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For Margaret Kent who gives light to those who live with pain. Many are called but few are chosen.

Thanks as ever to my editor, Sara Hulse.


1

Spring 1905

Lillian Redmond had woken three or four times during the night and not entirely in a semiconscious state, but quite alert. Now, her dreams disturbed once again, she gave in to her restlessness and roused herself properly. There seemed little point in trying to sleep simply because dawn hadn’t broken. Stretching and yawning, she told herself that soon the world would be up and about and she would hear the call of the baker and the tinny noise made by the clattering of milk churns, as the old carthorse clip-clopped into the square.

Lighting the gas mantle above a small ornate mirror, she glanced at her pale face, which had over the years captivated men from all walks of life since she was fifteen years old and had drifted into a life of promiscuity. The face that had been her fortune was now gently lined and her thick dark wavy hair a fine silver grey and more reminiscent of a bright crescent moon rather than a glistening autumn chestnut fresh from its husk. Her deep hazel eyes shone as brightly as they did on the day she was born. Not only had this woman the looks that men of distinction had risked their reputations for, but a sharp intelligence and good common sense. Time had also been kind to Lillian’s figure which although somewhat fuller, had retained its gentle sensuous curves.

From a young age, Lillian had felt a strong need to be admired and respected. Coming from a poor background, with no family to speak of, she had soon discovered that to achieve her ambitions she would have to make the most of her attributes. This thought however, had struck her after she had made her first big mistake of believing that her first love affair would end in marriage. A painfully hard lesson had been learned when she fell in love with a young sailor who promised her the world and then abandoned her carrying his unborn child – a beautiful baby girl, Lizzie. Summoning every last bit of will power and strength, she had forced herself to rise above her shame by securing work below stairs in a grand house in Kensington where she had toiled from early morning until late at night, always showing a smiling, albeit tired, face. Her reward was promotion from scullery to parlour-maid, which meant that most of her working hours were spent above stairs. She had hidden her secret with a stout corset and had watched, listened and learned how to behave like a lady. She also learned how to be discreet when the gentleman of the house was flirtatious and how to be wicked when visiting gentlemen made amorous advances. The idea of having men pay for their pleasures came to her when, on leaving, one particular guest had mischievously whispered that he would happily give a guinea to feel the inside of her drawers. To mix business in search of pleasure and in such rich company not only flattered her ego but lined her coffers with enough guineas so that once she could no longer hide her condition, she could afford to pay the rent for decent ground-floor rooms in a clean street which had a convenient back door entrance. She gave each of her gentlemen clients a slip of paper before she left her employment with her new address written on it: Flat A, 7, Raven Street, E1.

After she had given birth her client list grew and Lillian was able to not only be a good mother but sport the appearance of a well dressed young woman. The one thing she hadn’t bargained on was falling in love again – this time with a married titled gentleman. This second time however, her love had been passionately returned, and before Lizzie had turned five, Lillian’s lover had set her up in the very house she lived in now, in Beaumont Square in Stepney, turning a blind eye to the way in which it was discreetly used as a House of Assignation, for gentlemen of the city. For almost two decades Lillian had been gloriously happy and deeply in love. Why her secret lover and benefactor had disappeared from her life was a mystery and a loss she’d had to live with. It would have been a bitter pill for any woman to swallow, especially for Lillian when no reason had been given and no contact had been made since the last wonderful evening they had spent together. For all she knew he may well have passed away.

Sweeping her fine silver hair up into a pile and pinning it into place, Lillian questioned the unsettled and anxious mood that had caused her to sleep badly. She had paid her bills, her client list had not fallen during the past month, Lizzie and her family were living a comfortable life in Wanstead. But something was in the air.

She pulled on her worn cashmere robe, tied the corded belt and relished the softness against her skin. More reliable than a lover, she thought, then went quietly out of her bedroom and down the sweeping staircase to her favourite room, her snug.

She was not entirely alone in the silent house. Her faithful companion, business adviser and bookkeeper, Polly, was sound asleep in her own room and a young married couple, who served as maid and handyman-cum-gardener in the basement rooms. Between them they ran Lillian’s House of Assignation where the loveliest of girls came in day and night to play hostess to gentlemen of means. The house had seen better days it was true – the curtains had once been changed regularly and decorators were called in to trim, cut and paste hand printed wallpaper, but although the decor and furnishings were now jaded the atmosphere was such that even a prince could feel at ease.

Once in her snug, the nagging worry at the back of Lillian’s mind subsided, soothed by the distant sound of the town hall clock striking five. Most people would soon be up and about and in full swing. She put a match to the oil beneath her shining brass kettle, lit the gas fire and settled down to read yesterday’s copy of the Daily Graphic. Turning to her favourite page – Wonderful London Yesterday – which was crammed with society gossip, she was struck by a headline above a column in which another would-be detective had reported his theory as to the identity of the infamous Jack the Ripper. He hinted that Frederick Charrington, the evangelist who had launched an attack on the East End brothels two decades ago, might have taken it upon himself to cleanse the streets of whores. He had been known to prowl the streets at night on the hunt for men who went in or came out of whorehouses and had written their names in his black book and handed it to the police. Fortunately for Lillian, the self-righteous man had somehow never learned of her house in Beaumont Square.

Lillian read on, amused by the newspaper report. She recalled the time before the killings had begun, when Mr Charrington had invited prostitutes to breakfast with him at the assembly hall to show he bore them no animosity. Word had spread quickly through the back-streets of Whitechapel and at least thirty street girls were there like lightning for the princely feast of bread and butter, ham, cold beef and hot coffee. Characteristically they scampered off before the sermon.

Folding her newspaper she leaned back and rested her head on a feather cushion. In those dark times fear had permeated every alleyway and courtyard, even the most resilient and destitute street girls who had found somewhere to hideaway and sleep after dark were terrified of what might happen to them. The thought flashed through Lillian’s mind that her Lizzie might so easily have become a victim had she not had the safety and protection of working at the House of Assignation rather than trawling the dark streets of Whitechapel looking for business.

Forcing herself out of this dour mood she dismissed the thought and brought the happier times to mind. Apart from those months of terror in 1888 when she, too, feared she might have been on the Ripper’s list, her own life had been a whirl of glamour, romance and illicit love.

She reached out and turned down the oil burner beneath the kettle as the desire to close her eyes overcame her. Curling up on the comfortable sofa, she yawned and drew her rug over her. She would wake again when Polly came stomping down the stairs at seven thirty. She smiled at the thought of the thirty year old in her curlers and housecoat who sometimes behaved as if she were still the high spirited girl Lillian had known.

At thirty, Polly was no beauty, but she had a warm personality and a lively sense of humour and Lillian loved her as much as she loved her own daughter, Lizzie. She had grown up in the House of Assignation, and as far as she was concerned, men wanted women for one thing and one thing only. To warm their parts the sun didn’t shine on.

With no more thoughts of impending doom Lillian slipped into a light drowsy sleep. A little later, when the clock struck six, she opened her eyes, wondering why she was not in her bed. Recalling her disturbed night of unrest she gazed into the silent tree lined square, where a few dead leaves were fluttering in the breeze and was filled with a comfortable sense of belonging.

Glancing at the railings surrounding the square, she noticed that the gate into the garden was slightly ajar and creaking softly in the breeze. As she looked more closely she could make out the outline of a human figure lying on one of the iron benches. A tramp had obviously found refuge for the night. To Lillian this was a sign of things to come, and this was not the first time a vagrant had slept there. Soon there would be more wretched souls who were homeless and alone finding their way into a respectable place where they could lay down their heads in more pleasant surroundings instead of the dank and filthy back streets of Whitechapel and Shoreditch.

She raised her eyes and looked across the Square into the window of number ten, opposite, where the warm glow from a table lamp radiated across the silhouette of the lady of the house who had also been awake on and off during the night. There was no need for a wave of recognition, the women simply gazed at each other . . . their worlds seemingly miles apart.

Grace Wellington turned first from her window, leaving Lillian with a feeling of uncertainty. Did this proud and courteous young woman know? And if so, how long had she known? Or perhaps she had always been wise to the truth and had had no choice but to accept betrayal passively. Whatever the case, Lillian dared not allow herself to feel guilty. Not now. Not after all this time.

Later that morning, in her long green silk skirt with a matching lace-edged blouse, she listened as Polly told her which clients were booked in for that day and evening. Matching her girls to the right gentleman was an art, and Lillian had only once made a mistake. Several years ago, she had placed her beautiful protégé, Mary Dean, with a new client, a rich, handsome gentleman. On her first appointment with him, he had been swept off his feet and soon afterwards had carried her off to be his kept woman in a house in Bow. It had been an excellent match for Mary Dean but bad for Lillian’s business. Innocent young virgins of twenty were like gold dust in her profession.

‘The only one I’m not sure abaht,’ said Polly, breaking into Lillian’s thoughts, ‘is double chin Donald.’ She narrowed her eyes and grimaced. ‘’Ave you seen him lately? Belly like a balloon.’

‘Match him with Pearl but let her know beforehand that we’ll add a little extra bonus to her fee. I take it that Mary Dean hasn’t called this week while I’ve been out and you’ve forgotten to tell me?’

‘No. How much for the bonus then?’

Lillian shrugged. ‘Five shillings?’

‘Nah, not enough. Make it seven and six,’ said Polly thoughtfully. ‘’Er name’s not Mary Dean no more so why d’yer still call ’er that?’

‘She’ll always be Mary Dean to me.’

‘Why’d she change it to Birchfield anyway?’

‘I don’t think that’s any of your business, Polly.’

‘Oh, suit yerself. Do we give seven and six or not? Pearly girlie’ll lick Balloon Belly to death if you do up the fee. Then you can charge ’im an extra guinea. He won’t complain once she’s finished wiv ’im. Over sexed that one – if you asks me. Business on the brain,’ she added slyly.

‘If you say so . . .’ Lillian sighed.

‘We’ve run out of port and three of today’s gentlemen drink it. D’yer want me to send Ben out for some or give them a bottle of sherry?’ Polly had no time for the finer details. It was Saturday and she wanted to go to the municipal baths to watch a few rounds of prize-fighting in the boxing ring. ‘And why’re you worryin’ over soddin’ Mary? She’s feathered ’er nest all right. Lucky cow.’

‘I’m not worrying over her! I was just thinking of her. She didn’t call in last week either. Tell Benjamin to check the drinks cupboard and refill it as required,’ said Lillian, and moved to the window. Once again she caught sight of her neighbour at the window of the house across the square. ‘It doesn’t have to be the best port but neither must it be poor quality,’ she advised, her eyes moving from the young woman to her husband, Mr Wellington, who was at his study window. Each of them was watching for someone or something. She was intrigued, especially since Mr Wellington’s regular hackney cab had arrived and was about to pull up outside number ten.

The fact that the man disappeared from the window was an indication that Lillian was right. This was indeed his cab and no sooner had he got into it and slammed the door shut than his wife appeared, striding purposefully towards the cab and wrenching open the door to join him.

‘Oh dear . . .’ Lillian sighed, ‘That won’t be a pleasant surprise. I do hope this isn’t going to mean that another good client is to be struck off our list. Tobias Wellington is about to be found out or your name is not Polly my dear.’ She paused and watched as the driver urged his horse onward bound and out of the square.

Polly joined her at the window. ‘You must be kiddin’ me. ’Im? Stop comin’ over ’ere for a roll between your sheets? Never in a month of Sundays.’

‘If I’m not mistaken . . . his determined young wife is about to discover the girl he keeps in Brick Lane. If that’s the case . . . I feel for her.’

‘Why? He comes ’ere don’t he? What’s the difference?’

‘A whole world. Discovering that your husband has been keeping another woman as if she were his wife is much worse. That is betrayal at its blackest.’

‘Well, let’s ’ope she’s a bloomin’ good listener, this girl from Brick Lane, ’cos our girls ’ave to put up wiv all ’is daft talk while he’s cocking ’em. How comes you know abaht ’er anyway?’

With her back to Polly, Lillian smiled to herself. ‘My clients sometimes tell me their secrets. Your language, Polly, is worse than ever and so is your cockney. Do we have a reason for this?’ She managed to keep a straight face.

‘Yeah. You stopped me from talkin’ nice when I was a kid so I can’t start gabbin’ like a toff now, can I? It’s too late.’

‘Do you want me to send you to elocution lessons – is that it?’

‘Might be – dunno. I’ll ’ave to think about that,’ she said, rubbing her chin. ‘It won’t be as easy as when I was ten and wanted lessons.’

‘So what do you want?’ Lillian was enjoying their banter and always had done. Polly, the illegitimate child of her closest friend had been placed in her care at birth.

‘To be made a business partner.’ This request was nothing new but Polly liked to throw it in now and again.

‘I see.’ Lillian hid a smile. ‘Well, I shall have to think about that.’

‘Thanks,’ said Polly, grinning at her. ‘I’ll talk properly again now then. So, who we gonna put with Sidney the soddin’ salesman?’

‘You decide,’ said Lillian, still at the window and watching as a familiar figure approached her front gate. ‘He’s not fussy.’

Polly looked up from her writing pad, narrowing her eyes to get a clearer picture of Lillian’s expression. ‘Who’ve you spotted?’

‘How do you know I’ve spotted anyone?’

‘By your expreshun.’

‘Oh? So your eyes have improved enough to see me across a room? The carrots must have worked.’

‘I should reckon so. I’ve eat enough of ’em.’

‘It would be easier and more simple if you were to wear—’

‘No. I ain’t wearing no spectacles for no-one. So who is it, then?’

‘Harriet, looking very lovely in her emerald green coat and matching hat. Very feminine.’ Turning slowly around to face Polly, Lillian assumed an earnest expression.

‘If that’s s’posed to be a hint you might as well pee in the wind. Anyway that green coat of hers is old and shabby and the fur collar and cuffs ain’t all they’re cut out to be.’

‘Let’s hope she isn’t here to bring bad news,’ mused Lillian, ‘I’ve had a sense of trouble looming all night long.’

‘Should ’ave looked into your crystal ball then, shouldn’t yer?’ said Polly, but she was pleased that her friend was paying a visit, Harriet could brighten the dullest day.

‘I don’t need a crystal ball, Polly. Go and let Harriet in before she pulls six times on the door bell. And don’t spend too long together. We’re running a business here.’ With that, Lillian ushered her out of the room and closed the door. She was pleased that Harriet had appeared. She wanted to be alone. The sense of doom was back and she needed to think things through. True, her business was waning but that hadn’t worried her in the past. So why now? She picked up the newspaper again and ran through the situations-wanted column. Polly’s idea of giving clients the opportunity to be entertained whilst enjoying a candlelit meal in the lavish but largely unused dining room, seemed an excellent way of lifting not only the atmosphere in the house but also her declining income.

She ran her eyes down the column of names of professional cooks offering their services and stopped at one which looked interesting. The advertisement was short and to the point with no overly worded self praise. It read: ‘Newly arrived from America and available. Cook to cater for small intimate dinner parties or formal banquets.’ She circled it with her pen. She couldn’t imagine herself giving banquets . . . but what about a small, exclusive restaurant for City gentlemen? A place where they could hold informal meetings in an ambience of comfort, taste and style, with special arrangements to take a luxurious room for the night with one of her girls? Losing no time she went to her writing desk and penned a letter in answer to the advertisement.

Meanwhile, downstairs, in the kitchen parlour room, Polly listened as her friend Harriet poured out her heart over the way her neighbours were treating her. She had always shrugged it off in the past but now it was different. Not only had she been to see a doctor who confirmed that she was pregnant but she was certainly beginning to show. It was time for her and her sweetheart, Arthur, to marry – which meant that they would be shunned by everyone who believed them to be brother and sister.

‘It’s not like you to take notice of what other people fink, Harriet,’ said Polly, brewing a fresh pot of tea. ‘It’s probably ’cos you’re in the family way.’

‘If you saw the looks they give me, it’d get your goat too. We ain’t that much different, you and me.’

Polly grinned and gave her a mischievous wink. ‘We are now.’ She leaned forward and tapped Harriet’s belly. ‘You’ve got a baby growing in there. A little Arfer.’

‘Silly mare,’ murmured Harriet, pleased at Polly’s response. ‘Might be a little girl for all you know.’

‘Or one of each. You might be ’avin’ twins. Two gingernuts to cope wiv. I wonder what your neighbour’d think of that?’ she chuckled.

‘I won’t be around to find out will I?’ said Harriet sadly. ‘We were all happy in that house.’ Her mind filled with the day when she was ten and Arthur nine, and he and his sister, Mary Dean, had left Stepney and poverty and taken her with them. ‘I was no more than a filthy ragged street urchin when we first moved into Bow.’

‘Mary’s only mistake was to let your new neighbours believe that you was ’er younger sister.’

‘She didn’t want ’em to know I’d bin sleeping rough in coal yards and that. Her and Arfer was orphans, don’t forget. Mary knew what it felt like to be destitute. And anyway, she didn’t want them to look down on me. That’s why she told the lie. She just never bargained on me and Arfer fallin’ in love, that’s all.

‘Sometimes, when me and my Arfer strolled arm in arm and kept to the shadows, we still got spat on and cursed and called heathens. Now that I’m carrying ’is baby, it’ll be much worse. I came today to ask if Lillian might let me and Arfer lodge in the attic for a while.’

‘I don’t fink she can, Harriet. One room we don’t use is full of junk.’

‘Oh, well that’s that then,’ she said, leaning back in her chair and staring pensively at the floor. ‘It was kind of Mary to take me in all those years ago, Poll, but she should ’ave said right from the start that I was a vagrant and be done wiv it. We would never ’ave ’ad these worries now, would we, if she ’ad of done?’

‘Well, that’s spilt milk and no mistake. No point harpin’ on about it.’ Polly was trying to get her friend back on track. ‘This ain’t like you, Harriet, gone all soft ’cos you’ve slipped up. Look at yer – all serious and grown-up. Where’s the scatty ten year old that banged on this front door all them years ago wiv a message from Mary Dean? She must be in there somewhere.’

‘So must that snooty firteen-year-old who came to the door wiv ’er nose pointed to the sky.’ Harriet chuckled, ‘You looked a sight in that tweeny outfit.’

‘That was Lillian’s idea. Cost enough – had to go to a shop in Bond Street for it.’ Polly drifted back in time. ‘I loved that outfit. Neat little black frock, starched cuffs and collars that clipped on and my little white pinny and hat wiv pretty cotton edging . . .’

‘You was the bell gel in a brothel not a bleedin’ maid in Buckingham Palace!’

‘Impressed you, though, didn’t it?’

‘Don’t look so smug. I only made friends wiv yer so I could come back and ’ave a bath in one of the washrooms.’

‘You’d better not mean that, Harriet Smith! If I thought you was only—’

‘Oh, shut up and pour out the tea. I s’pose you’ll wanna be its godmuvver?’

A huge smile spread across Polly’s face and her eyes lit up. ‘Can I?’

‘Course you can. I’ll ’ave two godmuvvers . . . you and my other friend, Flora Brown.’

‘Who I’ve still not met.’

‘Well, we drifted apart for a while and when we met up again she was busy gettin’ on wiv ’er own life. All right now, though. Now that ’er married man’s disappeared into the night and left ’er ’oldin’ the baby. She’s more like the Flora I knew all them years ago. See, a good friend never changes. You should always try and keep in touch wiv best mates.’

‘I’ll take that as a compliment and we’ll say no more about it,’ sniffed Polly, pouring them both a cup of tea. ‘An’ you should stop worrying.’

‘I’m not worrying.’

‘No? Well it looks like you are to me . . . by yer expreshun you look dead worried.’ In silence, Polly poured them a cup of tea and Harriet wondered for the umpteenth time how she and Arthur would manage to keep their heads above water. She was going to have to give up her job one day and then Arthur would have to feed and clothe her and the baby. She had read in a Sunday paper that the minority report of the Poor Law Commission had pointed out the differences in standards of health-care services and had urged the government to take action. The response was a promise of benefits for the unemployed and pensions for the elderly, but there had been no mention of free medical treatment for workers at the bottom of the wage scale. She was going to have to pay to have her baby delivered safely, and to visit the doctor before and afterwards, should it be necessary.

‘Look at yer,’ said Polly, piercing her thoughts. ‘All doom and gloom when you should be rejoicing. You’re gonna have a baby!’ Harriet lifted her face and looked directly at Polly, who was grinning at her. ‘You’re gonna ’ave a baby, Harriet,’ she repeated. ‘One all of yer own to cuddle up close.’

‘I know and I’m chuffed over it, course I am.’ She didn’t want Polly to guess that she was worried about money so she improvised.

‘It’s the neighbours that’re gettin’ me down. They sneered at me when I first went to Bow Terrace and then changed once Mary ’ad smartened me up. It wasn’t my fault that I’d ’ad to scavenge and live rough all me life. But as soon as Mary got me to ’ave baths and dressed me in nice fings, that was all right. Stuck up sods. I wasn’t any different was I? My hair might’ve bin combed and I changed me drawers more often but I was the same underneaf. One of the posh kids called me a vagabond. Never said it twice, though.’

‘Ah, but look at you now, Harry girl. I wish I ’ad lovely red ’air wiv red lights in it. Big blue eyes. You’ve got freckles, mind, which I wouldn’t like. But then, ’ow would you like to ’ave bin born looking like me? And I need spectacles.’

‘I’d ’ave jumped out of me muvver’s arms and into the Cut. Drowned meself.’

‘Thanks very much. Don’t say much for personality, do it? You’re cruel, you are!’

‘Honest, more like. You could do somefing with yerself if you wanted. You could ’ave your ’air done. You could borry Lillian’s hot tongs and make it nice and curly and put a colour on it. A chestnut tint’d look nice. Wear a bit of rouge and powder,’ she glanced from Polly’s face to her large round breasts squashed under her white blouse, ‘and a boned bodice. You’re more like a man than a woman ’alf the time.’

‘Am I?’ smiled Polly. ‘That’s what you know. Still, at least I’m not up the gum tree.’

‘Don’t be too certain of yerself,’ Harriet mumbled, helping herself to a piece of shortbread. ‘An ill wind blows wherever it bleedin’ well feels like it. Not for Mary, though. If there’s a bit of sun out it’ll shine on ’er all right. Lover boy’s gonna marry ’er or so he says.’ She raised her eyes to meet her friend’s. ‘What if I die giving birth? Who’ll look after my baby?’

Determined not to let her friend bring her down into the dumps, Polly straightened and sniffed. ‘Well, it won’t ’ave to go into the workhouse or a lousy children’s ’ome will it? It might go into a foster ’ome though,’ she gently teased. ‘That little baby could end up in a mansion ’ouse and be brought up like a princess.’

‘Yeah and it could end up being taken in by guardians who’d feed it on bread and water ’til it’s old enough to work for its keep. Anyway, who says it’s a girl?’ said Harriet. ‘It might be a little boy and the image of my Arfer.’

‘Be a darn sight better off than if it’s a girl and the image of you.’

‘I s’pose Mary might take it in. Take it to bleedin’ Berkshire.’

‘Ah so that’s it? They’re gonna move out of Bow and into the countryside and you’re goin’ to be left behind, Harriet Smith,’ smirked Polly, leaning forward, with her hands on her hips.

‘You look as if you’re gonna bust into song. And you can wipe that stupid grin off yer face. You look like a witch or wizard, I can’t tell. Anyway, I’m not put out over it. Couldn’t care less where they go. At least them spoilt brats of Mary’s will be gone out me life. As soon as they could talk they took the rise out of me and Arthur. Poked fun at our Cockney accents. I used to give ’em a clip round the ear when Mary wasn’t looking. That ’ad to stop, though, once the little sods caught me and Arthur ’aving a cuddle on the settee. Blackmailed us, they did. Little bleeders. No more clouts or else they’d tell.’

‘Mary should ’ave told ’em you wasn’t brother and sister.’

‘Course she should! I don’t know what she was finkin’ about. I liked Mary better when she worked at Bryant and May’s match factory and we lived in that lovely little ’ouse in Whitehead Street. She was more down to earth . . . even if she did talk a bit proper. Her mum and dad was churchgoin’ people. Lot of good it did them. Both dead before their time.’

‘Well, then, Mary Dean deserves a bit of luck, don’t she? She’ll be a lady now right enough, married to Sir Walter—’

‘Wrong. Sir Robert. That’s ’ow much he trusted ’er not to make trouble for ’im. Now he’s gonna marry ’er, he’s told ’er ’is proper name. Sir Robert Montague,’ she said, bowing and curling a hand in the air. ‘She never even batted an eyelid, you know. After all this time! And she still calls him Walter—’

‘Old ’abits die ’ard, Harriet. He was married when she met ’im . . . and she met ’im here, don’t forget, in a brothel. Most of the clients give false names. Stands to reason . . . if you fink about it.’

‘Sly sods. I told ’er the rich couldn’t be trusted further than you could throw ’em. We ’ad a row over that. Me and Arfer ain’t good enough for Mary now. We embarrass ’er in company. She wants to fink about that. Snobs ’ave to come from somewhere, don’t they? And she’s gonna turn into one if she ain’t careful. You mark my words.’

‘You’ve got hard, Harriet Smith. Tough as old boots. If you ask me your ’ead’s up your skirt and you can’t see for the dark. Mary’s all right. She’s done a lot for you.’

‘I know! Anyway . . . you’d be bleedin’ ’ard if you was pregnant wiv nowhere to live! Most landlords are robbers. They charge six shillin’s a week for one room wiv ’orrible furniture, a tap in the back yard if you’re lucky and a lavatory shared by all and bleedin’ sundry.’

Polly realised there was no point in saying any more. When Harriet was in this mood there wasn’t much that Polly could do to jolly her out of it. Words of advice or comfort would be as much use as pouring clean water down a drain. ‘You’ll find a place that’s more than a cubby-hole,’ she said finally. ‘Mary’s bound to cough up some money.’

‘I wouldn’t take it and neiver would Arthur. She can keep ’er money. See what good it’ll do ’er in the end.’

The door suddenly opened and Lillian came in. ‘Hello, Harriet. How’s Mary? I’ve not seen her for a few weeks.’

‘She’s fit enough. Gonna get married and move away wiv them brats of theirs. Prince Charming’s proposed at last. Me and Arthur are looking for somewhere to stay.’

‘Married?’ Lillian raised an eyebrow, pleased. ‘Good for her! Now then, Polly, this idea of yours to arrange small dinner parties for gentlemen wishing to discuss business. I’ve decided to go along with it.’

‘Ah . . .’ A new thought flashed through Polly’s mind. ‘So you’ll be needing a spare pair of ’ands . . . or two?’ She was thinking of Harriet and Arthur.

‘Not spare,’ she replied, glancing at Harriet, ‘experienced. If we’re to do this at all we must do it properly. A trained cook and trained butler is what I have in mind.’ She looked from Polly to Harriet. ‘I’m going to have to drag her away now, dear.’

‘Oh, don’t mind me,’ said Harriet, standing up and scraping the legs of her chair on the tiled floor. ‘I’ve got to get back to work – tired and down’earted or not.’ She snatched up her handbag from the scrubbed-pine table and raised her chin defiantly. ‘I shouldn’t be ’ere anyway. This is a whore house and I’ve got me and my baby to fink of!’ With that she turned and walked proudly out of the room, hiding her disappointment and bottling her tears.

‘She’s in need of help, said Polly softly. ‘She and Arfer’ll be ’omeless now.’

‘Don’t be dramatic. Besides . . . there’s a recession on, dear, we have to fend for ourselves. If our client list continues to fall and our new enterprise fails to attract City gentlemen, we may find ourselves without a roof over our own heads. Mary Dean won’t see them in the street, you can take my word for it. Now then, young woman, we have work to do. Charity is not at home today.’

‘No, it never really is nowadays. Everyone’s lost interest in the struggle for our rights as well. Even the newspapers don’t bovver to report on the suffrage meetings.’

‘Precisely,’ said Lillian. ‘Which is why we must all look out for ourselves.’

Later that day, after a busy afternoon at the local soap factory, Harriet arrived home in Bow Terrace in a far from tranquil mood. She let herself into number thirteen and slammed the door behind her. As she went up the wide staircase to her room, she could smell the familiar fragrance of Mary’s lover’s cologne. He was in residence again! She went directly into her bedroom, slammed the door and threw herself on the bed and stared defiantly at a spider on the ceiling. ‘Blooming rich sod . . . coming ’ere and spoilin’ fings. What do she wanna marry you for? Doin’ it on purpose to get rid of me an’ my Arthur! Well, blow the pair of yer! You can go to kingdom come for all I care!’ A soft tap on her door silenced her.

‘Who is it?’ she snarled.

‘It’s me, Harriet. Mary. May I come in?’

‘May I come in?’ she mimicked quietly. ‘It’s a free bleedin’ country ain’t it?’

‘Are you ready to tell me what’s wrong?’ said Mary, from the doorway.

‘You know wot’s wrong. I’m bein’ slung back to where you found me as a kid. Back to shackin’ down with an old carthorse next to a pile of steamin’ dung in a dirty old stable. Still, it’s no less than what I expected, sooner or later.’

Mary closed the bedroom door and leaned against it, considering her options. She could do one of three things: give Harriet the sharp end of her tongue, try a little kindness or stay silent. Sitting down on the edge of the bed she looked into that lovely freckled face of the girl she had come to love as a sister. As expected Harriet out-silenced her.

‘First of all, Harriet, you’re not being slung out. Second, there’s no reason why we can’t find a little two up two down for let. And third, when was your last period?’

‘Ages ago.’

‘Ah . . . so I guessed right. Does Arthur know?’

‘What do you think?’

‘Is he pleased? He should be. I am. I suppose you went to see Polly to give her the good news?’

‘Might ’ave done.’

‘How is she then? Perky as ever? And Lillian?’

‘Go and see for yerself.’

Mary swept her fingers across Harriet’s forehead, brushing wispy strands of hair away from her eyes. ‘Nothing’s as black as it seems, you know.’

‘How d’yer make that out? Me and Arthur’s not exactly trained in a profession, are we? Him fetchin’ and carryin’ for the railway and me fillin’ boxes at the soap factory. An’ I won’t even be able to do that once the baby comes. I’ll work right up ‘til I drop it, though, so that’ll be all right. But I don’t fink they’ll let me work in a factory with it tied to me bleedin’ back wantin’ a feed every hour.’

‘How far gone are you?’ said Mary, suppressing a grin.

‘Mind yer own business.’

‘Does Arthur know?’

‘Ask ’im.’

‘I will,’ said Mary, standing up and brushing a crease out of her silk skirt. ‘If I’m to be an aunt, I’ll need to know when it’s due so I can be there at the birth.’

‘Whatever you say, Mary, whatever you say.’

‘Are you goin’ to stop sulking, then, and talk to me?’

‘Nuffing to say.’

‘Fair enough. Then I’ll leave you on your own ’til you come round. We’ve brought the wedding forward a week to fit in with Walter’s business arrangements. We’ll be moving out of this house and into the country in three weeks time. That doesn’t give us long to shop for my outfit and yours.’

There was a flicker of response in Harriet’s eyes as she looked at Mary. ‘A double wedding?’ There was also a touch of hope in her voice.

‘No, Harriet. You know that wouldn’t work.’

‘Why not? His lordship’d feel a bit embarrassed, would he?’

‘Of course he would, and you know why! Stop being difficult. It’s not clever and it’s not helping either of us. Our wedding’ll be a quiet, private affair. Just the two of us and a witness, Walter’s closest friend.’

‘I thought ’is real name was Robert,’ Harriet sniffed.

‘It is and you know that, and you know why I can’t just start calling him that.’ Mary turned away. ‘Let me know if you want me to come shopping with you to buy a nice outfit. My treat.’ With that she left the room. Harriet was off the bed in a flash and after her. ‘Mary!’

‘Yes?’

‘Where are me and Arthur gonna live?’

‘I told you, there are plenty of places around that you could rent. Something like the one we had in Whitehead Street. You remember that – a nice little two up two down.’

‘Course I remember it! I lived there for a while wiv you, didn’t I? What about rent money?’

‘With both of you at work you’ll afford it. We can furnish it with good quality things from the second hand shop in Mile End Road.’

‘And once I ’ave to give up me job?’

‘That’s for you and Arthur to work out Harriet. I can’t ask Walter to support you both, it’s not right. You’re adults and working. You’ve got to make your own way one day.’

‘Yeah, living in a poor’ouse while you’re in the lap of luxury,’ she sulked.

Mary shook her head. ‘It’s the way of the world, Harriet. I’ve not always had it easy, don’t forget. Stop being jealous. With your quick brain and Arthur’s dedication to work, you’ll better yourselves in time. And you won’t have me to thank for it, will you? Your pride won’t be bruised and Arthur won’t feel indebted to me and Walter.’

‘Well, if we do manage to get and keep our own roof over our ’eads, it’ll be no fanks to anyone else.’

Halfway down the stairs Mary shuddered as the slamming of Harriet’s bedroom door echoed through the house. Yes, she thought, it’s time for them to stand on their own feet. Arthur and Harriet were too used to relying on her and her generous lover. They seemed to think that he was a millionaire without any cares in the world. Now, with divorce proceedings finalised, his bank balance would be down by fifty per cent. His wife would receive half of his liquid assets. He had already made it clear that this was his intention. Once they were married, Mary and he were to move into his spacious country house and their children would be going to boarding school. They could no longer be expected to support Arthur and Harriet, who were now in their mid twenties. They could and should have had savings by now, instead of spending every penny in taverns and music halls. She was being cruel to be kind but she should have known that Harriet, in her present condition, would not see it like that. Surely her brother Arthur would though?
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Two weeks after Harriet’s visit to Lillian Redmond, she was no closer to finding a solution to her and Arthur’s problem. They had looked at a few rooms to let but none was suitable. They were either unfit to live in or the rent too high. Determined to make her way without help, Harriet refused any help Mary offered. Arthur, though, without Harriet’s knowledge, had accepted twenty-five guineas from his sister and Walter, and was keeping it for when they found the right place, which would no doubt need refurbishing.

A date had been set for Mary and the children to move out of the lovely house in Bow and into the country house in Berkshire. Soon after this, she and Walter were to be married, with as little fuss as possible. On the surface, Harriet appeared unruffled at the prospect of being homeless again. Her pride would not allow her to show worry or disappointment so she went about the place singing. She could keep this up during the day, but once in her bed she tossed and turned, and cried into her pillow. When eventually she fell asleep she had nightmares of being back in those dark childhood days when she had been treated like vermin by those fortunate enough to have a roof over their heads and food in the larder.

Waking in a sweat in the middle of the night after another of those bad dreams, she all but screamed out in the dark for Arthur – her worst recurring nightmare having disturbed her again. The past, it seemed, was not going to release Harriet. As a child of ten, when she had first been taken in to the house in Whitehead Street, by Mary, she had suffered a bloodcurdling experience. No one, not even Arthur, had managed to get her to talk about it, and although she could push it out of her mind she had not been able to wipe it from her memory.

Out of her bed, she stole out of her room and along the passage with only the glow of a night light in the hall to see by. Creeping into Arthur’s bedroom, she closed the door and slipped in beside him, comforted by his low breathing. Then she let her mind wander back to when she had escaped a horrible death by the skin of her teeth. It was early winter 1888, when women checked every shadow in fear of Jack the Ripper, scared to go out after dusk and before dawn. Harriet at the time, was a tough ten-year-old who had spent her life glancing over her shoulder – peril was everywhere. During her battle to survive in the worst of East London, she had grown too bold for her own good and too interested in the affairs of Mary’s neighbour, Miss Jacqueline Turner the midwife.

One bright wintry day, Harriet had presented herself to the midwife and offered to do some housework for free so that she could keep warm. The woman had taken pity on the child, and agreed to leave her in the house while she went out on her rounds. Harriet was to dust and polish the downstairs of the small house but not to go upstairs, where there was only her bedroom and a tiny boxroom. That settled, she had gone out; she had too much on her mind to worry about whether Harriet could be trusted. The child had an open, honest face and in any case the midwife knew her quite well. The midwife, whose only desire had been to live passively and deliver life into this world and to one day sail off to America and whose very appearance, as she strode purposefully through the back streets at unsociable hours, had been consoling for those women who also worked during the night. With her dark hat, cloak and black medical bag, she had had a certain air of authority about her even though her heavy footsteps echoing through an empty dark street could be a touch chilling.

Jacqueline Turner lived a solitary life in her small terraced house in the back and beyond of Whitechapel with only her nephew, Thomas Cutbush, for company. Although he did not live with her, she fed him a hot meal most evenings before he returned south of the river to his demented mother, her sister. The midwife had first come across Harriet when the child had pleaded with her to rush to the aid of her mother who had been on the brink of death in a damp room in a slum. Jacqueline had delivered the breech baby in the nick of time. A month or so after the near-tragedy the midwife had discovered Harriet in a doorway at dawn, freezing cold and very hungry. It was then that she had taken her to Mary Dean.

Once Jacqueline had left Harriet to the housework and gone on her rounds on that fateful day, the inquisitive ten-year-old had been unable to resist temptation. That winding staircase had beckoned her more than once during those evenings when she had gone in to play cards with the midwife. She had gone upstairs to the woman’s bedroom, walked towards a bureau and sat in a tall-backed chair, slowly opening one drawer after another. The drawers had contained diaries, marked by the year and going back to 1848 when Jacqueline Turner had been young. With mixed feelings, Harriet had slid the journal marked 1888 out of the drawer and opened it.

She had only recognised those words made up of three or four letters – but it was enough to make her blood curdle. Engrossed, she had not heard the street door below open and close again. Neither did she hear the midwife creep up the staircase.

Harriet’s punishment for trespassing into that very private place had been restraint: hands and feet tied, mouth gagged, she had been left in the boxroom with no light and little chance of escape. She had read a diary, which would, without doubt, see Jacqueline Turner and her nephew, Thomas Cutbush, sentenced to death.

By the grace of God and her natural instinct for survival Harriet had eventually wriggled free and got away while the midwife was out on her rounds. Her mistake had been to break the lock of the bureau on impulse and take the diary. Soon afterwards she had heard that the midwife had sailed for America.

Now, safe in bed, knowing that Arthur would always be there to protect her should the midwife ever return, she slipped her arms around his warm body and snuggled down to sleep.

Hours later, with the early-morning light shining through the window, she woke to the sound of her sweetheart’s voice as he stroked her hair. ‘You’re a daredevil, Harriet, that’s what you are,’ whispered Arthur, giving her a peck on the cheek. ‘Let Mary find you in ’ere and all hell will be let loose.’

‘She won’t care,’ murmured Harriet, sleepily.

‘And I say she would. I say, and I know – she’d go berserk.’

‘Well, you don’t know much, then, do yer?’

‘I know more’n you. Now get up and creep back into yer own room. We’ll be married soon and ’ave years of sleepin’ in the same bed.’

‘I don’t wanna get up. I ain’t goin’ to work today. See what Mary finks of that.’ She curled into a ball and pulled Arthur’s pillow over her face.

‘All right, then,’ he said, swinging his legs out of bed. ‘You ’ave a nice rest. I’ll pop in to the factory on my way to work and say you’ve twisted your ankle bad at work yesterday. How’s that?’

‘No, you bleedin’ won’t. Say I’ve bin sick. They know I’m pregnant.’

‘They’ll stop you a day’s pay as well as sack you.’

‘No, they won’t. We’ve got new rules now. I’ll go down to the women’s-movement office and get advice. Now, sod off and let me sleep. Or do yer wanna hear about my nightmare?’

Harriet could see that Arthur was taken aback. He had often asked her to tell him about her bad dreams and she had always refused. ‘What difference would it make if I did want to know?’ he asked. ‘You won’t tell me.’

‘Do you want to know or not?’

‘Ummm, no, I don’t think I do.’ He kissed her cheek, then her nose. ‘Don’t wanna upset the apple cart, do we? Why bother with all that when everything’s tickety-boo and you’re all nice and settled in my bed?’

Harriet sat bolt upright and glared at him. ‘How d’yer make that out? Nuffing’s bleedin’ well tickety-boo! We’ve gotta find somewhere to live!’

‘I know, I know,’ he said, soothingly. ‘Larry Cohen might know someone—’

‘Yeah, and so might a lot of people if they’d only come out of the woodwork.’ Harriet slid back down into her bedclothes and turned her back on him. ‘Where are your mates when you need ’em, eh, Arfer?’

‘Well, Larry and Moira intend to be waitin’ for us outside the Pavilion at seven o’clock tonight. Tickets are on them.’
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