
   [image: Cover: Elizabeth and Ruth by Livi Michael]


   
      
         i

         ii

         iiii

         iv

         v

         
            
               [image: ]

            

         

      

   


   
      
         vi

         vii

         
            To my sons, with love

         

         viii

      

   


   
      
         
            CONTENTS

         

         
            
               
	TITLE PAGE

                  	DEDICATION

                  	PART I 

                  	CHAPTER 1 

                  	CHAPTER 2 

                  	CHAPTER 3 

                  	CHAPTER 4 

                  	CHAPTER 5 

                  	CHAPTER 6 

                  	CHAPTER 7 

                  	CHAPTER 8 

                  	CHAPTER 9 

                  	CHAPTER 10 

                  	CHAPTER 11 

                  	CHAPTER 12 

                  	CHAPTER 13 

                  	CHAPTER 14 

                  	CHAPTER 15 

                  	CHAPTER 16 

                  	CHAPTER 17 

                  	CHAPTER 18 

                  	CHAPTER 19 

                  	CHAPTER 20 

                  	CHAPTER 21 

                  	CHAPTER 22 

                  	CHAPTER 23 

                  	CHAPTER 24 

                  	CHAPTER 25 

                  	CHAPTER 26 

                  	CHAPTER 27 

                  	CHAPTER 28 

                  	CHAPTER 29 

                  	CHAPTER 30 

                  	CHAPTER 31 

                  	CHAPTER 32 

                  	CHAPTER 33 

                  	CHAPTER 34 

                  	CHAPTER 35 

                  	CHAPTER 36 

                  	PART II 

                  	CHAPTER 37 

                  	CHAPTER 38 

                  	CHAPTER 39 

                  	CHAPTER 40 

                  	CHAPTER 41 

                  	CHAPTER 42 

                  	ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS 

                  	ABOUT THIS BOOK 

                  	ABOUT THE AUTHOR 

                  	ALSO BY LIVI MICHAEL 

                  	COPYRIGHT 

               



         

      

   


   
      
         
12
            PART I

         

      

   


   
      
         
3
            CHAPTER 1

         

         Elizabeth

         Elizabeth gripped her umbrella as the small carriage jogged over the bridge. Smoke from a hundred factory chimneys poured over the river, flakes of soot and ash drifted down. The usual smog had formed like a damp cloth, blotting out the light. It was perhaps the worst day she could have chosen for visiting the New Bailey Prison.

         She could see its ghostly outline through the mist. So many new buildings had accreted onto it, in successive degrees of ugliness, that it had lost all its original shape. But it remained menacing, like the city of Dis in Dante’s Inferno, a place mute of all light, in grief’s abysmal valley.

         Jim pulled the carriage up, then stepped down, grunting, to help Elizabeth. Holding onto his arm, she stepped over a pool of brick-coloured mud. Then they stood together, staring at the prison gates.

         ‘We could always go back,’ Jim said.

         But what would she say to Thomas? The girls are so grateful to know they’re not forgotten, he’d said.

         ‘Just wait for me here.’ She waved the umbrella to one side then the other in an attempt to close it. It was her husband’s umbrella in fact and it wasn’t wieldy, if that was the word. Its thick wooden spokes resisted closing.

         ‘Well, I’m hardly likely to leave you,’ Jim replied, though she saw him glance towards The Nag’s Head.

         ‘I won’t be long,’ she said a little sharply, but since she didn’t 4know how long she was likely to be she could hardly condemn him to sit outside in the rain. Umbrella finally closed, she gathered her skirts, stepped over another puddle and rang the bell.

         Inside she followed a wardress along one whitewashed corridor after another. The wardress was sturdily built but her shoulders were curved like the arc of a bow, straining the grey serge of her prison uniform. She hadn’t offered her name and showed no interest in Elizabeth’s, but the badge on her blouse read Miss Jamieson. She led the way without speaking so only the smells helped Elizabeth to navigate; fatty, boiled meat from the kitchen, and the pungent reek of some substance used to scour the floors.

         As they approached the central atrium she could hear a scraping, shushing noise. Rows of kneeling women were scrubbing the floor with identical circular movements beneath a skylight that revealed a whitish rectangle of sky. That was the final smell of course, the prison perfume of stale, unhopeful human. Subtly different from the stench of poverty and despair in the slums.

         The kneeling women didn’t look up as she passed, but the set of their shoulders, a momentary alteration in the rhythm of their work, registered her presence.

         Elizabeth had written to the Matron, Miss Jopson, who had replied that she was indeed honoured to welcome such a celebrated authoress into her humble institution (there it was – the sharp pang of shame and pride that stung her whenever her literary reputation was mentioned). And then in the next line, There are many varieties of misfortune within this penitentiary, but I hope I need not assure you that anything heard or confessed here must stay within these walls.

         Elizabeth had felt a prickle of outrage. She wasn’t looking for material – why did everyone imagine she was?

         The letter went on to say she was welcome to visit the prisoner at the specified time, but since the cells were in the process of being cleaned an alternative venue for their appointment would be found.

         So now she could only follow the wardress, wondering where that venue might be.5

         Miss Jamieson stopped suddenly in front of a heavy oak door that bore the Matron’s name on a brass plate. Would Miss Jopson interview Elizabeth after all?

         The wardress turned towards her with lowered eyes. When she spoke Elizabeth was surprised by the gruff tone and the accent which wasn’t from Manchester or Salford. The Wirral perhaps? Her husband would know. ‘Miss Jopson is at a meeting of the governors,’ she said. ‘She asks, will you wait here while the girl is brought to you?’

         ‘Of course,’ Elizabeth said, slightly flustered: did she mean here, in the corridor?

         But Miss Jamieson opened the door onto a small, wood-panelled room. There was a desk with a high-backed chair behind it, and a lower one in front. Papers were scattered across the surface, and there was a ledger. On the wall above, there was a sampler.

         Repent, therefore, and be converted

         Probably stitched by the inmates.

         ‘I’ll not be long,’ Miss Jamieson said, closing the door behind her with a soft click.

         Elizabeth felt suddenly lost. She wasn’t sure what to do about the umbrella that was still dripping, or her bonnet and cape. After a moment’s hesitation she stood the umbrella next to the door. It slid to one side, grazing the wall, then rested on the door frame. She unfastened her bonnet then waited, feeling like a naughty schoolgirl in the headmistress’ office. Her gaze travelled towards the bookshelf in the alcove.

         A Treatise on the Prevention and Cure of Diseases by Regimen and Faith.

         Disorders, Distempers and Maladies of the Female Sex.

         Then a battered copy of The Pilgrim’s Progress, and two or three smaller books with faded titles. She would have to lift them from the shelf to see what they were. Obviously she wasn’t going to do that. In any case, she wouldn’t be able to reach.

         What was she doing here really?6

         If only Thomas Wright hadn’t caught her off-guard.

         Many of the girls have no visitors, he’d said. Even their families, if they have any, will have nothing to do with them once they’re penned up – they might as well be lost to the world.

         Then he’d told her about this particular girl, but in such a convoluted way that Elizabeth was still unsure of the details. When she’d pressed him his face had flushed almost to the colour of a bruise. Elizabeth was astonished that this father of nineteen children, whose tales of the male prisoners were nothing if not lurid, should be so abashed.

         ‘You must ask her,’ he’d said.

         Pasley, he’d called her. But that was her surname, surely?

         What she’d managed to gather from him was distressing, not because it was unusually tragic, but because it was tragically common. Manchester was famous for its neglected children.

         And yet it was not quite usual, this tale.

         Apparently, the girl was the daughter of an Irish clergyman and therefore respectable by birth (Thomas Wright had impressed this upon her) but her father had died when she was an infant. And her mother, upon marrying again, had taken her only child to an orphanage.

         Regrettable but again, not uncommon.

         From there Pasley had been apprenticed as a seamstress. But her employer was a corrupt woman who had led the girl to her destruction, Thomas had said. He would not elaborate on this.

         When Pasley had fallen ill her employer had taken the unusual step of calling a doctor who had very much abused his trust.

         Thomas’ face had flushed again when he said this, and his hands shook so she was almost afraid for him. He was not a well man. And not getting any younger, as he would say. She didn’t want to distress him. It seemed, from what he’d said, that the doctor had made some kind of assault upon his young patient.

         Then, by some process that wasn’t clear to Elizabeth, Pasley had ended up on the streets where she’d taken to theft, and worse.7

         She’d been arrested for enticement. Luring a man down an alley so that he could be set upon and robbed. The judge, aware perhaps, of the kind of circumstances that brought young girls into the dock, as well as the growing tide of opposition to transportation, had been lenient. Pasley had been given a six-month sentence.

         Then, a few weeks ago she’d fallen ill again and a doctor had been called once more. Dr Billington was a man of impeccable reputation and one of the few who could be called upon to treat the institutionalised poor.

         But Pasley had been so distressed by the appearance of this doctor that she’d collapsed weeping in the infirmary. And the doctor had been heard to say, Good God, what are you doing here?

         Which could only be incriminating, although no one had questioned him apparently, to find out what he’d meant. He would not be called on again to treat the female patients, Thomas had said, darkly. The institution would not be employing him again at all, in fact. The matter had been taken to the Board.

         There would be no investigation, however, since the Board had ruled against it.

         Thomas wasn’t asking Elizabeth to investigate the doctor. He was asking her to talk to the girl, to see if she could be helped on her release from prison. She might speak to a lady such as yourself, a lady and a mother.

         At one time, Elizabeth would have been eager to take up this challenge, to rescue just one poor soul from the evils of the city. But that was in the early days – before she’d realised that Manchester was full of such horrors. Behold, a great multitude which no one could count, from every nation and all tribes and peoples and tongues.

         She’d told her husband they should move, take the girls to the countryside where they could breathe clean air. But his answer was always the same: My work is here.

         But what about me? she’d thought. What about our daughters?

         Elizabeth made her way over to the window, her skirts brushing the desk. Through the mist, she could see small plots of land, largely 8desolate. It was where the girls used to grow vegetables and flowers, she’d been told. But the land had been so affected by the foul waters of the Irwell, the poisonous vapours of the dye works and tannery, that nothing would grow any more apart from rhubarb.

         It wasn’t the season for rhubarb, though she could see some blackened stalks, a few yellow-brown leaves. And bracken and nettles of course, that flourished on neglect.

         Not like people.

         She withdrew from the window, removing her bonnet finally, since it was damp. A fine spray of droplets flew from the brim as she shook it. What time was it? She imagined Jim leaning over the bar of the Nag’s Head.

         I won’t be long, she’d said. Why did things invariably take longer than she’d planned? She had a dinner to arrange the following evening, and who knew what her daughters were getting up to in her absence?

         Just as she was wondering whether Miss Jamieson had got lost, there was a knock at the door.

         ‘Come in,’ she said, then coughed, because her voice sounded strained, as though her throat had constricted while she was waiting. She thought she should perhaps look away, to avoid making the girl nervous, but it was too late; the door opened and Miss Jamieson ushered her in.
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            CHAPTER 2

         

         She wore the same blue-grey uniform as all the prisoners, with an apron and a cap to cover her hair which had been cropped in the usual way to reduce the risk of lice. Elizabeth could see a few dark strands escaping from the cap. But it was the girl’s thinness that struck her. Her bony wrists extended beyond the too-short sleeves of her dress. It would have been possible to circle one with Elizabeth’s finger and thumb.

         She observed all this in an instant while the girl looked at the floor and Miss Jamieson said, ‘This is Mrs Gaskell, a minister’s wife, come to visit you, out of charity.’ Then she stood to one side of the door. Pasley’s eyelids flickered, but she didn’t look up.

         ‘Do sit down,’ Elizabeth said, almost adding my dear, but she mustn’t be too informal. Instead she said, almost sternly, ‘Please.’

         Without raising her eyes, the girl went to the chair in front of the desk and perched on it.

         There was a silence.

         ‘I’m afraid I don’t know what to call you,’ Elizabeth said, sitting on the higher chair.

         ‘Pasley,’ said the girl.

         ‘I mean your Christian name,’ Elizabeth said, and for the first time the girl glanced up. Her eyes were light, her lower lip was tucked a little inside the upper. There were patches of eczema on her cheeks, but even in the dingy uniform it was clear she was very pretty. Elizabeth felt a flare of anger towards the doctor and all men who made the natural advantage of beauty the most dangerous gift the poor could possess.

         ‘I am generally known as Pasley.’10

         Elizabeth glanced at Miss Jamieson, who nodded. ‘The girls are usually called by their last names to avoid confusion,’ she said. ‘There are so many Marys and Annies.’

         ‘What would you like me to call you?’

         The girl was looking down again, at her hands. Elizabeth saw that they too were raw with eczema, the nails bitten. ‘I’m quite reconciled to Pasley,’ she said.

         She was articulate, Elizabeth registered with a touch of surprise. But she had been educated after all. Her vowels were Mancunian, but her voice retained an Irish lilt. Manchester was full of Irish since the famine; thousands of them had been herded into the ghetto known as Little Ireland. But Pasley didn’t talk like one of the slum children there or like the girls from the streets, which was a relief, since it was hardly possible to understand them.

         She didn’t look like a street girl either, she was oddly self-possessed despite a certain timidity. Fourteen, Thomas had said, but that was before her arrest; she must be older now.

         When Elizabeth put the question to her she said she was sixteen.

         ‘Just a little older than my oldest girl,’ Elizabeth said. When Pasley didn’t respond to this she continued, ‘I have four daughters. Marianne, whom we call Polly, is fifteen. And Meta, whose full name is Margaret Emily, is twelve. So you see there are many names in our house—’ She was rambling because she hadn’t the vaguest idea how to proceed. But Pasley looked up again at the mention of Elizabeth’s daughters and for the first time there was a ghost of a smile on her lips so she went on, ‘My younger two are Florence, or Flossie, and Julia – who is just Julia so far. What did your mother call you?’

         Pasley’s face flushed from the neck up. She stared at the floor with a concentrated intensity.

         Elizabeth asked gently, ‘Have you heard from your mother?’

         Pasley shook her head.

         ‘Could you not write?’

         A great tremor ran through the girl. Elizabeth glanced at Miss 11Jamieson who gave an almost imperceptible shake of her head, so she said, ‘But I hear you can write, at any rate?’

         Still looking down Pasley said, ‘Miss Vivienne taught me at the orphanage. She said I learned faster than anyone she ever knew. I helped to teach the little ones.’

         ‘That’s wonderful. It’s so rewarding to teach. I teach at our Sunday school – not far from here in fact.’

         No response.

         ‘Do you like to read?’

         ‘I used to. I don’t have anything to read here—’ she glanced quickly at Miss Jamieson ‘apart from the Bible of course,’ and Miss Jamieson nodded.

         ‘We’ll have to see what we can do about that. I have a great number of books in my house – my housekeeper is always complaining about them. She says they attract dust. I say they only attract dust when they’re left on the shelf, so we must use them more regularly. But there are so many of them – I’m told we have more than two thousand.’

         Pasley looked up finally, astonished. Even Miss Jamieson seemed startled.

         ‘Yes, I know,’ Elizabeth said. ‘It’s almost the chief reason we want to move house.’

         Pasley looked down again. ‘I can’t imagine that,’ she said. Elizabeth could have told her about their efforts to buy more books for the Sunday School or for the working men her husband taught or for the new library that would open soon. Instead she said, ‘How old were you when you left the orphanage?’

         Again Pasley glanced at Miss Jamieson before answering, ‘Almost fourteen.’

         ‘And you went straight to the workshop in Manchester?’

         ‘No – I went to a dressmaker first. She was from Ireland too.’

         ‘How long were you there?’

         Again the pause, as if she was reluctant to speak.

         ‘Mrs Fenton – the lady’s – shop failed, and we had to find new situations.’12

         Pause. Like pulling teeth. ‘Where did you go then?’

         Pasley shook her head as though trying to shake some order into her thoughts. ‘The business was bought by someone – she used to work for Mrs Fenton. She said she would take me on and treat me well. I would be well paid and have Sundays off and be cared for, she said. That was all lies,’ she concluded bitterly.

         ‘And this lady’s name?’

         Pasley hesitated, glancing sideways again towards Miss Jamieson, then down at her hands. Elizabeth decided not to press her. ‘So, you were persuaded to go?’

         ‘Mrs Fenton said it was an opportunity. She said there was a great demand for needlework in the city. If I didn’t like my job I could soon get a different one – or even learn a different trade. In any case she couldn’t support me, and so I had to go.’

         Again that bitter turn of her mouth.

         ‘Did you not like your new position?’

         Pasley closed her eyes and shook her head vehemently. Elizabeth searched for the right question to ask.

         ‘Were there other girls there?’

         Pasley started to scratch at a raw place on her hand, then checked herself. Miss Jamieson said, ‘You must tell Mrs Gaskell everything – just as you remember.’

         ‘It doesn’t matter,’ Elizabeth began, but Pasley said,

         ‘About twelve of us, more or less. We were all kept in the same room.

         Elizabeth knew of such places, they were sadly common. A silence stretched between them, then she said, ‘Did you ever think of leaving?’

         Pasley said simply. ‘I had nowhere to go.’

         Elizabeth waited and the girl went on. ‘I didn’t know Manchester – and what I had seen of it – seemed like the biggest, noisiest, dirtiest place in the world.’

         Elizabeth suppressed a smile. That was exactly how she would have described it. She avoided the city when she could, apart from 13Sundays of course, when she had to attend chapel. That morning Jim had gone a long way round to avoid the centre but even so the throb of engines, the whistles of steam and the clanging of bells had almost deafened her. She couldn’t blame Pasley for not chancing her luck on the streets.

         But she was speaking again.

         ‘I told myself, as soon as I got my first wage, I’d leave but I never did get it – there was always something I owed, seemingly – for bed or board – or because my work wasn’t good enough. We never saw any wages.’

         ‘Didn’t you complain?’

         ‘If we complained it went on the slate. Mrs Digby kept a slate for us all to show how much we owed, which was more every week. She had no intention of paying us!’

         Elizabeth bowed her head. Pasley had given away the name of her employer. She tucked it away in her mind. ‘And there was no one you could write to?’

         ‘I wrote to my mother,’ Pasley said. Her face flushed as she said this and tears came into her eyes but she blinked them away. After a moment she continued, ‘I made up my mind to leave many times – to run away – but then I fell ill.’

         Elizabeth could see she was struggling to frame the words. ‘Go on,’ she said.

         ‘I fell behind with my work and Mrs Digby – she – called the doctor.’

         Pasley’s face flamed and she clawed at her rash. Elizabeth said gently, ‘Was that the same doctor who visited you here?’

         Pasley nodded vigorously, her eyes closed again.

         ‘Dr Billington?’

         More nodding.

         Elizabeth leaned forwards. ‘I’m sorry if this is painful for you,’ she said. Pasley flinched away. Elizabeth glanced at Miss Jamieson and briefly Miss Jamieson’s eyes met hers. They were yellowish, she noted in surprise. Yellow-green, like a cat’s.14

         ‘Did he examine you?’ Elizabeth asked, and Pasley looked so wretched Elizabeth thought she might faint but then she burst out, ‘Oh Mrs Gaskell – if you knew how often I have gone through what happened – how many times I’ve wished it different – you must believe me – you must!’

         And she covered her face with her apron and wept.

         Tears stung Elizabeth’s eyes. Miss Jamieson stepped forward and gripped Pasley’s shoulder – not gently, it was hardly an embrace. ‘Come on now, girl,’ she said. ‘Bear up.’ Then from somewhere in the building a bell sounded and Miss Jamieson glanced at Elizabeth. ‘That’s the dinner bell,’ she said. ‘She’ll be expected to go back to her cell. Not that she’ll eat.’

         They had hardly started, Elizabeth thought. But to Pasley she said, ‘You must eat – even if you have no appetite. I want you to get well and strong for me. Can you do that?’

         Without taking her face from her apron, Pasley nodded. She looked so forlorn! On impulse Elizabeth crouched down beside her, putting one hand tentatively on her arm. ‘I will visit you again – if you would like me to?’

         Pasley nodded into her apron again. Elizabeth wanted to say something to comfort her but there was so little comfort she could offer. She wanted to hold her, like one of her own daughters, but she could hardly do that with the wardress looking on.

         Instead she pressed Pasley’s arm (so thin!) and said, ‘I will do everything I can to help you.’

         Slowly Pasley lowered her apron. Her face was blotchy and pink, her eyes reddened. ‘Thank you,’ she whispered.

         The click of the door sounded loud as Miss Jamieson opened it.

         ‘We’d best be going,’ she said. ‘We shouldn’t be late.’

         Elizabeth nodded, then with some difficulty got up from the crouching position she’d so thoughtlessly dropped into. Her knees were not what they were. She straightened slowly, holding onto the table. As Pasley left the room she said, ‘I’ll come back soon.’
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            CHAPTER 3

         

         Elizabeth’s fingers felt stiff as she tied her bonnet, fastened her cloak. She could still see the back of Pasley’s neck as she followed the wardress out of the room, bent like a frail stem, the skin beneath her cap patchy and blotched.

         What was she getting into?

         She hadn’t asked enough questions, or the right kind of questions – she knew hardly any more now than before her visit. It had ended so soon.

         I’m sorry if this is painful for you, she’d said. Of course it was painful – how could it be anything else?

         Did you ever think of leaving?

         She’d sounded so prim, so clueless. Because she didn’t know what to say.

         She was too aware perhaps of the distance between her own experience and Pasley’s. She shook her head at herself as Miss Jamieson returned. ‘Shall I show you out, ma’am?’

         They crossed the atrium together in silence, Elizabeth thinking furiously about all the things she needed to know but didn’t know how to ask. They were approaching the exit before she said timidly, ‘I was wondering – I mean – when is Pasley’s release date?’

         ‘January 9th.’

         Less than two months away. January was the bitterest month, the hardest for those seeking employment and the most unforgiving for those who had no home. At Christmas all the hostels were full. And she would not like to see Pasley in some of them, in any case. 16

         There were other questions she should ask, of a more delicate nature.

         ‘And – do you know – is she fit to be released?’

         No reply. Elizabeth persisted. ‘Has she been examined?’

         A slight shrug. ‘Not that I know of.’

         ‘So – we don’t know what her illness was, exactly. Do we know her symptoms?’

         Silence. But before Elizabeth could press her Miss Jamieson said, ‘She complained of feeling sick, dizzy – I think she fainted once. Some of them put it on, mind.’

         Put it on?

         ‘To get out of their duties, ma’am. Spend time in the sick bay.’

         Elizabeth felt annoyed but she had to tread carefully because there were more questions to ask. Could Pasley be pregnant? It was hard to believe, given the girl’s thinness, her fragility. How long had she been in? Four months? It wasn’t possible, surely.

         Still, she would have to check.

         ‘So you don’t think – ?’

         A blank stare.

         ‘You don’t have any reason to believe …’

         ‘Prison food,’ Miss Jamieson said. ‘And the air – it takes ’em that way sometimes. And she won’t eat – you wouldn’t think she’d been on the streets,’ she added as if to herself.

         ‘I see,’ Elizabeth said faintly. She would have to try harder. ‘There’s no possibility that she might be – with child?’

         Miss Jamieson glanced at her briefly then away. ‘Not so far as I know, Ma’am.’

         What did that mean?

         ‘Wouldn’t she have been examined when she came in?’

         A slight shrug, ‘Depends.’

         ‘On what?’

         They were approaching the door and the wardress stopped. Light shone through a pane of glass and was reflected in Miss Jamieson’s yellow eyes. 17

         ‘If it looks like they might be well on and likely to give birth here, we keep a record. But if it’s early and they’re likely to be gone soon there’s no point.’

         Apart from diet, and medical care. Periods of rest from the punishing prison routine.

         The wardress was looking at her as if daring her to say something. You know nothing, her yellow stare said. Elizabeth bit back her response. She thought again of Pasley’s thinness, her fragility. She was surely not more than four months with child.

         ‘So – you don’t believe her to be – in that condition – now?’

         ‘No ma’am.’

         ‘But you don’t know whether she has been?’

         The stare turned hostile. Horrible images flitted through Elizabeth’s mind, the babies dumped in the Irwell, left on slag heaps or in stinking ginnels.

         If Pasley wasn’t pregnant, might she have that other unmentionable consequence of her way of life? If she’d been in the kinds of places Elizabeth wasn’t supposed to know about, it was difficult to imagine she hadn’t contracted some terrible disease.

         ‘And is she – is she – clean?’

         A slight shrug. ‘You’d have to ask her.’

         Was that a smirk?

         ‘I will,’ she said as confidently as she could. Then, thinking about the number of doctors in her acquaintance she added, ‘I can arrange for her to be examined.’

         ‘I don’t know about that.’

         ‘Oh?’

         ‘She won’t have it. You didn’t see her when that other doctor came.’

         Elizabeth started to say we need to know, but Miss Jamieson said, ‘There was some incident between her and one of the other girls. Neither of them would talk – girls in here don’t talk to staff if you take my meaning – you might have better luck in that way, Ma’am.’

         ‘What kind of incident?’ 18

         ‘The kind that happens when you pen girls up together. They turn into wild cats—’ Elizabeth thought briefly of her own four daughters, ‘– worse than the men sometimes. It wasn’t my shift, Ma’am so I only know what I’ve been told.’

         ‘She was fighting?’ Worse and worse.

         ‘Not her, I shouldn’t think – she’s no fighter. Though she can be stubborn. My guess is one of the others was picking on her. And between that and the not eating, the girl passed out, that’s all.’

         ‘So that’s when you sent for the doctor.’

         ‘She was taken to the infirmary – he visits them there. Visited,’ she added as an afterthought.

         ‘But you weren’t there when he – ?’

         ‘Not my shift, like I said. I only know what I’ve been told.’

         Elizabeth closed her eyes briefly. ‘I think she should be examined. It may help her, once she’s out.’

         No one would employ a pregnant maid.

         Miss Jamieson said, ‘It’ll take more than that to help her.’

         ‘I’m sorry?’

         ‘Girls like Pasley are better off inside – she’ll tell you as much herself.’

         Elizabeth waited, and the wardress said, ‘There are some bad people in here, Mrs Gaskell.’

         Elizabeth thought of saying it would be surprising if there were no bad people in prison, but Miss Jamieson went on, ‘Bad women, who prey on the younger girls, if you see what I mean.’

         Elizabeth shook her head slightly.

         ‘That’s how she ended up here in the first place. They’ll not rest until they’ve dragged her down with them, into their way of life – the street way – there’s always someone looking for a young girl with nowhere to go.’

         Elizabeth felt a tug of dread in her stomach as though she was on the brink of some abyss. She should ask more questions, she thought, but Miss Jamieson had already started to unfasten the bolts. Over 19her shoulder she said, ‘She’ll not last two minutes on the streets, that one. Not without help.’

         ‘Well,’ Elizabeth said, ‘that’s why I’m here. To help.’

         Miss Jamieson shot her a look of blistering contempt. How can you help her? it said. Elizabeth was so startled she didn’t speak. Then Miss Jamieson opened the door, and Elizabeth stepped through it, hearing it clang shut behind her.
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            CHAPTER 4

         

         She struggled with William’s umbrella until it opened. Then she stood with the pony, peering through the rain towards the Nag’s Head.

         ‘Poor Tommy,’ she said. ‘Has he left you again?’

         The pony looked at her mournfully.

         She’d spoken to Jim before about leaving the carriage, but he would have his excuses.

         It was only for a minute.

         I never took my eyes off ’un, the whole time.

         She would have to speak to him about his drinking. It was no use expecting William to do it; he left the servants to her. And he was inexplicably fond of Jim.

         But it was Jim’s job to transport their daughters to their various engagements around the city. She couldn’t have him drinking while he drove them. She patted the pony’s muzzle and he butted her hand, disappointed that she had nothing for him. ‘I’m sorry, Tommy,’ she said.

         ‘There you are, Ma’am,’ said Jim, appearing suddenly at her side, flushed and sheepish.

         ‘There you are,’ Elizabeth said. Jim looked hurt.

         ‘Begging your pardon, ma’am,’ he said. ‘I had to nip round the corner, as it were …’

         Elizabeth glared at him. He knew she was unlikely to press him further about relieving himself into some drain.

         Jim turned to the pony. ‘You were all right, weren’t you Tommy, old boy?’

         She could smell the drink on him but she couldn’t confront 21him now, she was too tired. Thomas must have known how taxing prison visits could be, how impossible to avoid being drawn in. That was what she’d feared from the start, being drawn in. Yet she’d agreed to go.

         Jim helped her into the carriage and set off over the cobbles. The rain increased, spilling from gutters, forming long brown pools in the streets.

         Elizabeth pressed her handkerchief to her face. There was a bitter, choking tang in the air now and she could feel a headache coming on.

         She remembered the look Miss Jamieson had given her, that venomous yellow stare. What could she possibly have done to offend her?

         But she should be thinking about Pasley, all the questions she hadn’t asked. She hadn’t even found out the girl’s first name.

         I’m quite reconciled to Pasley.

         Elizabeth shook her head. What did she know now that she didn’t know before?

         She’d learned that Pasley had been in a sweatshop and the name of the woman who ran it. That wasn’t likely to be useful unless Elizabeth was going to report her. But there were thousands like her – you could stamp one out and others would spring up like mushrooms.

         She thought Pasley might have been pregnant – that would explain how she’d ended up on the streets. Although Miss Jamieson hadn’t said one way or the other.

         It would be difficult enough to find a situation for the girl without that complication. Although Pasley was polite and presentable. She didn’t seem to be hardened by her experiences like other girls Elizabeth had met. Girls prostituted by their mothers from the age of eight or even younger. Those girls had a shuttered, veiled look. They closed up like sea urchins when questioned, spiny, impenetrable.

         Pasley was not like that. Perhaps because she wasn’t brought up to the life, but only lately come upon it. But she’d been imprisoned for enticement, the prostitute’s trick. There were very few ladies 22who would employ a former prostitute. Mainly, Elizabeth suspected, because they didn’t trust their husbands.

         Would they need to know?

         They would find out. This was Manchester.

         Elizabeth would have to tell them. She should be completely truthful from the start. It wasn’t the girl’s fault!

         Ah, that look in her eyes when Elizabeth said she would help her! That painful, scarring hope. She couldn’t let her down.

         If only Pasley would confide in her! Perhaps the distance between them was too great. If she was conscious of it the girl must surely be.

         As they left the city the fog began to lift. The first trees appeared, bare and black, branches dripping. Tommy increased his pace as they neared Upper Rumford Street, hurrying home.

         ‘They didn’t keep you in then,’ said Meta as Elizabeth entered.

         ‘Of course they didn’t keep me in,’ she said, irritably.

         Julia, her three-year-old, ran up to her crying ‘Mammee, mammee!’ and tugged her skirts until Elizabeth picked her up.

         ‘Who did you see?’ asked Meta, surveying her through a magnifying glass. But of course she couldn’t tell her. How could she tell her daughters that hideous story of abandonment, betrayal and rape?

         Instead she said, ‘Did you get that from your father’s study?’

         ‘I may have.’

         ‘Can you put it back, please?’

         ‘He isn’t using it.’

         ‘But he may want to use it. And then he would like to know where it is.’

         ‘And I’ll be able to tell him.’

         ‘Mother,’ said Polly, appearing from the kitchen in an overcoat and boots. ‘Part of the fence has come down in the rain.’

         Elizabeth tried to prise her bonnet strings from Julia’s grip. ‘Tell your father,’ she said.

         ‘Whatever for?’ said Meta. ‘He’ll only compose a poem to it.’ 23

         ‘Or a sermon,’ said Polly.

         ‘Or make a speech to Parliament,’ said Meta, ‘and then in ten years’ time we’ll have an Act that says, there should be no gaps in any fences.’

         ‘Well, it isn’t my job,’ said Elizabeth, struggling to take off her cloak as Julia clung to it. ‘Tell Jim.’

         ‘Jim will get very mournful and sing ballads to it,’ said Meta.

         ‘I could tell the neighbour’s housekeeper,’ said Polly, going towards the kitchen again. ‘It’s their fence too.’

         ‘But she’ll keep you there an hour,’ Meta said, ‘telling you her cousin’s daughter has had three sets of triplets in four years and is quite bowlegged from carrying them.’

         ‘Meta,’ said Elizabeth. Her second daughter, who was nearly thirteen, had that fragile blend of precocity and innocence that was the gift of the young. You would never think of it as a gift until it was gone.

         Pasley didn’t have it.

         She followed her daughters into the kitchen where there was a smell of burning.

         ‘Cook’s had a bit of an accident with the pan,’ Bessie said. ‘But it’s all right – I’ve fed the children – I didn’t want them going hungry.’

         ‘Vinegar,’ Elizabeth said.

         ‘We’re clean out of it. She’s gone looking for some. At least that’s what she said,’ she added darkly. ‘She’s been missing all afternoon.’

         It was Bessie’s opinion that the new cook wasn’t competent. But Elizabeth didn’t want to get into an argument about her staff just now.

         ‘I need to go to upstairs,’ she said, passing Julia to her housekeeper, Hearn. Julia squawked in protest. But the headache that had been threatening since she’d left the prison was blooming now inside her skull. She had to hope it wouldn’t be one of her unmanageable ones that meant she could only lie on her bed and moan.

         ‘Shall I bring you some soup?’ Bessie called after her, and Julia wailed ‘Mammee!’ as she left. So she felt guilty as well as unwell, 24climbing the stairs. Her daughters wanted her and all she could do was push them away.

         She shut the door behind her, sat down on her bed, then gazed out of the window at the collapsed fence, their ragged lawn.

         The garden like the rest of the house was small. Too small for them. When they had first moved in they’d had two girls and two servants. Now there were four girls and four servants. They needed a larger house. A bigger garden.

         Then she remembered Pasley in her cell. She hadn’t seen Pasley’s cell but she could imagine it. She lay down on the bed feeling bruised, almost as though someone had punched her. Clouds of flies seemed to be swarming in her skull.

         Why hadn’t she asked more questions? The interview had been cut short by the dinner bell and the girl’s distress but there were things Elizabeth needed to know.

         Why had she left Mrs Digby’s shop? Was it because of the doctor, or was there another reason?

         Could her mother be contacted at all?

         Did she have any other relatives?

         How skilled was she with the needle?

         She must establish that if she was going to find employment for her …

         She remembered Pasley’s wrists, brittle as twigs. She felt a pang thinking about them, a perilous qualm.

         Thomas was bound to ask her how she’d gone on when they next met, whether there was anything she might do.

         Ah, Thomas, what have you got me into?

         Bessie tapped on the door. ‘Soup’s ready,’ she said.

         ‘I’m not hungry.’

         ‘Are you poorly?’

         ‘No, I’m quite well, thank you.’

         ‘I’ve lit the fire in the parlour for when you come down.’

         Elizabeth closed her eyes briefly. ‘In a minute,’ she said. There was a silence during which she could practically hear Bessie’s disapproval 25through the door, then her footsteps retreated. Elizabeth made no attempt to move. From this angle, through the window she could see only sky.

         Sometimes, as a child in her aunt’s house, she had stared out of the window like this. Gazing until her mind emptied itself and everything she looked at was strange.

         She was startled by another tap on the door. ‘I’m coming,’ she said, thinking it was Bessie again or Hearn their housekeeper. The door opened anyway, with the gentlest click.

         ‘What is it?’ she said, sitting up.

         Light, soft footsteps, then Florence was standing beside her. She rested her small weight against Elizabeth’s shoulder.

         ‘Flossie,’ Elizabeth said.

         Florence continued to lean.

         She would lean on her mother like this when she was writing, imagining, Elizabeth supposed, that if she didn’t speak it wasn’t an interruption. Usually it was because she was fretting over something and needed comfort. Now, however, Florence was trying to comfort her.

         ‘I was just resting,’ she said.

         Florence’s head drooped against hers. Elizabeth sighed but didn’t try to move her. Flossie would never settle if she thought something was wrong.

         ‘Shouldn’t you be practising the piano?’

         Silence.

         ‘I’m not ill, you know – I’ve just got a bit of a headache. I’ll come down soon.’

         Florence lifted her hand. On it was a glove puppet of a bear. ‘Mammee Bear sad.’

         Goldilocks was her favourite story. She never tired of playing baby bear. Julia was always Goldilocks and Florence was Baby Bear. Which was odd, considering that Julia was the youngest. But Julia was more adventurous, happy to explore the wild wood, Florence never wanted to leave her family. 26

         ‘I’m not—’ But the tiny paw of the glove puppet patted her face; she hadn’t realised she’d been crying.

         ‘Oh, Flossie—’ She submitted to having her face patted all over, turning it from one side to the other. ‘What would I do without you?’

         Florence’s eyes, grey with tiny golden speckles near the pupil, gazed earnestly into her own. ‘I’m here,’ she said, as though there was no question of her ever being anywhere else.

         Of all her children, Elizabeth worried most about this one. She slipped her arm around her. What wouldn’t she do to protect this fragile child?

         Impulsively she clasped her face. ‘Flossie, my love,’ she said, ‘don’t let anyone ever treat you badly. You mustn’t – will you?’

         She saw the surprise in Flossie’s eyes. Incomprehension. But she nodded solemnly. Elizabeth held her tightly, almost crushing her. She was frightening her daughter. Flossie didn’t understand, how could she?

         Elizabeth prayed she would never learn there were men in the world like the doctor, women like Mrs Digby or Pasley’s mother. But however hard she prayed it wouldn’t be enough. She couldn’t protect her. Three of her children had died. She hadn’t been able to protect them. And no one had even tried to protect Pasley.

         Tears threatened again but Florence took hold of her finger and tugged it. ‘Come down,’ she said, and Elizabeth allowed herself to be led from the room.

         The parlour was unnaturally quiet. Polly was drooping over an unopened piano, Meta was staring out of the window and even Julia seemed subdued, curled into a chair. Elizabeth felt a pang of guilt.

         ‘What’s all this?’ she said. No one answered.

         ‘This won’t do!’ she said. ‘Polly, I thought you were practising the Arabian piece – come on now – Meta, you can be the princess – Julia, baby, come and sit on Mammee’s knee.’

         For a moment she thought Meta might object, but then saw a light in her eye – she loved to dress up. She tweaked the antimacassar from 27the back of a chair and wrapped it into a turban around her head.

         ‘Shall I dance?’ she asked.

         ‘Of course!’ said Elizabeth. ‘Let’s move the furniture. Polly, why aren’t you playing?’

         Flossie brought her a cushion to sit on and Julia immediately climbed onto her knee. ‘You have to keep still,’ Florence told her. ‘Mammee’s not well,’

         ‘I’m fine,’ Elizabeth said firmly. If there was one thing she believed in, it was that you had to make happiness happen. You had to light a spark in the gloom or it would swallow you whole.

         Julia rested her head against Elizabeth’s chest and began sucking her thumb, which of course she wasn’t allowed to do, but for once Elizabeth didn’t object.

         Meta tugged the table to one side then clapped her hands. ‘Play!’ she commanded.

         Polly played and Meta twirled, waving her arms like snakes. Flossie clapped and Elizabeth sat back, stroking Julia’s hair and laughing as Polly’s piece altered seamlessly into a version of Sing a Song of Sixpence with exotic flourishes added in.

         Outside the sky darkened; yellow leaves shook rain onto the window.

         She had all this, she thought, her daughters, her husband, her house. She was sometimes afraid, impossibly afraid, that they would be taken from her.

         Sometimes she could sense her other three children looking on. How bright the room would seem to them, like a small candle floating in infinite darkness.

         But that was nonsense; her children were all here, her lovely, brilliant daughters; Polly playing with comic relish and Meta clumping around the room like an Arabian elephant.

         Elizabeth clapped along with Flossie, then tugged Julia’s thumb gently from her mouth and made her clap too. Everyone was happy when just moments before they’d been so sad. She believed her daughters’ happiness was her responsibility, although William didn’t. 28But as she’d often told him, there was more than one way of fighting the evils of the world.

         Still, she felt a little guilty for laughing. What did Pasley have to laugh about?

         But she would change all that. Or at least she would do her best. Once the girls were in bed she would write to Miss Jopson again, asking for a longer visit next time. And to her friends, to begin the process of finding a place for Pasley to go.

      

   


   
      
         
29
            CHAPTER 5

         

         Oh, the flurry of getting everyone to chapel that Sunday! Julia had a cough that kept her awake all night so she stayed behind with Bessie. Meta didn’t want to get up at all.

         William left early. It was his habit to walk to Cross St in order to think over his sermon. So Elizabeth assembled their daughters with Hearn’s help. Now they were lodged in their seats, with Elizabeth at one end and Hearn at the other. Jim, who had brought them, sat at the back.

         The chapel was designed so that everyone had a good view of the pulpit and no one member of the congregation was seen to be more important than another. There was the usual bustle of people settling into seats, standing up again to let more people in. Then a hush of anticipation as William stepped onto the platform.

         Her husband looked around the assembly with his dark, benign gaze. He waited until a spate of coughing ceased then said, ‘Today my text is from Proverbs. Possessing wisdom is better than gold, understanding, better than silver.’

         He was campaigning again for the new library, the first free public library in England which would open in Manchester. But most people had donated already, and there were some who said it would bring nothing but trouble. There they were, in fact, Councillors Acker and Strutt.

         ‘Without vision the people perish.’

         Elizabeth felt a spark of appreciation for him as he stood there, so free from doubt. It was almost enough to take the chill from the great room, which the tall candles with their wavering flames could not.

         Outside there was an impenetrable gloom, a bitter, smoking cold. 30The perpetual fog of Manchester crept in beneath the door of the chapel, through chinks in the window frames.

         It’s an ill wind that blows no one any good, Hearn was fond of saying. And that’s what we’ve got in Manchester – an ill wind.

         This after bringing in the sheets, which were dirtier than before she’d washed them, she said, streaked with grime.

         ‘—with sight we see the world,’ William was saying, ‘but with vision we can change it …’

         Meta sneezed. The whole family would doubtless get Julia’s cough. Flossie was already drooping. Hearn put an arm around her, smiling ruefully at Elizabeth.

         Elizabeth scanned the rows looking for people she might approach about Pasley.

         The Mayor of Manchester, John Potter, was in his usual seat, glancing round to assess the level of support. He was a plump man with luxuriant hair and a fixed and perturbing gaze. The Free Public Library was his project, and he had embroiled William in it. Although truthfully, William had needed little persuasion.

         Perhaps the Mayor could return the favour and do something for Pasley?

         But the Mayor was said to keep a notorious woman in an apartment not far from his family home. Would Pasley be safe with him?

         Behind the Mayor sat the Davenports with their fifteen children. Elizabeth smiled at them but her smile faded as she saw Edward Taylor of the Manchester Guardian, who’d been so critical of Mary Barton when it first came out.

         Perhaps, even so, she could approach him about Pasley? He could advertise her plight, although he would have to be careful not to incriminate her in any way …

         To the right of Mr Taylor Susanna Winkworth gazed at William with a fixed and sombre attention. Susanna was thin and sallow, with slightly equine features. No one would describe her as attractive, although she had wonderfully abundant hair. And was quite brilliant, William had said. 31

         Once Elizabeth had overheard Susanna saying she wouldn’t marry anyone if she couldn’t marry Mr Gaskell. But she gave her time freely to the Sunday School and had been fervent in her support of Mary Barton. Also, her sister Emily taught Polly the piano …

         Behind Susanna sat Mrs Carver from the Mission for the Destitute Devout in black silk and next to her was Mrs Fairlie (Mrs Fairly-hard-done-by, as William called her) in an irreproachable black serge. She ran the Home for Orphan Girls (born in wedlock) on the other side of the river. Both of them could be approached about Pasley. On the row behind was Mrs Hudson of the Dressmakers and Milliners’ Association, who might also be useful, and next to her in the mauve poplin that did nothing for her complexion was her niece, Angelina, who was woefully plain and had been in love with William since she was a little girl.

         Why would she not love him, this handsome, courteous man, who was unfailingly kind to her? Elizabeth should tell him to be less kind.

         All these ladies were in the baking circle begun by Elizabeth. After the service they would bring the biscuits for Elizabeth to take to Sunday School and she would ask them about Pasley, whether there was anything they might do.

         ‘Look around you,’ William urged. ‘There are people lying in the streets and alleys, in doorways and slums that reek of damp and despair. While others walk past, blind to their suffering, hardening their hearts against their fellow man …’

         Elizabeth could see people thinking, Not me, that doesn’t apply to me.

         ‘But the righteous see with the eyes of God, with compassion, and mercy.’

         That bit would apply to them, of course.

         ‘I’m cold,’ Flossie complained on being nudged awake by Meta. Hearn hushed her, tucking her cloak around her.

         They were attracting glances. The congregation often seemed more interested in Elizabeth than her husband. What she wore, how 32she behaved, how her girls behaved, whether she yawned during the sermon, how active she was in church events (a particular controversy). No matter what she did, how hard she tried, there was a continuous murmur about her in and out of church.

         When her book had come out last year the murmur had risen to a roar. Even though she’d published it anonymously the news had broken within weeks. Everyone in the congregation had bought a copy of Mary Barton, or at least the men did. It was their job after all to read it first and decide whether it was suitable for their wives.

         Several of them had said William shouldn’t have allowed her to write it.

         ‘I suggested it,’ he told them. As indeed he had.

         ‘A new society needs vision, not blindness …’

         Not everyone wanted a new society, of course. Councillor Acker was looking around for support now. Elizabeth sat back before his glance could fall on her.

         Meta was pulling hideous faces at Flossie to make her laugh. Elizabeth frowned at her but was distracted by her husband stepping down from the platform.

         ‘A new society,’ he said, walking into the congregation, ‘where the wolf can dwell with the lamb, the leopard with the kid. I doubt Isaiah was thinking about Manchester when he had his vision,’ he said, raising an appreciative titter from the Misses Evans, two sisters who had inherited an immense library of books from their father along with an injunction not to read any of them.

         ‘But nonetheless, it is here, in this city, that Isaiah’s vision could be realised.’ He stopped in front of Justice Day, known as Judgement Day to friends and foes alike. ‘This city could be our New Jerusalem, filled with knowledge, as the waters cover the sea!’

         Justice Day’s long face seemed to lengthen further as William moved on to Councillor Strutt, who had said publicly that the poor could not benefit from education any more than beasts could. ‘The poor need knowledge as much as the rich,’ William said as the councillor scowled at him. ‘If not more so.’

         33Don’t overdo it, William, Elizabeth had told him, but he was fearless. And entirely unselfconscious. He had a kind of innocence that was almost dangerous, she sometimes thought. He was oblivious, for instance, to the kindling of Angelina or Susanna as he passed them, to the tremulous fervour of the Misses Evans in front of whom he now stood.

         The Misses Evans, although devoted to William and to the library in principle, had raised concerns about whether it was entirely safe for ladies to frequent the same public space as labouring men. Or any men, if it came to it. ‘The work of great writers and philosophers of the world must be freely available to everyone – men, women, children, of all classes,’ he told them, ‘to lighten their darkness.’ The Misses Evans beamed at him with a single smile.

         Now he stood in front of Councillor Acker. The old alderman sat up very straight as though braced for attack. ‘For while knowledge can change our minds only vision can change our hearts. And it is our hearts that need to change.’ He put his hand on the alderman’s chest and a small shock rippled through the congregation.

         Hearn glanced at Elizabeth and Elizabeth looked away. Obviously there would be trouble. Equally obviously, it would be her job to defend her husband.

         Happily he seemed to have finished. He left the aldermen bristling in their seats and returned to the pulpit. Everyone stood to sing the final hymn, one of William’s own. A Sure Stronghold Our God is He.

         Their voices were raised in an approximation of harmony as they had been in congregations all over the world for nearly two thousand years. Everywhere the same discordant notes, the lagging rhythms, the single voice raised above all the others and entirely out of key. She felt an unexpected affection for it, this flawed unison; accept, O Lord, our imperfections.

         The last note was drawn out to a quivering, inharmonious end and the last prayer was said. As wife of the minister, Elizabeth was first to stand. Then Hearn led Polly, Meta and Flossie towards 34the door where Jim was waiting. People rose to let them pass then began moving into the aisles, forming clusters that Elizabeth had to navigate.
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