog to become Mr and Mrs Franklin, was the Railway Inn, the public house of their dreams.

      
      For three months now Mog and Belle had been living in a couple of rooms in Lee Park, a quiet, tree-lined road, so that Mog
         and Garth could be married here in Blackheath. Garth and Jimmy had remained at the Ram’s Head, not only to sell it and to
         wait for the legalities of the Railway Inn purchase to be finalized, but for propriety’s sake. Back in Seven Dials, no one
         worried much about such things. But they were all aware that starting a new venture in a very respectable area meant they
         must be seen to be respectable too.

      
      Belle had thought she and Mog might find conforming to polite society’s mores very difficult, but to their surprise it wasn’t
         that hard. If asked, Mog told people she had been a housekeeper and Belle had been a maid in the same household. When they
         were alone they often laughed about this for in many ways it was true. Mog had always been rather genteel and she had brought Belle up to be the same, so there weren’t
         too many pitfalls for them to tumble into. The only thing they found really difficult was getting used to their landlord and
         other men they came into contact with treating them as if they were delicate little flowers without a brain in their heads
         or an opinion of their own. Yet three months with little more to do than go for walks, read and sew, had given them both time
         to study the middle classes, adjust their behaviour accordingly, and have a well-earned rest while they planned for the future.

      
      But now, as Belle watched Mog walk up the aisle to the altar rail where Garth was waiting with his best man, John Spratt,
         an old friend, she knew Mog would be delighted that the enforced idleness had come to an end. At last she could turn the rooms
         above the pub into a real home and have Garth beside her for ever.

      
      ‘Mog looks lovely,’ Annie whispered to Belle. ‘And her hat looks as if it came from Bond Street. You really have a flair for
         millinery. And you look so pretty too!’

      
      Belle glowed at her mother’s praise. She was wearing a pale pink artificial silk dress with ruffles at the hem, and a white
         hat, all of which she’d made herself. She knew she would never become as close to Annie as she was to Mog, but they were both
         trying hard.

      
      After that terrible day with Kent, Garth had gone to Annie and insisted that she came and saw her daughter to explain her
         part in it. Belle had seen a different side to her mother then: a vulnerable woman who had built a hard shell around herself,
         believing that by staying aloof, she could protect herself from further hurt.

      
      It transpired that a man who had known Annie in the past had come to stay as a guest in her boarding house. Because this man
         knew so much about her anyway, and he seemed so kindly, Annie confided in him about Belle, and also told him that she hadn’t seen her daughter since she got back from France.

      
      Once Annie was told about the letter which was supposed to have come from her, she realized her guest must have been an associate
         of Kent’s, sent to her with the sole intention of getting information about Belle. He clearly relayed this to Kent, who then
         forged an appropriate letter from her.

      
      Annie admitted she should have come straight to the Ram’s Head when Belle returned from France, but some of the sentiments
         in that letter were based on truth. She was ashamed she’d abandoned Mog and thought only of herself, but a year ago, when
         Jimmy had upbraided her for this, she felt everyone was against her.

      
      ‘I couldn’t bear to think that you would be submitted to the same terrible things as I was as a young girl,’ she sobbed to
         Belle. ‘It was less painful to think you were dead and had been saved the torment I went through. Each time Jimmy, Mog or
         Noah came to see me, I felt they were opening up my wounds again. I couldn’t believe, as they did, that you would be found.’

      
      Belle understood. Perhaps if the bond had been as strong between them as it was between herself and Mog, Annie might have
         known in her heart she was alive. She felt her mother was to be pitied, not to be pilloried further by being shut out of her
         daughter’s life. Since then Belle had visited her in King’s Cross every two or three weeks. As Annie had shared so many similar
         experiences in her past to Belle’s in her two years away, they discussed them, sometimes crying, sometimes with laughter.
         Belle felt it had been very good for both of them to confide in each other.

      
      She couldn’t help but admire her mother’s head for business and how hard she worked. Her two houses offered clean and comfortable
         rooms, and she offered breakfast and an evening meal for her guests. She did all the cooking herself and a great deal of cleaning too as she had only a maid-of-all
         work to help her, yet she seemed far happier than she had been in the old days back in Seven Dials.

      
      Annie had been the one Belle turned to for advice when Etienne finally wrote to her, because Mog’s loyalty would have been
         with Jimmy.

      
      Etienne’s letter was an odd one, not just because he found it hard to write in English, but because Belle felt he was hiding
         his true feelings for her. He said how he had given what evidence he could to the French police about the trade in young girls,
         and Madame Sondheim and many others in the chain had been arrested and were awaiting their trials. Pascal too was still awaiting
         his, and Etienne thought there was no doubt he’d go to the guillotine.

      
      Etienne went on to tell Belle about his small farm, and that he had chickens and some pigs and was planting lemon and olive
         trees, and he had made his cottage more comfortable. He had read in the newspapers that Kent had been arrested, tried and
         found guilty of murdering three girls, Millie and two others, and he asked how Belle felt now that Kent was to be hanged.
         He wound up the letter by urging her to put the past away, that she was in his heart, and he wished her every success in the
         future.

      
      Annie studied every word of the letter carefully. ‘I’d say he does love you,’ she said at length, ‘but he knows he is not
         the right man for you. He is an honourable man and feels that he can only bring you more unhappiness. I think by the way he
         describes his little farm, he knows too that he couldn’t settle in England and that you wouldn’t want to live in France. But
         reading between the lines I’d say he is hoping he is in your heart.’

      
      ‘Should I go to him and see?’ Belle asked.

      
      Annie shrugged her shoulders. ‘If you were to do that I’m sure he would welcome you with open arms, and that for a time you could be very happy. But you would have to pay a high price,
         Belle. He is well known in France, and because of his past you would be tainted with that too. Then there is the problem of
         his deep sorrow at losing his wife and children. Could you live alone in isolation with such a man and never regret leaving
         the people who love you here? Or your dream of having your own hat shop?’

      
      Belle was touched that her mother had not ridiculed the idea of her feeding pigs and chickens, of watering Etienne’s trees
         and living the life of a peasant. She felt that Annie even understood her physical desire for him, yet she didn’t say that
         was not enough to keep her happy there.

      
      ‘I believe you can feel the way you do about Etienne with a man who can give you all the other things you want too,’ Annie
         said gently. ‘I fear you have shut your mind to that. But you have to open it, be receptive and let love in.’

      
      Kent’s trial had taken place just before Belle moved to Blackheath. She was called as a witness to the Old Bailey, but because
         of the two other murders, and a dozen or more other witnesses, including Sly who had turned King’s Evidence against his old
         partner, her role in the trial was less important than had been anticipated. Because of her tender age and being as much a
         victim of Kent as Millie had been, she wasn’t subjected to rigorous cross-examination, and with Noah’s connections with the
         leading newspapers, very little was said about her by any of the journalists who covered the trial.

      
      Kent was hanged a couple of weeks after he was sentenced, and Belle made a point of not reading any of the newspapers at that
         time. She didn’t want to hear his name again, much less read about him.

      
      Now here in the church, listening to Mog and Garth making their vows to each other, all that darkness and brutality seemed a lifetime ago. Belle was the happiest she’d ever been, every day seemed to bring new joy, and she felt her
         heart was open again.

      
      She looked at Jimmy up ahead in the front pew, straight-backed, his dark red hair looking like burnished copper in a ray of
         sunshine slanting in. He was several inches taller than the men near him, with wider shoulders, and was stronger and kinder
         than anyone else. He made her laugh, she could talk to him about anything, and he had proved that day he leapt through the
         window that he was every bit as valiant and tough as Etienne. He still had little scars on his cheeks and neck to remind her;
         some of them had been so bad he’d spent two days in hospital having pieces of glass removed from the wounds and having them
         stitched.

      
      He knew everything about her, but she was still finding things out about him. He certainly wasn’t just the devoted puppy dog
         trailing after her that she’d first thought when she came back to England.

      
      Annie nudged her, and Belle came to with a start, suddenly aware that while she had been daydreaming, Mog and Garth had completed
         their vows, and everyone was getting down on their knees for prayers.

      
      She quickly followed suit, but peeped though her eyelashes at Noah and Lisette and little six-year-old Jean-Pierre across
         the aisle. Jean-Pierre wore a white sailor suit and looked adorable. He had the same dark hair and big dark eyes as his mother.
         Lisette looked beautiful in a silver-grey dress and the matching feathery hat which Belle had made for her. She loved her
         new life in London and had taken a job as a nurse in a small nursing home in Camden Town. She was most definitely as much
         in love with Noah as he was with her, and Belle thought it was only a matter of days before he would announce when they were
         going to be married.

      
      Noah had become a very successful journalist. He’d made his name this year with his hard-hitting articles about human trafficking. Thanks to his dogged persistence and motivating
         others, three of the girls he’d had on his list of those abducted by Kent and his cronies had been found in Belgium and were
         now reunited with their families. Now he was writing a series of articles about survivors of the Titanic. He’d told Jimmy recently that he was also writing a novel, but couldn’t be drawn as to what it was about.

      
      The other twenty or so people here today were Mog and Garth’s more respectable friends from Seven Dials, shopkeepers, other
         publicans, a lawyer and a doctor and their wives, but Garth and Jimmy had thrown a riotous leaving party a week ago back at
         the Ram’s Head so that the rest of their old customers wouldn’t feel left out by not being invited today.

      
      Two days ago a carter had brought all their furniture and belongings over to the Railway Inn, and Mog and Belle had arranged
         it in their new home. Tonight and for the next four days Jimmy would stay there alone, while Mog and Garth had a honeymoon
         in Folkestone. Belle would stay in Lee Park until then too. She smiled to herself at Mog’s insistence that she and Jimmy should
         not be alone under the same roof. Considering Belle’s former career that seemed ludicrous, but since they moved to Blackheath,
         Mog had become a stickler for her having a chaperone. She said it was to safeguard her reputation.

      
      The final hymn, ‘Love Divine All Love Excelling’, was sung, and Mog, Garth, John Spratt and Jimmy went off to the vestry to
         sign the register. The organist was playing something gentle and there was a low buzz of conversation.

      
      ‘I’ve got something to tell you,’ Annie said. ‘I’ll say it now before all the hoo-ha of people kissing one another and photographs
         being taken. I want you to go into the solicitors Bailey and Macdonald in Montpelier Row on Monday or Tuesday, to sign the
         lease for that shop.’

      
      Belle frowned. ‘I told you they wouldn’t let me have it as I was single.’

      
      She had seen the empty shop in Tranquil Vale, the main street in Blackheath Village, a few weeks ago and got the agent to
         show it to her. It was perfect, a small shop complete with a pretty bow-fronted window, and a room behind big enough for a
         workroom, plus a lavatory outside in the back yard. The rent was reasonable too. But Belle had been turned down flat as a
         tenant.

      
      Annie smiled. ‘They will now, I persuaded them to let me guarantee the rent. As I own a property and they think I’m a widow,
         they couldn’t really refuse.’

      
      If it hadn’t been for the bride and groom coming down the aisle with the widest of smiles on their faces, Belle would have
         thrown her arms round her mother. Instead, she quietly squeezed her hand in thanks and whispered that they’d talk later.

      
      The wedding breakfast was in the Railway Inn. It was a traditional old pub with slate floors, a huge fireplace and a long
         curved bar. It had been neglected over the years, but once Garth had taken it over he closed it for a few days before the
         wedding to smarten it up.

      
      He’d got in a team of people who scrubbed the floor, revarnished the bar, doors, tables and chairs, and repainted the smoke-stained
         walls in cream. Now, with gleaming mirrors behind the equally shiny bar, arrangements of flowers and new chintz curtains at
         the windows, it looked a different place. A local catering company had laid up two long tables in a ‘T’ shape, and placed
         the two-tier wedding cake made and iced by Mog as a centrepiece. Belle had been in from six that morning making little flower
         arrangements for the table to match Mog’s posy of daisies and pink rosebuds and she’d also made all the gentlemen’s carnation
         button-holes.

      
      ‘It won’t look or smell as pretty as this once we open for business,’ Garth joked as he directed the caterers to give everyone a glass of champagne before sitting down to eat.

      
      ‘If you think I’m going to let you turn it into a rough house, then think again,’ Mog retorted. ‘And there’ll be none of that
         “men only” business in here either. As I understand it, some of the ladies in Blackheath like to come into the snug for a
         glass of sherry.’

      
      She had re-upholstered the cushions on the settles in the snug, which was separated from the main bar by a partition with
         attractive stained glass at the top.

      
      ‘Now we’re married, Mrs Franklin,’ Garth said, looking at her tenderly, ‘you’ll do as I tell you.’

      
      Everyone laughed, for it was patently obvious that Garth worshipped Mog and consulted her about everything.

      
      ‘It’s difficult to believe those two are the same people we lived with when we first met,’ Jimmy whispered to Belle. ‘My uncle
         was so fierce and grumpy and she was like a little grey mouse.’

      
      Belle giggled. She had only known Garth then by repute, but it was said that if anyone upset him he’d boot them out into the
         street. Mog had been old beyond her years, she wore dowdy clothes and rarely contradicted anyone.

      
      Love had made Mog blossom and gain confidence, and since Belle came back she’d encouraged her to wear more fashionable clothes
         that showed off her neat little figure. She no longer scragged back her hair so severely, it was as glossy as new conkers
         and fixed in a much softer chignon. When she let it down and brushed it to go to bed she looked no more than twenty-five.

      
      Lisette came up to Belle just before they sat down to eat. ‘You look so chic today,’ she said in her delightfully accented
         English. ‘It is no wonder Jimmy has eyes for no one else.’

      
      Belle laughed. She had told Lisette about Jimmy at the time she was ill in the nursing home after her ordeal at Madame Sondheim’s and Lisette was convinced they were meant for each other. ‘There aren’t any other unattached women here to compete
         with me,’ she said.

      
      ‘That is true, but if there were, you would still have all his attention,’ Lisette insisted.

      
      ‘How is Jean-Pierre settling in at his new school?’ Belle asked. Both Noah and Lisette were always saying such things about
         Jimmy and it was a little wearing.

      
      ‘He is so ’appy there,’ she said with obvious delight. ‘His English is as good as mine now. He is reading well and likes to
         do sums.’

      
      ‘And are you happy you came to England?’

      
      ‘Oh yes, I do not miss France, except perhaps for the good wine and food. The butcher the other day say to me, “You Frenchies
         are too fussy.” ’

      
      Both of them laughed. Noah often said how she picked over vegetables and fruit in the shops. By an unspoken agreement they
         never talked about how they really met. They both implied that Noah had introduced them, and only Mog, Garth and Jimmy knew
         the truth.

      
      ‘Well, it’s good English fare today,’ Belle said. ‘Roast beef with all the trimmings.’ She went on to tell Lisette that her
         mother had secured the lease for the shop she was after. ‘You must come to the opening,’ she said. ‘You can turn your French
         charm on the Blackheath ladies and show them how to wear a hat with style.’

      
      Lisette leaned forward and kissed Belle on both cheeks. ‘The bad times are over for both of us now,’ she whispered. ‘You brought
         me Noah, and I hope you will soon see Jimmy is the one for you.’

      
      Almost three hours later after a hearty meal and a great deal of wine, all the wedding guests accompanied Mog and Garth to
         the station to wave them off on the train to Folkestone. Mog looked like a fashion plate in a cream costume with a peplum waisted jacket and a straight skirt which just skimmed her new
         brown patent leather ankle boots with a small heel. Belle had made her cream felt hat with a plaited band of cream and brown
         ribbon.

      
      As the train pulled out of the station, all the guests dispersed, mostly on to the other platform to await a train back to
         Charing Cross.

      
      Jimmy and Belle walked back to the Railway Inn to pay off the caterers whom they had left clearing up.

      
      ‘It will be strange going back to Lee Park alone,’ Belle said as they walked out of the station. ‘I’ve got so used to Mog
         being there all the time.’

      
      ‘I think Annie hoped you’d ask if you could go back with her,’ Jimmy said. ‘She looked a bit forlorn when she said goodbye.’
         Annie had left earlier, as she had to make dinner for her boarders.

      
      ‘I don’t think it was that, she was a teeny bit jealous of Mog. But wasn’t it lovely of her to make the shop happen for me?’
         She’d told just about everyone about it during the wedding breakfast, and apart from her own delight it was good to be able
         to show her mother in a more flattering light.

      
      ‘No more than you deserve,’ Jimmy said. ‘You won’t know yourself, having so much room to make hats in. They are beginning
         to take over Lee Park!’

      
      Belle had begun hat-making in earnest about six weeks ago, and with half a dozen sitting on blocks and boxes of trimmings
         and other materials piled all around, the living-room looked like a workshop.

      
      They walked into the pub to find the caterers ready to leave. Jimmy paid them and thanked them for everything, then locked
         the door behind them.

      
      ‘Help!’ Belle made a pretend-horrified face. ‘I’m alone with a man!’

      
      ‘And I’ve locked the door,’ Jimmy said with a leer. ‘Now I’m going to ravish you.’

      
      ‘Please don’t, kind sir,’ she said, running out into the kitchen. ‘I’m just an innocent maid, and if you ruin me, who will
         have me?’ she called back over her shoulder.

      
      He came running after her and caught her in his arms. ‘Unhand me, sir,’ she said.

      
      She knew he was only playing, but his arms around her felt so right that her body just moulded into his and she put her hand
         on his neck, drawing his head down to kiss him.

      
      His lips were tantalizingly warm and soft, and as the tip of his tongue flickered against hers, she felt a surge of desire
         she hadn’t expected. One kiss went into another, then another, and time seemed to stand still as they devoured each other.

      
      It was Jimmy who broke away first. He was flushed and breathing heavily. ‘And you, maiden, must unhand me,’ he said, ‘or take
         the consequences.’

      
      ‘And what might those be?’ she asked, smiling coyly at him.

      
      ‘You will have to marry me.’

      
      His offer to marry her months ago on the day out to Greenwich had been made lightly, and he’d said nothing more about it since.
         Since she and Mog had moved into the rooms in Lee Park and only saw Jimmy and Garth on a Sunday, Belle had really missed Jimmy,
         but she refused to believe he could ever be more than just a good friend.

      
      But now, in the light of how his kisses had made her feel, she was no longer so certain of that.

      
      ‘I love you, Belle, I always have,’ he said softly. ‘I met other girls while you were away, but they meant nothing, you were
         the one that was always on my mind. But it’s time I walked you home now, I dare say we’ve both been affected by the wedding
         and drunk too much, and I’m not going to make a bigger fool of myself by pestering you.’

      
      ‘You aren’t making a fool of yourself,’ Belle said. ‘Just kiss me again before we leave.’

      
      He swept her into his arms and kissed her until she felt she was going to faint with wanting him.

      
      ‘Home now,’ he said, taking her hand and leading her to the door. ‘I think you need time on your own to think this through.’

      
      Belle tossed and turned that night, unable to think of anything but Jimmy’s kisses and how they had made her feel. She’d kissed
         only five men in her life – Etienne, Serge, Faldo, Clovis and Jimmy. Serge didn’t count at all, for blissful as his lovemaking
         had been, she had never been under any illusion that it was anything other than sex. Faldo didn’t count either for she’d felt
         nothing but a vague affection for him. Clovis was someone she regretted deeply. As for Etienne, she was still just a child
         when he kissed her, and after all she’d been through just before she met him it was likely she became infatuated because he
         was so kind to her.

      
      She’d written back to him just before she and Mog moved to Blackheath, and told him about her life back in England, about
         Lisette and Noah, and how Mog and Garth were getting married. She’d said she hoped he’d find true happiness on his little
         farm, but said nothing of her feelings for him.

      
      She realized now that her letter had finalized it for her. She’d met him at a desperate time in her life, and his kindness
         and wisdom had helped her through it. Looking back, it was hardly surprising that she’d put him on a pedestal. On top of that
         he was the one who rescued her from Pascal. What woman wouldn’t love him for that? Yet in the past three months of being secure
         and happy she’d rarely thought about him, and when she did it wasn’t with sadness for what might have been, only gratitude
         he’d been there when she needed someone.

      
      Yet if Jimmy was to go out of her life she knew she wouldn’t forget him in a hurry. He was part of her past, of the present,
         and she wanted him there in her future. Did she love him?

      
      If someone was your best friend, someone you never wanted to lose, and you desired them, if that wasn’t love, what was it?

      
      She tried to think about her shop, to imagine how she would decorate and arrange it, and display her hats in the window. But
         her mind kept slipping back to Jimmy.

      
      Everyone she knew would be delighted if they married. Even her mother had said that he was a diamond.

      
      What was she waiting for? Did she expect a thunderbolt from the heavens to make her see it was meant to be?

      
      She got out of bed, and as she so often did when she couldn’t sleep, she picked up her sketchpad and a pencil.

      
      But instead of drawing a hat, she found herself drawing a veil, and that led to a wedding dress.

      
      It was barely light when she began, and she became so engrossed in the detail, her own face beneath the veil, the beading
         on the dress, a train sweeping out behind, even a frothy bouquet of roses and orange blossom in her hands, that she lost all
         sense of time.

      
      As she finished it she glanced at the clock and was surprised to find it was nine o’clock.

      
      She looked down at the finished sketch and smiled. ‘That’s the closest you’re going to get to a thunderbolt,’ she murmured.
         ‘So I think you should go and tell him.’

      

      
      
      Read on for a taste of Belle’s further adventures in Belle’s War, to be published by Michael Joseph in spring 2012.

      
      
      

      
      
      
      Chapter One

      
      July 1914

      
      The name ‘Belle’ in gold italic writing above a shop window made Etienne Carrera stop in his tracks and his heart beat a little
         faster. It was raining hard so he sheltered under a haberdasher’s shop awning to look across the street at the little bow-windowed
         hat shop. It had to be her shop, it surely couldn’t be mere coincidence when he had come out to Blackheath for the sole purpose
         of finding out how she was.

      
      Etienne could see two ladies silhouetted inside the shop; their hand and head movements suggested they were excited by the
         hats on display. If the shop belonged to his Belle then he knew he should be satisfied that she’d achieved her ambition to
         become a milliner, and could go back into London happy that life was treating her well. But just the thought that she might
         be less than twenty yards from him sent a tingle down his spine.

      
      A vivid image came into his mind, of saying goodbye to her over two years earlier at Gard du Nord in Paris. Her train to Calais
         was about to leave, doors were slamming, people were rushing frantically to get aboard and smoke was belching from the engine.
         Belle looked up at him, dark curls escaping from a little pink hat, her lovely eyes brimming with tears. She had pleaded with
         him to say something to her in French.

      
      He couldn’t remember his exact words now, only that they came straight from his heart. He said something like he would face
         any perils, walk through fire and floods just to be with her.

      
      He should have simply said that he loved her, for her French wasn’t good enough for her to understand much more than that simple phrase. She tried to smile as the guard blew his
         whistle, and then ran to get on the train.

      
      He remembered that she waved from the window until he could no longer see her.

      
      Why had he been such a fool? They had shared so much and he knew women well enough to know that she had felt the same for
         him. He should have followed her to London within a day or two and told her, in English, what she meant to him. But he didn’t
         because he’d believed he was doing the right thing for her by staying away.

      
      Weeks passed before he even wrote to her. He found it difficult to write in English and he guessed his letter was stilted
         and lacking in warmth. She replied, but her writing too was very formal, without any hint that she had hoped for more from
         him.

      
      Turning, Etienne looked at his reflection in the shop window behind him. Old friends back in France claimed he’d changed in
         the last two years, but he couldn’t see any difference in himself. He was still lean and fit – hard work on his small farm
         kept him that way – and his shoulders were broader and more muscular than before. But perhaps his friends meant that his angular
         features had softened and made him look less dangerous.

      
      There was a time when he had delighted in being told his blue eyes were icy, and that just a look from him was enough to strike
         fear into people. But back then he’d needed to be tough and ruthless, for that was all part of his work. While he knew he
         was still capable of violence if threatened or provoked, he wasn’t part of that world any longer.

      
      He’d come to England on business and, on a whim that he was almost regretting now, he’d gone to the address where Belle had
         lived when she got back from France, a public house in London’s Seven Dials. But the public house had changed hands, and he was told the old landlord and his nephew had moved to Blackheath in south London.

      
      So he took the train out here, asked the ticket collector if he knew Garth Franklin, and was directed to the Railway Inn.
         As it was closed until five-thirty he’d taken a walk up the hill towards the Heath, and here he was, looking across the street,
         hungry to know more about Belle.

      
      A plump, rosy-faced matron, struggling with an umbrella which had blown inside out, joined him under the awning to shelter
         from the rain. ‘If it don’t stop soon we’ll all get webbed feet!’ she remarked jovially as she tried to turn her umbrella
         back the right way. ‘I don’t know what possessed me to come out in it.’

      
      ‘I was thinking the same myself,’ he replied, and took the umbrella from her to straighten out the spokes. ‘There you are.’
         As he handed it back to her, he added, ‘But I expect it will do the same again in the next gust of wind.’

      
      She looked at him curiously. ‘You’re French, aren’t you? But your English is very good.’

      
      Etienne smiled. He liked the way English women of her age didn’t hold back from questioning complete strangers. French women
         were much more reserved.

      
      ‘Yes, I’m French, but I spent some time in England when I was young.’

      
      ‘Are you here on holiday?’ she asked.

      
      ‘Yes, visiting old friends,’ he said, for that was partially true. ‘I was told Blackheath was a very pretty place, but I didn’t
         pick a good day to explore it.’

      
      She laughed and agreed that no one would want to walk on the Heath in such heavy rain.

      
      ‘You must live in the south of France,’ she said, looking at him appraisingly. ‘Your face is very brown. My brother has holidays
         in Nice, he always comes back as brown as a conker.’

      
      Etienne had no idea what a conker was, but he was glad the woman seemed prepared to chat. He hoped he might learn something more about Belle from her.

      
      ‘I live near Marseille. And that shop over there reminds me of the French milliners,’ he said, pointing to the hat shop.

      
      She looked over to it and smiled. ‘I believe Belle learned her trade in Paris. All the ladies in the village love her hats,’
         she said, with real warmth in her voice. ‘I’d have popped in there myself today if the weather wasn’t so bad. Such a lovely
         young woman! She’s always got time for everyone.’

      
      ‘So she has good business then?’

      
      ‘Yes indeed, she gets ladies coming from all over to buy from her, I’m told. But you must excuse me, I must make my way home
         now, or there won’t be any dinner tonight.’

      
      ‘It was a pleasure talking to you,’ he said, and helped her put her umbrella up again.

      
      ‘You should go over there and buy your wife a hat,’ the woman said as she began to walk away. ‘You won’t find a better shop,
         not even up in Regent Street.’

      
      After the woman had gone he continued to look across the street, hoping for a glimpse of Belle. The older woman’s praise for
         her was evidence that the more scandalous episodes of her past hadn’t followed her here, and that she was liked and respected
         in this genteel village. His mission had been accomplished and he knew he ought to go straight back to the station and catch
         a train into London.

      
      The tinkling of a doorbell alerted him that someone was leaving Belle’s shop. Both the ladies he’d glimpsed inside emerged
         – he guessed that they were mother and daughter for one looked to be in her forties, the other no more than eighteen or so.
         The younger one ran to a waiting automobile with two pink-and-black striped hat boxes in her hands, the older woman looking
         back into the shop as if saying goodbye. Then, suddenly, he saw Belle in the doorway. Slender and as lovely as he remembered,
         wearing a very demure high- necked pale green dress, her dark shiny hair piled up on her head with just a few curls escaping around her face.

      
      At once he knew he had to speak to her, just one last time. Rumblings of war had become increasingly loud in the last year,
         and since the Archduke Franz Ferdinand of Austria had been assassinated back at the end of June, war seemed inevitable. Germany
         was bound to invade France and Etienne knew when that happened he would have to fight for his country, and might never get
         back to England again.

      
      The two women got into the automobile and were driven off. Belle closed the shop door, and on impulse Etienne darted across
         the street through the rain. He paused to look through the window before going inside. Belle had her back to him, arranging
         hats on little stands. There was a row of tiny pearl buttons down the back of her green dress, and he felt a pang of jealousy
         that he would never be able to unbutton them for her. She bent forward to pick up a hat box from the floor and he caught a
         glimpse of shapely calf above pretty lacy ankle boots. When he rescued her in Paris he had seen her naked and felt nothing
         then but concern for her, yet now even a few inches of her exposed leg was arousing.

      
      She turned as the doorbell tinkled and on seeing him her hands flew up to her mouth and her eyes opened wide with surprise.
         ‘Etienne!’ she exclaimed. ‘What are you doing here?’

      
      He immediately saw the wedding ring on her finger and realized that she must have married Jimmy Reilly, the childhood friend
         she’d so often spoken about and who he knew had settled in Blackheath too.

      
      ‘I’m flattered that you remember me,’ he said lightly, hiding his disappointment. ‘And you are looking even more lovely. Success
         and married life clearly suit you.’

      
      He took a couple of steps nearer her, intending to kiss her cheeks, but she blushed and backed away as if nervous. ‘How did
         you know I was here in Blackheath?’ she asked.

      
      ‘I called into the Ram’s Head in Seven Dials. The new landlord there told me Garth and Jimmy had moved here, and as you’d
         told me in your letter that Garth was going to marry Mog, I expected that you’d be here too. I had a day to spare before I
         left England, so I caught the train out here. I meant to go into The Railway and introduce myself to Garth, but it was closed,
         so I walked up here and to my delight I saw your shop.’

      
      ‘Forgive me, I should have written to you again and told you about Garth and Mog’s wedding, and told you that I married Jimmy,’
         she said, looking both anxious and flustered by his sudden appearance. ‘But …’ she faltered, making a little gesture with
         her hands that implied she hadn’t known how to.

      
      ‘I understand,’ he said lightly. ‘Old friends do not need to explain. I am just happy that things worked out for you all.
         Do you and Jimmy live above the pub too?’

      
      ‘Yes, we do, and my mother helped me get this shop. Do you like it?’

      
      Etienne glanced around at the pale pink and cream decor. ‘It’s lovely, very feminine and chic. A woman out on the street told
         me you couldn’t get better hats even in Regent Street.’

      
      She smiled then and visibly relaxed. ‘Why don’t you take off that wet raincoat and I’ll make us both a cup of tea?’

      
      She went into a little room at the back of the shop, and called out to him, ‘Are you still on your farm?’

      
      Etienne hung his coat on a hook by the door, and brushed back his wet, fair hair with his hands. ‘I am, but I also do a little
         translating, that is the reason I came to England, to meet with a company I have done work for in the past,’ he called back.

      
      ‘So your life is about more than chickens and lemon trees now?’ she said as she came back into the shop. ‘Please tell me you
         have kept to the straight and narrow?’

      
      Etienne put his hand on his heart. ‘I promise you I am a pillar of polite society,’ he said, his voice grave but his eyes
         twinkling.

      
      Belle giggled as if she didn’t entirely believe him.

      
      ‘Do you doubt my word?’ he said with a boyish grin. ‘Shame on you, Belle, for having so little faith in me. Have I ever lied
         to you?’

      
      ‘You once told me you’d kill me if I tried to escape,’ she retorted. ‘And you later admitted that wasn’t true.’

      
      ‘That’s the trouble with women,’ he smiled. ‘They always remember the little, inconsequential things.’ He reached out and
         touched a pink-feathered hat on a stand, marvelling that her determination and talent had paid off. ‘It’s your turn to tell
         the truth now. Is your marriage all you hoped for?’

      
      ‘Much more than I hoped for,’ she said, just a little too quickly. ‘We are very happy, Jimmy is just the very best of husbands.’

      
      ‘Then I am happy for you,’ he said, and gave a little bow.

      
      Belle disappeared to the back of the shop once more and reappeared with two cups of tea. She sat on a stool behind her counter
         and Etienne sat down on one of the chairs.

      
      ‘And what about you?’ Belle asked. ‘Do you have a lady in your life?’

      
      ‘No one special enough to settle down with,’ he replied.

      
      She raised her eyebrows questioningly.

      
      He smiled. ‘Don’t look like that, not everyone wants marriage and stability. Especially now, with war threatening.’

      
      ‘It won’t come to that, surely?’ she said.

      
      ‘I think it is only weeks away.’

      
      ‘That’s all men talk about these days,’ Belle sighed.

      
      Etienne smiled. Women in France made the same complaint. ‘And what do women talk about?’

      
      ‘In here it is mostly about fashion, children and domestic things, but we are all worried our men may have to join up and fight. I don’t see why England has to get involved, it’s nothing to do with us.’

      
      He shrugged. ‘France is more vulnerable than England. We may be invaded, you are safer here across the Channel. But enough
         of war, tell me about your family. You say your mother helped you get the shop. Does she live near here, and how are Mog and
         Garth?’

      
      ‘Things are better with my mother, but she lives over in King’s Cross and I only see her about once a month. Garth and Mog
         are very happy, they were made for one another. But why don’t you come home with me and meet everyone? I know they’d be delighted.’

      
      Etienne looked at her thoughtfully for a moment. ‘All things considered, I think it is best I do not meet them. When you moved
         here you also left the past behind.’

      
      Belle wanted to protest, but she knew in her heart he was right. On the day she married Jimmy she had firmly closed the door
         on her time in America and Paris. Etienne may have opened it again by coming to see her, and she was glad he had, but Jimmy
         might not see it that way.

      
      ‘Maybe you are right. But what about Noah?’ she asked. ‘You will surely go to see him, you became such good friends? Lisette
         is expecting a baby and they have a lovely home in St John’s Wood now.’

      
      ‘I am having lunch with him tomorrow, near his office,’ Etienne said. ‘We will always be friends, but I don’t call at his
         home; we both feel Lisette needs no reminders of the past, especially now.’

      
      Belle gave a rueful smile. ‘Respectability has a high price. Noah and Lisette come to see us now and again, we have all been
         to their home too. But we are always careful to avoid talking about how and why we met. Sensible as that is, it also prevents
         us from being really close.’

      
      ‘Does the past affect your relationship with Jimmy?’ Etienne asked, his eyes boring into her, daring her to lie to him.

      
      ‘Sometimes,’ she admitted. ‘It’s like having a splinter in your finger which you can’t get out, and you can’t help touching
         it.’

      
      Etienne nodded in understanding. ‘For me too. But in time a splinter works its way out and the hole it leaves will become
         filled with new memories.’

      
      Belle laughed suddenly. ‘Why are we being so gloomy? All of us – you, me, Jimmy, Mog and Lisette too. We all have so many
         good things now, far more than we ever expected. Why are humans so perverse that they choose to dwell on previous bad times?’

      
      ‘Is it the bad times we dwell on, or the beautiful moments that lifted us up during those times?’ Etienne asked, raising one
         eyebrow quizzically.

      
      Belle blushed, and he knew she remembered only too well the moments they’d shared. She changed the subject quickly, moving
         on to ask him about his farm. Etienne found little funny stories to tell her about it to lighten the mood.

      
      Then Belle got off her stool and began tidying up the shop. ‘If you’re sure you really don’t wish to come and meet Jimmy,
         I must close the shop and go home,’ she said. ‘We always like to have a meal together before he opens the bar for the evening.’

      
      Etienne got to his feet and took his tea cup out to the tiny kitchen. ‘Yes, of course, it must be difficult to have a family
         life with a bar to run. And I have a train to catch.’ He reached for his wet coat and put it back on.

      
      ‘I think you should leave before me,’ Belle said apologetically. ‘I don’t want anyone remarking that I was seen walking down
         the street with a stranger.’

      
      He understood what she meant, and he suspected she wouldn’t tell Jimmy he’d called in.

      
      ‘I found what I was looking for,’ he said softly, taking her hands in his. ‘That you are happy and secure. If France goes
         to war, as it surely will, I may never get back to England again. Stay happy, love Jimmy with all your heart, and I hope one
         day I will hear through Noah that you have a whole brood of children.’

      
      He lifted her hands to his lips and kissed them. Then turned quickly and walked out of the door.

      
      As the door closed behind Etienne, Belle murmured, ‘Au revoir.’ Her eyes prickled with tears for there was so much more she would have liked to say to him, so much more she wanted to
         know about his life.

      
      She’d done her best to erase Etienne from her mind: how hard it had been to say goodbye to him in Paris, the yearning she
         had felt for him for so long after. Why did he have to drive that particular splinter back into her now?

      
      She had told him the truth. She and Jimmy were very happy. Jimmy was her best friend, lover, brother and husband all rolled
         into one. They shared the same goals, they laughed at the same things, he was everything any girl could want or need. He had
         healed the horrors of the past and in his arms she had encountered exquisite tenderness and deep satisfaction, for he was
         a caring and sensitive lover.

      
      Yet she couldn’t help but ask herself why, if everything was so good for her, did she feel there was something missing in
         her life? Why, when she read about suffragettes in the newspaper, did she feel envy that they had the guts to stand up for
         rights for women in the face of hostility? Why did she feel a little stifled by respectability? And above all, why was it
         that Etienne’s voice, his looks and his lips on her hand still had the power to make her shiver?

      
      She wished she could have told Etienne how wonderful it was to see him again, that he had been in her thoughts so often over the last two years and that she owed him so much. But a married woman could not say such things, and neither could
         she encourage him to stay in her shop any longer. Blackheath was a village, people were small-minded and nosy, and there would
         be plenty of them glad to gossip about seeing a handsome man talking to Belle in her shop.

      
      She shook herself out of her thoughts, replaced some hats on their stands, dusted off the counter and picked up some stray
         tissue paper from the floor. Opening the drawer in which she kept the day’s takings, she emptied the money into a cloth bag
         and pushed it into her reticule. She secured her straw hat to her hair with a long hat pin, flung her cloak over her shoulders
         and took her umbrella from the stand.

      
      Standing by the door, she paused before turning off the lights, and reminded herself of when she opened her shop for the first
         time. It had been a cold November day, just two months after Mog and Garth’s wedding, and she and Jimmy were due to be married
         just before Christmas. Everything had been new and shiny that day. Jimmy had indulged her by buying the small but expensive
         French chandeliers and the glass-topped counter. Mog had found the two button-back Regency chairs and had them re-upholstered
         in pink velvet, and Garth’s present to her was paying the two decorators who had done such a fine job of turning the dingy
         little shop into a pink and cream feminine heaven.

      
      She had sold twenty-two hats that first day, and dozens of other women who came in to browse had since been back to buy. In
         the eighteen months that the shop had been open, there had been fewer than seven days in total when she hadn’t sold one hat,
         and those were all in bad weather. The average weekly sales worked out at fifteen hats, and though it meant she had to work
         very hard to keep up with the demand, and use an out-worker to help her, she was making a very good profit. During the summer
         she’d bought in plain straw boaters and then trimmed them herself, and that had proved very profitable. Her shop was a resounding success.

      
      ‘As is everything in your life,’ she reminded herself as she turned out the lights.

      
      Etienne went straight to the station, but having found he’d just missed a train and had twenty-five minutes to wait for the
         next one, he stood at the window by the ticket office and looked at the Railway Inn nearby.

      
      He had never quite understood English public houses: the rigid opening hours, men standing at the bar drinking huge quantities
         of beer then staggering home at closing time, as if they could only face their wives and children when drunk.

      
      French bars were far more civilized: they weren’t seen as a kind of temple to get drunk in, for they were open all day and
         a man wasn’t considered odd if he drank coffee or a soft drink as he read the newspaper.

      
      The Railway at least looked inviting, with its fresh paint and sparkling windows. He could imagine on a cold winter’s night
         it was a warm, friendly haven for men to gather in.

      
      As he looked at it, a big man with red hair and a beard came out of the front door. He was wearing a leather apron over his
         clothes, and Etienne guessed that this was Garth Franklin, Jimmy’s uncle. He was looking up at water spurting out of a broken
         gutter and running down the front of the building, and he called out to someone inside, presumably asking the unseen person
         to come and look too.

      
      A younger man joined him, and Etienne knew immediately that this was Jimmy, Belle’s husband. He was bigger than Etienne had
         imagined, as tall as his uncle and with the same broad shoulders, but clean-shaven and with darker red hair, more auburn than
         fiery red. The pair, who looked like father and son, stood there gazing up, discussing the broken guttering, seemingly oblivious
         to the rain.

      
      Then Jimmy turned suddenly, his face breaking into a joyful smile, and Etienne saw it was because he’d seen Belle coming towards
         them.

      
      She was struggling to hold the umbrella over her and keep her cloak around her shoulders, but she ran the last few yards towards
         the men. As she reached them, her umbrella tilted back and Etienne noted that her smile was as bright as her husband’s.

      
      Jimmy took the umbrella from his wife with one hand and with the other he caressed her wet cheek, then he kissed her forehead.
         Just those small, tender gestures told Etienne how much the man loved her.

      
      He had to turn away. He knew he should feel at peace to realize Belle was truly loved and protected, but instead Etienne felt
         only the bitter pangs of jealousy.
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