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ALSO BY KIMBERLEY FREEMAN
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For my mother




The Present


‘Mum?’


‘She gets confused. Don’t be upset if she—’


‘Mum?’ I say it more firmly, more like I might have as a teenager, benign exasperation. I am looking right at my mother’s face; she is looking right back at me, but it’s as though a veil has come down between us. On one side, the nurse and me and the pale green walls of the clinic. On the other, my mother. Lost at sea.


‘Victoria?’ she says at last, the veil dropping.


I smile. ‘It’s me. Here I am.’ She’s the only person who calls me by my full name. To everyone else I’m Tori, a contemporary no-fuss name. She named me for a queen. I’m not a queen.


‘I wandered into traffic,’ she says, by way of an explanation for the abrasions on her pale, softly lined face.


‘I heard.’


‘Could have been worse, I suppose. I didn’t break anything.’ She sniffs. ‘You didn’t come all the way from Australia for this, surely?’


The nurse pats my mother’s thigh through the blankets. ‘I’ll leave you girls to it, shall I, Mrs Camber?’


‘Professor Camber.’ My mother and I both correct the nurse at once, in identical voices of weary outrage.


‘Well, look whose memory is improving,’ the nurse says as she leaves, and it isn’t kindly. I thought nurses were kind, but the way this one has spoken about my mother is anything but: ‘The old dear.’ ‘Madam.’ ‘The silly duck.’ Mum is only seventy, and there’s nothing silly or duck-like about her.


Alone now, I return my gaze to Mum’s face. She looks frightened. The fear jumps into me, making my stomach go cold. Why is she frightened? Should I be frightened? I fake a smile over it. ‘So,’ I say.


She smiles too. Somehow my smile reassures her. ‘You didn’t come all the way from Australia for this, surely,’ she says again, and I don’t know if she’s repeating it for effect, or because she’s forgotten she already said it.


‘The accident? Not really. It’s … the other …’


Her eyes slide sideways. My mother was a great beauty in her youth, and great beauty does not leave a face ever, really. Yes, her hair is the colour of steel, her cheeks are hollow, and the skin around her lips is crisscrossed by lines; but her eyes are still huge and blue, almost violet, the lashes still long and dark.


A weak beam of sunlight spears through the window, and I hear muffled seagulls riding on the currents above the Bristol channel. Mum works in Bristol, but has always lived here in Portishead. Her house is a five-minute walk from the clinic. She must have walked past it a thousand-thousand times on her afternoon strolls, never suspecting she would end up in here: the ‘home for ladies who have gone doo-lally’ as she’d often called it.


Will she work in Bristol for much longer, though? Her reluctant retirement has been the thorn under the skin of all her emails to me over the past eighteen months.


‘It’s not as bad as they think,’ she says at last. ‘I forget some things, remember others …’


‘When your doctor phoned she said it’s not the first time you’ve wandered.’


‘I took a wrong turn on the way home from work one day. They changed the bus route and it confused me. Don’t listen to Doctor Chaudry, she’s young and thinks she knows everything.’


I don’t push it further. Four times, the doctor has said. Four times over two years Mum has been found, bewildered and lost. ‘We can assume there have been other times, when she’s managed to get herself home and not told me,’ Dr Chaudry has said. Tests, a diagnosis have all been carried out without my knowledge. The outcome was no surprise. Locksley College’s fearsome Emeritus Professor of History, Margaret Camber: doo-lally.


Definitely doo-lally.


And while that’s a terrible diagnosis for any woman to receive, it seems doubly so for a woman who has been so fiercely clever her whole life.


Triply so, because she’s my mum.


I sit and hold her hand in the softly lit room, not able to believe that it’s actually happening. That my mother is not invincible. That sickness and mortality will prey on her, just as they prey on all of us. My head grinds with jetlag. I can’t grasp whole thoughts, just the edges of them. I am sad and I want my mum to comfort me but, bafflingly, it seems it’s my job to comfort her.


‘How long are you staying?’ she asks after a while.


‘As long as you need me to.’


‘Geoff will be annoyed if I keep you here too long.’


‘Geoff will be fine.’


The quiet descends again. Then, ‘How long are you staying?’


‘As long as … I’m not sure. I haven’t booked a return flight.’


‘I need you to go to the office for me.’


‘Your office? At Locksley?’


She nods, and I notice her body is filling with energy. She grows stiff. ‘They’ll throw it all out and I’m not done sorting it yet.’


‘Your papers and books? You want me to pack them up?’


‘There’s things in there … they’ve heaped them all in the middle of the room. Scoundrels.’


‘Of course, Mum. Of course. Where would I find the key?’


‘With my other keys. My handbag is in that drawer.’


She indicates a bureau on the other side of the bed. I slide open the deep bottom drawer and pull out her handbag, then find a handful of keys.


‘I’ll go straight up there when the nurse kicks me out,’ I tell her.


Her body relaxes again. ‘I thought I saw him, you know. Emile.’


‘Who’s Emile?’


‘I realise now that’s not possible. I got mixed up. But I saw him and I walked towards him and didn’t check for cars.’


‘Who’s Emile?’ I ask again.


She shakes her head sadly. ‘I just wanted to ask him how it ended.’ She trails into mutters. The veil is down again. I’m not even sure she knows I’m here.


I stroke her hand and say nothing. The nurse comes in, cheerily announcing afternoon tea time. I don’t know whether it’s the jetlag or seeing my mother like this, but it doesn’t feel like afternoon tea time. It feels like midnight.


•


Locksley College is on a long tree-lined street just over the Clifton Suspension Bridge. It has always delighted my mother that she crosses an icon of Victorian architecture every day on her way to work, given that she is a nineteenth-century historian. To be precise, Mum’s field is the nineteenth-century English private sphere. She even hosted a short television series once, on BBC2, called Victorian Women’s Lives. That was back in the 1990s, when I was still young enough to be embarrassed by the way my male peers at work talked about how attractive my mother was: Mum was fifty, I was nineteen, and it seemed the whole world had decided that I should stand in her shadow.


I crawl the kerb looking for a place to park the rental car. I am really too tired to drive, but I survived the two-hour journey along the M4 from Heathrow, so to stay home when Mum is so desperate for me to look in on her office seems cruelly cautious. I find a spot and pay the meter, and then cross the road to Beech House (constructed 1901, so just Victorian) and head up to the third floor via stone stairs worn into smooth grooves, to Mum’s office.


I feel … not guilty; perhaps furtive is the word I’m looking for. I glance around before slotting the key into the lock. All is quiet. It’s after six. Everyone has either gone home to enjoy the long English evening, or they are on summer sabbatical. I close the door behind me and I’m engulfed with the smells I associate with my mother: old books and rose oil. I take a moment, a few breaths, then survey the task.


My stomach tightens with anger. Mum is right: some ‘scoundrel’ has pulled all of her papers out of drawers and off shelves, and thrown them haphazardly into boxes in the middle of the room, all piled on top of each other, none sealed. It’s a terrible mess. The books are stacked on the desk and on the floor all around, the bowed bookshelves bare except for dust.


‘Oh, Mum. I’m sorry,’ I say under my breath as I pull out a sheaf of papers – old pages from a recipe book dated 1881 – and fan myself with them. The room is stuffy and hot. The task looks insurmountable.


I make a vow to come back in the morning, early. After a good night’s sleep. And then I’ll find the Dean and perhaps I’ll punch him right between the eyes for harassing my mother to retire before she is ready and for letting some clown make such a mess of these precious documents.


I sit heavily at Mum’s desk. Through the window, I see leaves and branches moving in an evening breeze, slightly distorted by the thick glass. Between two stacks of books is a tiny square of paper, frail and crisp under my fingers as I pick it up. The writing is in faded ink, long sloping letters. Underlined, at the top of the page:


To my child, whom I could not keep.


It is only one page long, and a quick glance tells me it ends mid-sentence, and so I know that this page has become separated from its siblings. I imagine the rough men who moved Mum’s things finding it as they left, perhaps under one of their dirty shoes, and carelessly flinging it onto the desk.


To my child. Whom I could not keep.


I’m crying now. I’m tired. Mum’s sick, and I haven’t told her I lost another one. Another baby. Eleven weeks, this time. I had been so close, dangerously close to announcing the happy news. And here I am about to turn forty, and there has been no child in my life. Never will be, probably.


All my children, whom I could not keep.


I blink away tears, frustrated by my own self-pity, and read the first page.


•


To my child, whom I could not keep.


First, above all, never doubt that I loved you. I love you still.


You were created with love, born with love, and taken from me, all for love. I have tried to find you now for months, but my family – especially my sister, who I thought would be kinder to me – steadfastly refuse to tell me where you are, save to say that you are well cared for. By now, you have bestowed your first smiles upon your new mama, perhaps even your first words. You have learned to love the rhythms and timbre of her voice, the feel of her arms around you, the little bed you sleep in. It cuts me sharp as a blade; but I cannot bring myself to imagine taking you from where you are safe and happy. If I did find you, if I did hold you against me as I long to do, I would be doing so in a world of uncertainty and penury. Father has made it clear to me the penalty I would pay for our family’s lost reputation. Love will not keep us from the poor house.


But I have not forgotten you and never will, my girl. Though you may never read it, I am compelled to write down the events that—


•


That’s it. I wonder how long Mum has been in possession of this letter, if the rest of it must be around here somewhere. People all over the world are always sending Mum such documents, found in the back of old books and in great-grandmothers’ musty trunks after funerals. She has been trying to convince Locksley to set up a proper archive for all this material, but in the new Dean’s eyes, if the documents aren’t about wars and politics – men’s business – the funding is thin.


I leave the page where I found it. My head is heavy and I won’t be able to stay awake much longer.


I scrawl a ‘DO NOT TOUCH’ sign, lock the door behind me, and return to Mum’s house.


•


The forgotten but familiar smell of my mother’s house greets me as I let myself in. I switch on the light in the entrance and put down my suitcase. I’ll take it upstairs later; for now, I am in search of food and somewhere to lie down.


As the light goes on in the kitchen, I blink in confusion. At first, I think Mum has hung pale yellow bunting everywhere, but I see that instead she has covered the cupboards with sticky reminder notes. Some are perfectly clear: Hairdresser Tuesday 3 p.m. Others are less so: Other book or Last round marks or Ask Beth or 1875. But there are so many, and my eyes travel over them, telling my brain what it doesn’t want to hear. Mum knows she is losing her memory; these are her attempts to preserve it.


From cupboard to cupboard I go, on a sticky-note tour of my mother’s mind. I can’t make any coherent sense of it, but I suppose that is what memory looks like: flashes diverging and coalescing. On one note, midway up the cupboard where the teacups are kept, is simply a name all in capital letters: EMILE VENSON.


It takes my jetlagged brain a few moments to catch up. Mum said that name today. Emile. I thought I saw him, you know.


She’d said something about finding out how things had ended. My mother has been single a very long time. My father, who is dead now, left when I was only two. Many men have been interested in Mum, but she shows no interest in return. I don’t know why. Is Emile a lover? Has he left her? How did I not know? Also, how did I not know my mother was writing her memories on sticky notes? How did I allow the distance between here and Australia to become a distance between her heart and mine?


I press my hips against the counter top and lean forward on my elbows. The kitchen is perfectly quiet and I can hear my own blood thrumming past my ears. Then the refrigerator motor surges to life, making me jump.


Food. Bed.


Then I can close my eyes and think about Mum, and the ocean that has grown between us.




CHAPTER 1


Agnes


1874


Agnes had counted the steps between the lower and upper floors of Perdita Hall hundreds of times. Seventeen. Wide at the bottom, narrower after the turn in the staircase, leading up to a wooden landing whose boards creaked under her feet as she made her way down the faded – but perfectly respectable – hall runner that led to Captain Forest’s office. If she turned the other way, to the right, she would come to the door of Mrs Watford, the senior mistress. That was a well-worn path for Agnes, hauled in again and again for misdemeanours. The thought of never having to see Mrs Watford again was a satisfying one, and the feeling was no doubt returned. The senior mistress’s last words to her had been, ‘At least when you leave we won’t have to open the gate; I expect you’ll simply climb over it like you usually do.’


Agnes approached Captain Forest’s closed door, and she hesitated a moment, glancing out the window at the end of the hall. She could see out over the chapel, the gardens, the workrooms and the dormitories that had been her home for nineteen years. The only home she had ever known. She wondered if she’d miss it, but that hardly seemed possible: she was aching for life to begin.


Agnes knocked quickly and quietly.


‘Come,’ he called, and Agnes opened the door.


She had met Captain Forest only once that she could remember. History recorded that Captain Forest met every child when they were first admitted to Perdita Hall, but as Agnes had been a baby then, she had no recollection. The other time was around her tenth birthday. She remembered him as kind, but distracted. At ten, each child in the foundling hospital was given their first trial apprenticeship, either here or with one of the trades or families in the village, and Captain Forest would treat them to tea in his office and a pep talk about what being a Perdita boy or girl meant. He had given her a slice of sponge cake and it had melted on her tongue, buttery and sweet.


Agnes briefly wondered if there would be cake today, but decided not. She was nineteen now, no longer a child. Today, everything changed.


Captain Forest sat at an immense oak desk. On the wall behind him was an ornate barometer. Paintings hung everywhere: translucent turquoise waters and ships ploughing through foam. A brass sextant sat before him, holding down papers.


Agnes went to stand in front of the desk, hands folded across her ribs on her grey cotton dress.


The warm spring light through his window illuminated the silver in his moustache and muttonchop sideburns. ‘Miss Agnes Resolute, I take it?’


‘Good morning, Captain Forest.’


He smiled and indicated the chair beside her. ‘Do sit down.’


Agnes did as she was told, running her fingertips over the fine carvings on the chair’s arms.


Captain Forest hooked a pair of spectacles over his ears and leafed through the documents in front of him. ‘You have been here all your life, Agnes. Just a babe when we took you in.’


‘Aye, sir.’


‘I see you completed your apprentice work in the laundry here at Perdita.’


‘Sewing and mending, sir. I took to it.’ Agnes was an accomplished seamstress mostly because she enjoyed the quiet in the mending room above the laundry, which gave her imagination time and space to roam.


‘Excelled at reading and writing, not so suited to infirmary or kitchen work, an adequate parlour-maid to the Bennett family in upper Hatby …’ He leafed through the pages, her history recorded flat and neat. ‘Oh, dear. You have been cautioned for behaviour many times, Miss Resolute. That is disappointing.’


Agnes didn’t know if this comment called for a response, but an unspoken one jumped into her head. Can you blame a caged bird for beating its wings against the bars?


Finally, he looked up. ‘Agnes, on the occasion of your nineteenth birthday, I take great delight in releasing you from your obligation to Perdita Hall.’


Her face could not contain her smile. ‘Thank you, sir.’


‘You will be released with all your papers, references, and of course a small sum of money to take you into the city to look for work.’ One of Captain Forest’s edicts was that Perdita boys and girls needed to travel ten miles to York to make a new life: coach fare and a month’s board. ‘My brother runs a laundry near Petergate; he could offer you—’


‘I doubt that I’ll stay long in York,’ she declared, though she didn’t know why. Perhaps it was simply the prospect of Captain Forest taking control of her opportunities again.


His hairy eyebrows shot up. ‘No? You have broader horizons?’


Agnes glanced around at his paintings of ships, and wondered how he could ask that. ‘Aye, sir. I do.’ The truth was she didn’t know what she was going to do. She had written away to a ladies’ home that would take her for a few weeks and help her find a position, but she hoped to work a month or so and save a little and then head somewhere with a view of the sea. She had never seen the sea.


‘I admire your courage, but listen to me: find good honest work and don’t live beyond your means or aspire above your station. That is the key to happiness. None of this … misbehaviour, and you’ll be happy.’


Agnes was well used to holding her tongue while receiving such lectures. ‘Thank you, sir. I intend to be happy.’


He shuffled the papers back into the folder and tied the ribbons around it with a flourish. He stood, and with ceremony, handed it to her. Her history, finished with. Her future, waiting just outside the high iron gates of Perdita Hall.


‘Fare well, Miss Resolute. You are named after a fine squarerigger that was nimble and steadfast. May you emulate her and uphold the good name of this fine institution.’


‘Thank you, Captain Forest,’ she said, with a shake of his curiously soft hand. ‘Fare well.’


She left and sat on the stairs, untying the ribbons on the folder. Her skirt pooled around her, and she could feel the cool of the stone through the layers of material. Agnes was keen to see what Mrs Robbins in the laundry had said about her in her letter of recommendation. They had never got on, and she needed good recommendations to get work as a seamstress. The first document she came to, however, was the list of information about her admission to Perdita Hall, and she paused to read it.


It was set out in a table. Name: Agnes (suggest Resolute). Every Perdita child was surnamed after a famous ship. HMS Resolute was a Royal Navy gun-brig that had been broken up before her birth.


Father: Unknown.


Mother: Unknown.


Agnes skimmed past those. The facts were no surprise, but they still had the power to cause her pain, dull and dim though it now was.


Surrendered in person?: No. Left in portico early morning.


More lines, more details. Her weight and length, her lack of distinguishing marks, her head listed as well shaped and her ears as rather small. Agnes self-consciously touched her ears. She’d never thought them too small before now.


Her eyes ran all the way to the bottom of the document, and there she saw it.


Token: button with unicorn.


A tiny jolt of recognition, like a moth against glass. Most children were left with some token from their destitute mother: a ribbon or a lock of hair or even a piece of string found on the street. Agnes had always assumed she had no token, given that she was not surrendered in person, not ever intended to be identified or collected. But she had been left with a button. A unicorn button.


The memory is upon her in an instant, brightly lit around the edges. The voices of children and hoofbeats. She is very small, maybe five or six, and she is in the village with her classmates and a teacher. Across the road she sees a tall, fair woman, with a straight spine, who argues with a ruddy-faced man. The man tries to be quiet and calm, but the woman denounces him imperiously.


‘Do not seek to control me!’ she cries, and flounces across the road towards the children.


Agnes has been so closely watching the argument that she has lagged behind, and now in her hurry to catch up with her classmates she trips and falls, hands flying out in front of her, elbow landing in a muddy puddle.


Then the tall, fair woman is there, helping her up.


‘You’ve made your dress all dirty,’ she says, with a small smile, brushing off a damp leaf. Agnes is bewitched by the woman’s high colour and bright eyes. She looks as though she has won something. Her miserable opponent skulks away on the other side of the road.


Then Miss Candlewick grabs her arm roughly, thanking the fair woman and hustling Agnes back towards the group. ‘Come along,’ she says. ‘Naughty, wilful child.’


‘Who was that beautiful lady?’ Agnes asks.


‘Genevieve. Lord Breckby’s daughter,’ Miss Candlewick says with a frown. ‘Do you think her beautiful?’


‘Aye. Beautiful and fierce.’


‘What nonsense,’ Miss Candlewick replies, then in a quieter voice, ‘Though you would think that; cut of the same cloth you are.’


•


‘Sitting on the stairs like an urchin, Miss Resolute?’


Agnes quickly gathered the folder together and tied it again, taking care to ensure her hands did not shake. ‘No, ma’am. I dropped the papers and had to gather them.’ She looked up into the eyes of Mrs Archer, the home-management mistress. Agnes and home management had never got on particularly well, and Mrs Archer had always thought this to be a moral failure on Agnes’s part.


In truth, Agnes and moral failure were almost synonymous at Perdita Hall.


‘You’re still a Perdita girl for another few days, Agnes,’ Mrs Archer said in her sharp, southern accent. ‘Mind how you present yourself.’


Agnes watched her go. She might have laughed. That would be her last lecture from Mrs Archer. Agnes stood and smoothed her skirts, and headed for her dormitory. Back in her childhood memory, she’d thought Miss Candlewick’s ‘cut of the same cloth’ an offhand comment, comparing naughty Agnes to wild Genevieve. But now, she suspected something quite different.


•


Motherless. Was there a sadder word in the English language? Agnes had often considered that question while sitting on this narrow bed, in this crowded dormitory, over the past nineteen years.


Afternoon sun struggled through the high beech trees that crowded against the windows. She didn’t open the folder again. She didn’t want others to hang about and ask her questions. When she was ready, in her own time, she would share some of the details within with Gracie Badger, her dearest friend of childhood. But for now, as other girls chatted and folded their clothes and read to each other from books, she thought again about being motherless, about believing herself a girl from nowhere and nobody, and how a button with a unicorn on it might mean she had provenance.


One could endure a great deal as a foundling. Becoming inured to suffering was Perdita Hall’s great gift. The children were taught from the outset that while nobody had wanted them, it did not mean they were valueless in society. When Agnes misbehaved, which had been often, it was assumed she did so because she felt adrift or abandoned in the world. ‘Look at the next bed and know you are not alone in feeling so,’ Mrs Watford had told her again and again. After she climbed a beech tree and plopped over the wall to hunt for mushrooms in the woods. After she was discovered to have drawn lurid pictures in her notebook rather than copy out spelling words. After she had got into a screaming row with that mealy-mouthed Charlotte Pelican, who insisted that because God created Eve second, woman should always be second to man.


Agnes had to admit, though, that the staff were mostly kind, and even those who were unkind only served to toughen the overly hesitant, or humble the overly proud. Perdita Hall presumed itself a good place for a foundling to grow up, and perhaps that was the truth. But the highly controlled environment had pressed against Agnes from all sides. Nineteen years of rising at six, praying at six and ten, pissing at six and fifteen, mustering at six and forty-five for lessons or work; following the bugle to breakfast, lunch, dinner … nineteen years lived between the heavily inked lines of the Perdita schedule.


And of course no matter how kind the institution, everyone here longed for a mother. Most of the children imagined mothers as warm and soft and loving. Agnes, though, imagined mothers were mirrors, showing daughters who they might be, what they might become beyond the schedule, beyond the gates.


Maybe mothers owned riding coats with unicorn buttons, just like the one Agnes had seen on that coat …


But no, she couldn’t conclude that. Not yet. She had to see the token with her own eyes to be certain. The tokens were all in Captain Forest’s office. Everyone knew that. He kept some in a glass-fronted cabinet and showed them to visitors: Agnes had glimpsed them on her tenth-birthday visit, when she had sponge cake. She had ever after thought it such a strange collection of things to be on display, let alone to be proud of: knotted strings and pins and scraps of stained lace. The thing that seemed to unify the collection was that the items were so pathetic.


But thirty years of operation and nearly seven hundred children later, many other tokens had been handed in with abandoned children. Once they were described in the paperwork, according to Captain Forest’s cleaner, an ex-Perdita girl herself, they were sorted into a chest of drawers. That meant Agnes needed to get into Captain Forest’s office when nobody was there.


•


Agnes was a well-practised liar when she needed to be, though even she baulked a little at lying in order to miss church. Still, nothing seemed so pressing to her at this moment than to know. She prayed to God to forgive her as Nurse Maggie, fetched by her nearest dorm-mate Alexandra Orion, sat lightly on the edge of her bed and pressed a warm palm against Agnes’s forehead. The dorm was chilly and quiet, girls slowly climbing out of bed in the early morning light. Church bells sounded in the distance, from the village of Hatby. Perdita’s chapel had no bell beyond an old ship’s bell hung in the vestibule.


‘No fever,’ Nurse Maggie observed, in her thick Scottish accent.


‘A stomach ache.’


‘How bad?’


Agnes winced. ‘Awful.’


Agnes knew Nurse Maggie would take no chances. Six years ago a bout of typhoid fever went through Perdita Hall, killing four children. Captain Forest had been inconsolable.


‘Rash?’


Agnes shook her head, but Nurse Maggie bunched up her nightdress nonetheless, to check her legs and trunk. She pressed her hand under the waistband of Agnes’s bloomers into her tummy, a little cruelly, Agnes thought.


‘You’ll have to go to the infirmary until the physician can get here,’ Nurse Maggie said. ‘We’ll have a time of it calling one in on a Sunday morning.’


‘I don’t mind waiting.’


Nurse Maggie narrowed her eyes. She was not easily fooled and Agnes’s reputation preceded her, so she wilted a little further into her rumpled bed.


‘Right, then,’ Nurse Maggie said. ‘Up you get. I’ll take you over.’


Agnes smoothed down her yellowed nightdress, a hand-me-down whose ribbons were all frayed, and gingerly climbed out. Her slippers were under her bed, and she slid her feet into them and reached for her threadbare dressing gown. Nurse Maggie, who was an imposing woman of nearly six feet, waited with a grim face, then took Agnes’s elbow and steered her along the dormitory between all the beds, down the stairs and out across the quadrangle. Agnes’s breath fogged in the early morning air. She could hear some of the junior boys playing games on the grass on the other side of the wall that divided the boys from the girls, before the ship bell rang. Birdsong filled the clear morning air, but the sun hadn’t risen above the dark stone buildings. Agnes’s soles grew damp with dew. She hadn’t been given new slippers at the start of winter, on account of her approaching departure from Perdita Hall. Nurse Maggie marched along ahead of her, but Agnes knew better than to try to keep up. If she was able to keep up, she was well enough for church: Nurse Maggie’s pace was a test, for certain.


The infirmary was at the back of the main building of Perdita Hall, the same building that housed Captain Forest’s office. Nurse Maggie waited for Agnes at the large double doors, then closed them behind her. Around behind the staircase and down to the half-lit basement level, and then through the lime-washed corridor to the infirmary, with its low dark ceiling. A yeasty, cold smell welcomed them.


One other child was there, a lad of about twelve with a wet cough.


Nurse Maggie showed Agnes to a bed at the opposite end of the ward and cautioned her to stay still, that they would send for the physician the moment Sunday morning service ended.


‘I’m off to chapel now,’ she said, striding over to the boy and tucking his blankets in firmly. ‘I’ll be back within the hour.’


Agnes nodded, then lay very still, listening. Ten minutes passed. Twenty. The boy’s wet cough went on and on, but in a gap where he drew breath, she heard it dimly: the ship’s bell on the chapel. The service was starting.


And everyone, except the sick boy and Agnes, was there.


She flipped back her scratchy blanket.


The boy stared at her with red-rimmed eyes. ‘What are you doing?’


‘Hush now. If you tell, there’ll be trouble.’


He descended into another coughing fit, and guilt speared Agnes’s heart. He was just a boy, a sick one at that, and she was torn between hoping Nurse Maggie would return soon to tend him, and hoping Nurse Maggie would stay away long enough that Agnes may find what she needed to find. That she was thinking such thoughts on a Sunday, instead of praying in chapel, struck her with doubly guilty force. ‘Sorry, God,’ she muttered, and hurried away from the infirmary.


Agnes stopped to listen at the top of the stairs. The tick-tock of the immense grandfather clock in the foyer, but no other sounds. She slipped out then rounded the bottom of the staircase up to the offices. One step at a time, her whole body tensed against discovery. Once she was in the dim corridor, she allowed herself to breathe. There were plenty of places to hide up here, should somebody return from chapel early.


Agnes approached Captain Forest’s office for the second time in a week. This time, her heart was thudding. If she was found sneaking about where she oughtn’t be, in her dressing gown and slippers, they might take away her references or refuse to give her the travelling money. She opened the door and slipped in, then closed it behind her gently. She was in. Excitement bubbled warmly inside her. The room smelled of lemon wax and the macassar oil Captain Forest wore in his hair. She glanced around at the cabinets and chests of drawers, all polished to gleaming. She opened the closest one, beside his desk, and found only papers. Next, she tried the drawers under the window. The top drawer squeaked so loudly on opening that Agnes was certain someone would hear. She straightened her back, heart speeding. What excuse could she make if she was found rifling through things that weren’t hers, in a place she wasn’t allowed, after lying about being sick to get out of church? How was she to describe to another the strange, mad impulse that had caused her to act this way? After all, if she found the unicorn button, perhaps it was utterly unlike the one in her mind’s eye …


But a minute passed, and nobody came. She returned her attention to the drawer. Wooden dividers had been built into it and each square contained tokens. There were so many squares. How would she find the unicorn button? She began sifting through the tokens with her fingers, then noticed that each square in the drawer had a card slid into the back, and each card had a year written on it. 1874. 1873. 1872 … She ran her eyes over the cards, then realised she needed to go to the next drawer down.


1859, 1858 … and there it was, 1855. The year she had arrived. A dozen or so tokens rattled in the square. She saw it almost immediately.


She withdrew the unicorn button with trembling fingers.


It was exactly as she remembered it.


•


Agnes had been ten, and it was the third day of her first week in the laundry. Mrs Watford had declared that ten hours a day in a steaming workroom would finally cure Agnes of her wickedness, but within a day Mrs Robbins had seen the quality of her needlework and shifted her to the sewing room. Yes, she still learned how to scrub and rinse and mangle and shake and hang, but for the most part her work was pleasant and dry.


That’s when the basket had come in. Delivered by a tall, bent man who said he was a servant from Breckby Manor, the immense estate on the hilltop above Hatby owned by Lord Caspian Breckby.


‘I have secondhand clothes from his Lordship’s daughter,’ he said, sliding the basket onto the long bench where the folding usually took place. ‘Miss Genevieve says that all of these are to be given to charity. Perhaps some of the young lasses here can make use of them.’


Agnes had been instructed to secure all the buttons and hooks, darn any holes and tighten any loose seams. She remembered Genevieve from their encounter, and was thrilled for a chance to work with her clothes, even though they were off-casts. First to hand was a riding jacket. Agnes had never ridden a horse but had formed an opinion of them as a potent symbol of freedom. She and Gracie made up stories while sharing a bed at night, in which a herd of wild horses broke down the gates of Perdita Hall, and only the two girls could tame them. The fantasy always ended with them escaping onto the moors riding bareback, at one with the night and the clouds shredding across the moon. But on the riding jacket was something even more enchanting than horses: round crimson buttons, with a gold unicorn rearing on its hind legs. A horse with a stabbing device! As she secured each button with thread, Agnes was overcome by wild imaginings, in which she, dressed only in her nightdress and this tiny-waisted riding coat, forged a bloody path out of Perdita Hall for good.


One unicorn button had been missing from the cuff, and Mrs Robbins had instructed Agnes to sew on a button that didn’t match. After that, she never saw the riding coat again. None of the clothes went to Perdita girls: they would have caused jealousies and fights. Mrs Robbins sold them on and the money went to Captain Forest, as did all the money they earned, to pay for their keep. But Agnes had never forgotten the buttons – the perfect match for this button that she held now, which may have unlocked the secret of her provenance. For what other conclusion could she draw? Surely she must be the illegitimate daughter of the noble and striking, yet famously wild Genevieve Breckby.


•


‘Are you certain this is the right thing to do?’


Agnes glanced at Gracie. It was early evening on Monday, and they had asked permission for a walk outside the gates, to go

to Hatby to consult the coach times for Agnes’s departure in two days. As if Agnes hadn’t memorised every coach departure from the village over her lifetime. Their real objective was to take the path up through the sycamore woods and out through the churchyard to Breckby Manor.


‘I am more than certain,’ Agnes said, leading Gracie around a muddy patch on the path. Her friend was blind in one eye and always tripping over things. The woods were dark and cool, quiet but for the sound of birds hopping on and off branches and small creatures moving in the undergrowth. ‘Miss Candlewick has been dead for two years, so I can’t ask her. I will have to ask at the source. Would you not do the very same thing, Gracie?’


‘I don’t know,’ Gracie said uncertainly, tucking an errant ginger curl back under her bonnet.


Gracie said and did everything uncertainly. Her heart was so kind and so full of good will that she was able to see everyone’s perspective, even if they were awful. It meant she rarely had any conviction about her own thoughts and feelings, could not decide whom to love and whom to hate.


Agnes grasped her hand. ‘What am I to do but to go and see her, look at her face and tell her I am her child?’


Gracie fixed her with her good eye. The other wandered to the left. ‘She wouldn’t admit you were her child. She rid herself of you, remember?’


Agnes blocked the squeeze of pain this statement made her feel, and they resumed walking. ‘She left me with the button, and then she sent the riding coat to Perdita’s. Surely she was trying to tell me who she was. Perhaps she never wanted to give me up. Perhaps she had no choice.’


‘I saw her once, in the village,’ Gracie said. ‘She seemed the kind of woman who makes her own choices.’


Gracie was right. ‘I saw her once too,’ Agnes said, and the words came out more wistfully than she would have liked.


‘She was pretty. I mean … she was striking.’


Gracie was right: Genevieve Breckby had such an imposing demeanour, such a well-formed frame, that she almost resembled a Roman statue come to life. Even though Genevieve had only spoken to her that one time, Agnes had seen her in the village two more times in her childhood. Genevieve had made a deep impression on Agnes, not the least reason being the rumours that she was headstrong, sharp-tongued, and slipped constantly from her father’s and her husband’s attempts to control her. It was these stories that so inflamed Agnes’s imagination. She didn’t want a mother for cuddles and kisses: she had long ago made her peace with that privation. Nobody could grow up in Perdita Hall without being a little crooked in the heart, and love was not something she expected or understood. Not even the idea that she may be related to nobility, and thus not destined for hard work and penury, had the power to move her as much as the notion that this drive to be free, which had ever beaten in her blood like the workings of a thundering engine, might be an inherited trait. That there might be another woman in the world whose heart knew her heart, whose passions recognised hers.


That she might not be so alone.


In truth, Agnes did not even know whether Genevieve still lived at Breckby Manor. There had been talk of a scandalous end to a marriage, and Agnes hadn’t seen her for many years. But she could hardly leave Hatby without at least trying to find out the truth. She released Gracie’s hand to open the church gate and they made their way across the churchyard, under the low-dipping branches.


At the other side, Gracie stopped. ‘From here you should go alone,’ she said, settling on the stone border of a garden bed, her grey skirts bunched around her.


Agnes crouched in front of her, taking her hands. ‘Thank you, my dear friend. I won’t leave you here long.’


‘Take the time that you need,’ Gracie said. ‘I will be happy sitting here with the breeze and the branches.’ She smiled. ‘Imagine, Agnes, if in two years’ time when I am due to leave, I find the very same thing written on my papers. Button with unicorn. We could be sisters.’


Agnes didn’t point out that they could never be sisters, they were manufactured from entirely different material for any biological link to exist; but Gracie was like a sister in a different way. She had loved and listened to Agnes even as everyone else mocked her or corrected her; and Agnes adored Gracie and protected her.


Agnes rose, smoothed down her skirts, and marched with purpose out of the churchyard and up the path to Breckby Manor.


Its imposing front gates were closed, and Agnes hoped she wouldn’t have to climb into the grounds – that wouldn’t be the ideal way to approach her long-lost family. But she put her hand through and lifted the latch, and it was not locked. She pushed the gate and it creaked loudly. A moment later, two gigantic, sleek dogs came thundering towards her. She stood very still, tensed to slip back out the gate, but they came with tails wagging and tongues lolling. She bent to pat their heads. One of them went over on its back and she rubbed its belly roughly.


As she lavished pats on the dogs, she lifted her head and looked around her. The foregrounds of Breckby Manor were encircled by a wide carriageway that passed in front of the house and branched off towards stables. The circular garden was full of bright flowers and carefully managed trees. Agnes crossed the garden, accompanied by the dogs. She spied some little mournful crosses by the pond, underneath a slender willow. They were marked for dead pets: Persimmon, Xerxes, Fluff, Calico. The packed earth of the carriageway crunched under her feet, and then she was climbing the four wide stone stairs to the portico and, finally, ringing the brass bell by the door. The dogs, well trained, did not advance up the stairs.


She waited. A cloud moved over the sun.


Then the door opened, and an elderly smiling-faced butler appeared. ‘How may I help you, Miss?’


‘I would like to see Genevieve.’ She realised she ought to use the more formal ‘Miss Breckby’ but her mother’s name was fixed in her head now.


His smile was immediately transformed to a frown. ‘And who are you?’


‘My name is Agnes Resolute. I am from Perdita Hall. And it’s important I speak to Genevieve.’


He shifted so he could pull the door closed behind him, but she still had a glimpse of a cavernous entry hall, with a servant dusting a row of imposing portraits. ‘The younger Miss Breckby no longer lives here, Miss.’


Agnes’s heart fell. She had known this was a possibility, but nonetheless the confirmation took the wind from her sails. ‘Where does she live, then? Because I need to find her.’


‘I am not likely to tell a foundling where the Breckby family might or might not be. Their movements are no business of yours. Now, good day.’


He moved to slip back into the house, but she grasped his sleeve. ‘Please,’ she said. ‘I must find her.’


‘Good day, Miss. If you don’t leave immediately I shall ensure a report is sent back to Captain Forest about this … harassment.’ He shook off her hand and she stood back and let him go.


Hell fire.


Agnes turned and made her way back down the stairs, across the garden, and out the gate. Powerful feelings traversed her body, causing her hands to shake. But she would not cry. Tears were for the weak. She had endured a lifetime of disappointments; this one would not break her.


Gracie leapt to her feet as Agnes strode back into the churchyard.


‘I can tell by your face it didn’t go well,’ Gracie said.


‘Aye, flower. It certainly did not.’


‘But you aren’t to worry. I’ve been sitting here thinking. You remember Cole Briar, don’t you?’


Agnes blinked back at Gracie. Why was she talking about Cole Briar? The day he had graduated from Perdita Hall was one of the best days of her life. She couldn’t count the number of times he’d sought her out in the gardens behind the church and tried to kiss her or grope her. Every time she had complained to Mrs Watford she’d been told that if she had been in her dormitory and not running wild in the garden, she would have nothing to worry about. ‘Aye, I remember his bad manners. What of him?’


‘He used to work for the Breckbys. Maybe he knows summat.’


‘I’d just as like kiss an eel as ask for his help.’ But even as she said this, Agnes was already changing her mind. Cole had never left Hatby. He worked for the local bootmaker, and if he knew something, he would be easily persuaded by Agnes to tell it.


‘Agnes?’ Gracie said, after she had been silent for a few long moments.


‘Aye, then.’ Agnes linked her arm through Gracie’s. ‘Come with me. I’m not doing it alone.’


•


Hatby’s high street was a grim, straight road of grey stone buildings. Apart from a horse and cart outside the post office, and an elderly couple gazing in the window of the milliner, Agnes and Gracie were the only ones on the street. Shadows grew long in front of them as they made their way down to Tucker’s Bootmaker. The shop was narrow, wedged between the candlemaker and an empty shop that had once been a tea room. Agnes pushed open the door, with Gracie close behind her. The shop smelled of leather and dust. Behind the counter, in a corner, sat Cole Briar. Tools and strips of leather hung on the walls all around him. He had his head bent over a boot, crimping the leather with a hand tool.


‘Cole,’ Agnes said.


He glanced up. He had a long nose and greasy skin, and lank dark hair that fell in two hanks over either side of his brow. When he saw Agnes, a slow smile grew on his face.


‘Well now, see thee here. If it isn’t Agnes Resolute.’


‘And Gracie Badger,’ Gracie said.


Cole ignored her, put down his boot and moved towards them. ‘Why are you in the village, looking for Cole Briar, eh? Is it my lucky day?’


Agnes fought with her irritation, applied a sweet smile. ‘Aye, Cole. That it might be.’


‘Do tell.’ He was a good six inches taller than her, and he stood so close she could smell his musty clothes.


‘You worked for the Breckbys, didn’t you?’


‘Aye. My last three years at Perdita I was sent out as their footman. The inside of that house is so big a man could get lost in it.’


‘Did you ever hear them mention Genevieve? Where she had gone?’


He looked at her a moment, his eyes sharp and bright. She knew he was thinking over what to say next. ‘Why do you want to know?’


‘Can you not just answer the question?’


‘No I can’t. I need to know what’s in it for me.’


Gracie squeezed closer to Agnes.


‘Do you actually know anything or are you just pretending?’ Agnes asked defiantly. ‘Because I’m warning you, Cole Briar, I’ll give you a threp in the stones if you don’t tell the truth.’


He shifted his weight from one foot to the other, still not speaking. Then said, ‘I know something. I used to collect their mail.’


Agnes’s heart lifted. ‘You did?’


‘Aye. So, now I ask again: what’s in it for me?’


‘You can have a kiss.’


He leaned in but she took a step back, nearly knocking Gracie over. ‘Not yet. When you tell me something.’


‘Aye, here’s the deal. One small kiss to get me to speak, one long kiss when I’ve told you her address.’ He emphasised the last word with raised eyebrows.


Her address? It was worth kissing an eel. She put her face up and he leaned down and pressed his lips hard against hers. She allowed the pressure to rest there for two seconds, then stood back. ‘Aye, then. What do you know?’


‘Genevieve went to live in London with her sister, Marianna. That’s what the housekeeper told me. I picked up Marianna’s letters every Thursday at the post office. Belgrave Place, London. Now, about that long kiss. I’ll give you the house number when we’re done.’


Agnes glanced at Gracie, who appeared puzzled and fascinated at the same time.


‘Go on, then,’ Gracie said. ‘You promised.’


Agnes took a step forward, allowed Cole to place his hands around her waist. Then he bent and kissed her forcefully, prising open her lips with his tongue and probing her mouth roughly. She screwed her eyes tightly shut and thought about something else. London. Her mother. The unicorn button. His hands slid down and over her hips, and he was reaching around for her bottom when she broke off the kiss and leapt back.


‘Give over. I never gave permission for that.’


He laughed. ‘Can’t blame me for trying, Agnes Resolute. You’ve always been the top of my list.’ He gave Gracie a wink and Gracie smiled at him guilelessly.


‘Right. House number?’


He gave her the full address and asked for another kiss, which she refused angrily. Finally, she was free of the smell of the shop and out on the chilly street.


‘London,’ Gracie breathed. ‘What a shame she’s so far away.’


Agnes stopped and turned to Gracie. ‘The distance doesn’t matter. I’ll have to go,’ she said.


Gracie’s eyebrows shot up. ‘What nonsense, Agnes. You’ll not be able to afford it. You can’t … you won’t …’


‘I’ll use some of the money for my first month’s board.’ Agnes glanced back towards the bootmaker to make sure Cole hadn’t followed her. ‘Gracie, Genevieve Breckby might very well be my mother.’


‘Can owt I say stop you?’ Gracie asked.


‘You know you can’t stop me,’ Agnes answered.


‘Aye,’ Gracie said with a smile. ‘Nobody ever has once you’ve got an idea in your head.’


•


It was a blustery afternoon when Agnes finally stood at the coach stop outside the Hatby post office, ready to begin her new life. Gracie stood with her, clutching her hand, as Agnes’s trunk was loaded onto the carriage. It looked pathetically small alongside the large, elaborate trunks of the other travellers. A woman not much older than Agnes was bossing one of the footmen in an arch voice. She wore a plum-coloured silk dress with an enormous bow on the bustle. Agnes glanced down at her own dress. Every Perdita girl was tasked with making her own leaving dress in the months before her departure. That morning, Agnes had finally pulled on the dress – sewn of the regulation pale grey broadcloth but enlivened with lace collar and cuffs Gracie had made for her – then fastened all the hooks and buttons, and gathered the tape that kept the modest bustle sitting sweetly. She had thought she looked very fine indeed, but she knew that next to this woman she did not look fine. The most she could say was she looked neat.


Agnes watched as the coach driver spoke to the passengers one by one and admitted them to the coach. She was the last in line. He held out his hand for the slip of paper that had her fare on it.


‘York?’ he said in a gruff voice.


‘The railway station. I’m going to London.’


He lifted an overgrown eyebrow. ‘London, eh? I can sell you the train fare here, much cheaper. It’s a long way to London. They’ll charge you fifteen shillings if you buy your fare at the station.’


Fifteen shillings! She had been given twenty, enough for the coach to York and then a month’s board. ‘How much is it if I buy a ticket from you?’


‘I’ll give it to you for twelve. And I’ll throw in your coach fare for two and six; that’s half the price.’


Agnes did calculations in her head, her blood cooling rapidly. She had heard the train was cheaper than coach, but of course it was two hundred miles or so between York and London. She was a fool to think she could afford it.


She looked at Gracie, who shook her head sadly, her bad eye roaming to the left. ‘You won’t have enough money to get back if things go wrong. Perhaps London will have to wait.’


Wait? She had been waiting her whole life for something. Maybe this was the something.


‘I’ll take it,’ she said to the coach driver. When she found her mother, she would not need money.


‘Agnes—’


‘It will be fine, Gracie. You will see.’ She untied the drawstring on the purse hanging from her wrist and withdrew the money, counting it out carefully into the coach driver’s rough palm. She slid her train ticket into her purse then she yanked it closed. It hung limp and light, weighted down by only a few coins and the folded piece of paper that identified who she was and explained why she had no certificate of birth.


‘Hop on board,’ the driver said, returning to his seat at the front of the coach.


Gracie was shoving something into Agnes’s hands. ‘Here,’ she said.


‘What is this?’ It was soft and small, wrapped in old newspaper.


‘A gift. And … you might need it more than ever. Don’t be afraid to sell it if you have to.’


‘You oughtn’t have got me a gift.’ Agnes drew Gracie into an embrace. ‘I love you, dear friend.’


‘Write to me,’ she said. ‘The moment you arrive.’


‘I will.’ Then Agnes was stepping up and into the coach, where the women sat. The men had arranged themselves on the outside seats. She squeezed in between the woman in the plum dress and another, elderly lady who seemed affronted by having to give Agnes space on the seat. She turned her elbows out territorially, and Agnes tried to imagine what Genevieve would do if the elderly woman was so rude to her. She pulled her spine straight and held her space, and tilted her chin up for good measure. Some of Genevieve’s features were vague in Agnes’s memory, but she could easily remember the noble set of her chin.


The horses set off and the coach began to bounce along the road. She gazed out the window, watching beech trees and oaks slide past, then a glimpse of the front gate of Perdita Hall, behind branches and houses. She leaned back and closed her eyes. Her pulse seemed thick in her throat.


The decision was made now.


She opened her eyes and turned to the package, unpicking the string and pulling the newspaper away. The elderly woman sniffed disdainfully. Agnes pulled out Gracie’s gift, a lace shawl.


Gracie was the best lacemaker in Perdita Hall. As clumsy as she was walking about, her one good eye was sharp-focused on close work and her hands as steady as rods. Ordinarily, what she made had to be sold. How had she managed to hold this back? Agnes smiled, thinking of Gracie, who was so afraid of getting in trouble, hiding this shawl from the eyes of the lacemakers’ mistress, fearing discovery, wrapping it and bringing it outside the gates. Her heart lurched, thinking about Gracie left alone at Perdita Hall without Agnes to protect her and read to her.


Agnes swore to herself she wouldn’t sell it. No matter how bad things became.


She pulled it around her shoulders, elbows bumping the other passengers. The plum-dressed woman drew her mouth down in a little moue of disapproval, but Agnes didn’t mind. She was willing to wager that plum-dress woman owned nothing so precious as Gracie’s gift, because it was made with love.


The coach rattled along, away from her old life and towards the new.




CHAPTER 2


It was four in the afternoon when Agnes finally alighted at a coaching inn a hundred yards from the railway station. She waited while the footman took her trunk down, and he showed her with an extended hand which direction she should take.


The railway station was a huge limestone-and-brick building on Tanner Row. She made her way around the noisy platform, under the iron train shed. A hissing black engine sat at the platform, smelling of coal and grease, its long line of wooden carriages hitched behind. People milled about, hauling baggage, saying farewells; children laughing and carousing, adults cautioning them, staff weaving between them on missions of their own. Everything around her was coated in a fine film of soot. A porter hurried past and she called out, ‘Excuse me, is this the train to London?’


He shook his head. ‘Edinburgh. Go ask at the ticket office.’


‘But I have a ticket already.’


He had disappeared into the crowd and didn’t hear her, but he had gestured to the ticket office and so she walked down the

platform and waited in a queue until an older gentleman with snow-white muttonchops and a flat black cap asked if he could help her. She fished her ticket out of her purse and showed him. ‘When is the next train to London?’


‘Twenty minutes. But this ticket is for the one o’clock service.’ He handed it back.


‘One o’clock? Then I’ve missed it?’ Her heart fell sharply.


He shook his head. ‘One o’clock in the morning, Miss. We will be boarding in eight hours.’


So, that was why the ticket had been so cheap. Her stomach tightened with anger. The gentleman was already turning his attention to the woman behind her, who was far better dressed, so Agnes slunk out of the way and wandered back up the platform with her little trunk, found a seat and sat and watched a while. The bells on the Minster rang out evensong and then died on the breeze. The flow of people on and off trains mesmerised her. As each train departed, in clouds of hissing steam, it left behind an empty quiet. But then, minutes later, people would start to arrive and gather again; the pace returned, the trumpet would sound, a train would steam into the platform. And so on.


Not one of them took her to London. She glanced at the clock above the platform. It was nearly seven o’clock and her stomach was rumbling. Movement at the corner of her eye caught her attention. The ticket master approached, a small china cup in each hand. Curious, she watched him. He offered one of the cups to her.


‘Coffee?’ he asked.


Agnes would have preferred roast beef, but at least it was something in her stomach. She took the cup and said, ‘Thank you.’


‘So, you’re going to wait until the train comes?’


‘I have nowhere else to go or be.’


‘I am locking up the office and going home in ten minutes. The night guard won’t return until midnight, so you’ll be alone on the platform.’


Agnes shivered.


‘Keep your eye out for urchins,’ he said.


‘I will.’ She lifted the cup to her lips, took one sip, then bumped her elbow on the back of the seat and spilled the coffee down the front of her dress. ‘Hell fire,’ she said, then clapped a hand over her mouth. ‘I’m so sorry, sir. I oughtn’t repay your generosity with coarse language.’


The ticket master chuckled and took her cup. ‘Would you like me to pour you another?’


‘No, thank you.’ The coffee was too strong and swirled in her empty stomach.


‘I will leave the lamps lit for you,’ he said, and moved away. Shortly afterwards, she heard a door being locked and the sound of receding footsteps.


Agnes sat and waited. The evening grew quiet. An hour passed. Another. Her body sagged. She lay down on her side on the bench, tucking her purse under her head like a pillow. It was a Perdita habit to sleep on one’s valuables, when things were always being nicked. The hard wood pushed back at her hips, and it was impossible to get comfortable. She waited. A cold wind crept down the railway tracks, swirling up grit.


She was just starting to nod off when she heard footsteps. Alert suddenly, she sat up. At the far end of the platform stood a gentleman, silhouetted against the gas lamps. Agnes wondered if he might be the night guard, but he wasn’t in a uniform. He began to pace the platform, ten yards, twenty, but turning back before he came near her. She could see he had a small carpet bag, and presumed he was waiting for the same train as her. He wore a top hat, a well-made great coat, and brown leather gloves. On his next circuit of the platform, he caught her eye and smiled at her.


Agnes couldn’t help but smile in return. He had such a handsome face, such kindness in his eyes. He came no nearer to her, and Agnes relaxed. With a gentleman on the platform, she wouldn’t have to worry about urchins as the ticket master had warned her.


She began to nod again, and as the gentleman was now at the opposite end of the platform, seemingly determined not to crowd her, she lay down her head again and closed her eyes. Time stuttered. She fell into a dream. She was back at Perdita Hall. She could hear Gracie on the other side of the wall that enclosed the grounds and she knew she needed to get to her. She started to climb but found the wall grew higher and higher, until it became an impossible teetering thing. She clung to it with her fingers, but they were cold and a wind was blowing and then she was falling …


Agnes’s eyes opened. She was alone on the platform again. How long had she slept? She sat up, wondering what had happened to the well-dressed gentleman. As she put her feet on the ground, she realised the familiar shape of her trunk was not behind her knees. She leapt up, checked under the bench.


It had gone.


‘No,’ she said, and scooped up her purse to run to the other end of the platform, looking for her trunk, looking for the gentleman, anyone. ‘No!’ she called and her voice was whipped away on the wind. Agnes returned to the bench and sat heavily.


Had the gentleman taken her trunk? But why? What use would two dresses and some plain cotton underwear be to him? He wouldn’t get a shilling for the lot if he tried to sell it. But it was all she owned. Her clothes, her slippers, her nightgown, not to mention her letters of reference and embroidery samples, without which finding a good position would prove very difficult. All she had left was a little money, a coffee-stained dress, and the shawl Gracie had made for her.


Doubt sang to her. Perhaps she oughtn’t board the train at all. Perhaps she should return on the morning coach to Perdita Hall and ask for guidance. It had worked out terribly so far. Why did she think London would work out any better? She had heard stories of the poor houses, and she knew she didn’t want to end up in one.


But then she scolded herself. She had a shawl to cover the coffee stain. She had enough money to get by for a little while. She had skills as a seamstress that would find her work. But most of all, she had a ticket to London on the one o’clock train.


And London was where her mother lived.


•


The single advantage of a one o’clock train was that the third-class carriage held few passengers, so she was able to lay herself out on the hard wooden seat and close her eyes. Sleep was impossible, though, due to the noisy rattling and juddering, and the thick choking stench of coal. Hours later, when the sun had risen thinly and the train pulled into King’s Cross Station, her eyes were gritty from tiredness and coal dust. She alighted with only the clothes on her back and the purse in her hands, and made her way along the vast arched concourse, trying not to look lost and unsure – even though she had never seen such a crowd, never heard such a tumult, and had no idea what she was to do next.


‘Excuse me? Miss?’


Agnes ignored the voice, but the gentle tap on her arm caught her attention. She turned to see a plump, white-haired woman in a blue-and-grey dress and matching hat. She had kind eyes and deep lines in her powdery white skin, but Agnes was in no mood for chat.


‘What is it?’ she said, a snap of warning in her voice.


The woman’s smile faded on her lips. ‘You forgot your luggage. I saw you get off the train. You must have left it on board.’


Guilt speared Agnes’s heart; she had repaid this woman’s attempt at kindness with heat. ‘I am so sorry. I have had a bad time of it,’ she said.


‘Oh, dear,’ the woman said, placing her own travelling bag on the ground between them and taking Agnes’s hand. This small gesture of human comfort, on top of Agnes’s weariness and uncertainty, made her chest burn. But she didn’t cry. She couldn’t remember the last time she’d cried; perhaps as a child.


‘My trunk was stolen,’ Agnes said. ‘In York, before I boarded the train.’


‘Have you friends here in London? Relatives? Someone who can help you?’


‘I have seven shillings and a few pennies and the dress you see. That is all.’


The woman shook her head, clicking her tongue. ‘No, no, dear. London isn’t a place to be for a girl with so little.’


‘Can you tell me where to go? I have to survive, at least for a week or so.’


‘You might find a cheap room somewhere in the East End.’ The woman bent to her bag and pulled out of it a map almost worn through on its folds. She opened it and folded it backwards, and Agnes noticed her fingers were jammed with gold rings, sapphires and rubies. ‘This is us here, and this …’ She jabbed a chubby finger. ‘This is the direction you should head in. It’s a few miles. Here, you can keep this map. High time I bought a new one.’


‘Thank you,’ Agnes said. She knew she should say, You are too generous and I can’t possibly accept a gift from a stranger, but she desperately needed the map and didn’t want to be taken at her word.


The woman took her by the shoulders. ‘Don’t have anything else stolen,’ she said. ‘What you have left is of high value, but only once.’


Agnes dropped her eyes. ‘I have no intention of having my honour stolen, madam. I thank you for the warning, though.’


‘London is quite the worst place to live if you are poor. If things get desperate, you must leave. Go back home.’


Agnes nodded; didn’t tell her she had no home. The woman picked up her bag and hurried off. Agnes peered at the map, got her bearings, and began to walk.


Agnes had spent many years behind the gates of Perdita Hall, with only visits to Hatby to give her knowledge of the outside world. Of course she had read about London in books, but nothing could have prepared her for the intense impressions of sight, sound and smell when stepping into the London morning. The endless stream of people, faces blurring past until she could hardly distinguish them one from another. The way the light didn’t fall soft and flowing but was brutally interrupted in cold blocks of shadow by the buildings. The shops: Lord, so many shops, all of them shouting at her in large letters. An old beggar here. A shrill-voiced woman selling limp turnips from a wheelbarrow there. A minstrel band with a hurdygurdy and monkeys, the music rising and falling on the wind. The din of rattling carriages hurtling past each other. As she walked, it all seemed to shift and tilt around her. Over everything, the smell of horse dung, coal and a faint unyielding odour of sewage. The number of people on the main roads, heads down with determination as they moved about between coal-smirched shops and offices, had intensified. The clop of hooves and rattle of carriages was incessant. She slipped into a side alley, feeling the quiet on all of her senses. She stopped a moment, took a few deep breaths.


‘You can do this, Agnes,’ she said softly. ‘You’ll not be frightened of a busy street, like a child.’


Once more she stepped out into the traffic. A mile passed. Two. The buildings began to change around her: these were not so grand. The parks were not so private. The coaches were not so shiny. A sign told her she was on Bethnal Green Road, and she thought that sounded a pretty name and wondered if she’d come far enough east now to find a cheap room. Agnes turned off the main road and followed her instincts down towards narrow lanes where she could hear children’s voices.


Agnes stood at the head of one of the lanes and looked down. Crumbling brick buildings with windows broken and boarded. Children – so many children – barefoot and in ill-fitting and ragged clothing sitting on steps and in gutters while their mothers pegged faded laundry on long lines hung between windowsills. Broken furniture and muddy puddles. Skinny dogs winding between skinny legs.


Yes, she believed she would find something cheap here, and she was not too proud to take it. All she had to do was keep her purpose in sight: find a way to stay in London, then find her mother. Somehow.


Slowly, she made her way down the alley, picking around dog faeces embedded between cobbles. The smell made her recoil. A woman with sunken cheeks and a hungry gaze caught her eye and glared at her suspiciously.


‘Who are you?’ she said.


‘I’m Agnes,’ she replied. ‘I need a place to live. Only short term.’


‘Ask Minnie,’ she said, stabbing her finger in the direction of a woman with wild red curls barely contained beneath a grey headscarf. She sat on the stairs of a dark grey tumbledown building of wood, weaving a basket and swatting away what appeared to be a dozen children. Agnes approached her warily.


‘Minnie?’


‘Who’s asking?’


‘I’m Agnes and I need a room, and—’


‘I don’t have a room. I have a bed. You can have it for sixpence a night, meals included.’ Her worn hands worked their practised movements on the basket.


‘Can I see it?’


She sighed, put her work aside, shouted at the oldest girl to mind the others and beckoned to Agnes. ‘Come on, then.’


They entered a dark room that smelled of damp and mould. The kitchen was little more than a corner of a large living room, where two mattresses were butted against each other on the floor. Instead of shining things, there were broken things. Instead of light and air, there was gloom and stuffiness and the smell of urine. Minnie led her through to a tiny adjoining space with two beds in it, separated by a curtain that hung unevenly on a rail. The window was half-boarded over, so there was hardly any light. ‘There,’ she said, pointing at one of the beds. ‘The other is mine and me husband’s. But he’s away out in the west country a few months, chasing some work in the mines.’


Agnes took a deep breath. All would be well. She would make it all well. One step at a time. ‘I’ll take it,’ she said.


‘Four nights’ rent in advance?’


Agnes opened her purse and retrieved two shillings. They were snatched from her fingers. ‘Aye, then,’ said Minnie. ‘Himself will be pleased.’ She patted her tummy. ‘Another on the way.’


‘How many will that make?’


‘Six, but we have me sister’s two wee twins with us too. Poor Lizzie died in the having of them. Weren’t anything we could do but take them in.’ Minnie’s eyes narrowed. ‘You don’t mind the sound of children, I hope.’


‘I’m very used to it,’ Agnes said, and it was true. She’d lived at Perdita Hall without privacy, surrounded by children: this could hardly be significantly different. ‘What time is lunch?’


‘Half after twelve. If you’re not here, you miss out.’


‘I have some business elsewhere in town. I’ll be back by then.’


‘Ooh, business, have we?’ Minnie said in a mocking tone. ‘You must be verrrry important.’ She pocketed Agnes’s money and said again, ‘If you’re not here, you miss out.’


Agnes nodded and forced a smile. Perhaps, before half past twelve, she would have met her mother and be welcomed into her home. Then she wouldn’t care a jot if she missed out on Minnie’s lunch.


•


With the worn map the woman at the railway station had given her, Agnes plotted her route to her mother’s house. Genevieve lived on Belgrave Place, which looked to be a walk of at least two miles. She arranged Gracie’s lace shawl so it covered the coffee stain and tidied her long, golden hair. Then Agnes stepped out of the grim grey dwelling and made her way out of the eastern streets towards the better-heeled end of town. She was tired from walking, but fascinated by all she saw. On her route, she passed galleries and churches and theatres, and saw ladies in the most divine frocks and some gentlemen dressed just as handsomely. She saw high, fast carriages drawn by gleaming horses. She heard cathedral bells and smelled smoke and flowers. At length, she passed a large green square enclosed by privets, where bronze statues sat among the chestnuts and plane trees. Here she stopped, consulted her map one last time, caught her breath, then took the turn into Belgrave Place.


A few moments later, she was standing in front of the address that Cole Briar had given her in what seemed another lifetime but was only a handful of days ago. Genevieve’s house. It was a tall, narrow townhouse, painted white, with a small columned portico and dormer windows nestled among the dark brown roof tiles. It spoke of wealth, but not grandeur. Agnes took two deep breaths, then walked up three stone steps to ring the bell.


A long time passed. Long enough for her to think nobody was home, when a clunk near the post slot in the door caught her attention. A white hand had pulled the brass stopper up, and a voice emerged.


‘Are you here about the position?’ it said. A woman’s voice. She sounded uncertain.


‘No, I’m—’


The stopper slapped back into place, the woman, her voice now muffled, said, ‘Good day.’ Then footsteps retreated.


Agnes rang the doorbell again and waited. This time, nothing but a long silence. One more time she rang, but the woman didn’t return, nor did a butler or maid come.


Are you here about the position?


Agnes turned and descended the three stairs back to the street. It was too soon to do so now, but she would ring that bell again tomorrow. And tomorrow, she would give the right answer.




CHAPTER 3


Agnes missed lunch after all. She thought she knew her way back but didn’t and got lost and had to retrace her steps. By the time she made it back to Bethnal Green she was starving, exhausted, and her feet were swollen and sore. At least she missed the rain, which started shortly after she walked up the stairs and into Minnie’s home. Minnie offered her a grunt in greeting from the floor where she sat with a pile of mending as little children crawled on and off her, crying.


‘Can I help you with owt?’ Agnes said, sitting beside her. The floor was hard and cold. Rain battered the windows.


‘Can you make it stop raining?’ Minnie grumbled.


‘I can sew. Or I can entertain the wee ones.’


‘Be my guest,’ she said, shrugging off a little boy of about four.


‘Come on,’ Agnes said, grasping his hand and the hand of the smaller girl in Minnie’s lap. ‘I’ll tell you all a story.’


Agnes lined them up in front of her, and two older girls and a boy joined them too. A few children were missing but Minnie didn’t seem concerned. As the rain deepened overhead, and a mournful dripping noise came from somewhere near the kitchen, Agnes told them all a story about two girls who escaped from an orphanage on a unicorn. The smallest child crawled into her lap. Agnes could feel through her skirt that she was hot with fever, and her face was tired and grey. Agnes stroked her hair gently. The four-year-old boy was clearly hungry. She could hear his stomach yowling and when she slid an arm around him to comfort him during a scary part of the story, she could feel his ribs through his back. His legs were twisted with rickets. They passed the afternoon like this, and even Minnie smiled and chuckled through Agnes’s story, which grew wilder and more elaborate the longer she went.


‘Right, now,’ Agnes said, when her throat was sore and the tiredness of the day caught up with her. ‘I need a rest. Away with you.’


‘You heard the lady; get off her,’ Minnie said, far more harshly. Then to Agnes she said, ‘Supper is half after five. You must be hungry.’


‘Famished.’


‘I’ll call you when it’s ready.’


Agnes took to her bedroom, if that’s what it could be called. She lay down and looked up at the dirty, peeling ceiling. She could still smell the children on her clothes, and wondered if they’d ever had a bath. At Perdita Hall everyone had to be neat and tidy. Captain Forest had been fixated on making them ready for good honest work, on keeping them out of the poor house. Pride in your appearance is pride in yourself. For once, she felt lucky to have been a foundling at Perdita. These children at Minnie’s had a mother, but they had far less than Agnes had had in every other way.
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