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            About the book

         

         A story of enduring love and friendship, and bold, wild women who refuse the dictates of their times.

          

         London 1833: The cast-out child of an aristocratic mother, Hannah ‘Birdie’ Bird is a laundry maid with a hidden past and a suspicion that the wealthy family she serves is hers.

          

         Longing for beauty and liberation, Birdie risks everything to change her circumstances. She falls into love and crime, committing an audacious heist. When she is betrayed, she finds herself swept into a wave of female convicts, transported to the ends of her known world.

          

         The journey to the early Australian settlement drives the women to deepest despair. Birdie finds wonder in even this darkest hour, and forms deep bonds with her fellow prisoners. But greater than even the trials onboard is the fear of what awaits them in Sydney Cove.

          

         What chance does Birdie have of beating the odds? Can she fight her way to freedom?

          

         Drawn from the rarely celebrated true stories of female convicts, this striking debut vividly evokes a far-off time.
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            For Thomas,

the whole of my heart.vi

         

      

   


   
      
         
1
            Prologue

            New South Wales, 1833

         

         The slick sweetness of the women’s bodies fills the sealed room. It is almost time. For days, there has been hammering in the courtyard below. Beneath the eves of the tin roof the windows are wired shut. There are thirty of them, drenched in sweat. Their drab brown uniforms, made from the lowest slop cloth, cling to their bodies. And yet, when they are let out, they linger on the rough plank stairs and the flagstone corridor. When the door to the outside is opened, they falter into the bright light, blinking and shaking themselves as they gulp at the fresh air. The heat Birdie has come to love, that has soothed every damp ache is now waning. She is tall and too thin, her skirts too short, her arms like twigs, her silvery hair so straight it refuses every curl. Even her eyebrows are the colour of milk.

         Below, the bare courtyard is transformed. Canvas sheets are lashed like sails, forming deep pockets of shade. The reason for the hammering they feared was a gallows was instead a makeshift stage. A piano is propped nearby.2

         ‘What does it say?’ Lizzie points to the words painted across a canvas backdrop behind the stage. Her hair has grown around the scar that curves around her head like a half-halo, and her once shiny curls are now dull and matted, face filthy with the dung they have used to disguise themselves.

         The paint runs in red streaks from each letter. Welcome to the Female Factory. 

         In Birdie’s group of friends, she is the only one who can read. She wishes they did not know this, or that she can speak French.

         The women move along the wall of the Female Factory, away from the riotous crowd of men jostling to be let in the compound gates. Jones arrives like an underweight pugilist entering the ring. His ears, mottled and big as butterflies, are translucent where the light hits them. He is all smiles, hands high, hustling the women backstage, behind canvas walls. The gates open, and the men fill the courtyard with their bravado. The women hang back, their heads down. A few lean against the stony mass of the infirmary wall, their hands blocking the sound. Birdie and her friends push to the front to peer through the rips in the filthy canvas. The men flap fistfuls of notes and their tickets of leave.

         Birdie closes her eyes against the stark world. She considers the crimes of the women around her. They have stolen all manner of comforts and necessities, melted silver candlestick. Two were utterers, knowingly offering base coins. Some gave and took conjugal favours outside the marital bed. Birdie sags under the weight of their punishments. A brutish husband and servitude at the end of the world their reward for everything they have endured, the lives they tried to make before, and the savagery and vermin aboard the ship. They arrived together, crammed into the ship, half-starved and stripped of every shred of modesty. What 3hope is there for her? For any of them. Every wall and door, cage and canvas here to contain us, Birdie thinks.

         Catherine is beside her, tapping her crutch with nerves. ‘This is us.’ She is as small as a hungry child and twice as fierce. They first met on the cart taking them from the prison to the ship. Birdie could not help but stare. ‘The face of an apple, me,’ Catherine had said when she caught Birdie’s look, ‘left too long on the grocer’s tray.’ Birdie remembered her embarrassment and Catherine’s warm laugh.

         ‘We were born for this alone.’ Catherine pulls at her plait, which reaches the tops of her legs. On the rare occasion she unties her hair, it stills the room. The cascade of shining copper, surprising on a woman of ordinary size, was remarkable on Catherine.

         ‘For our holes and our hands.’ Lizzie tries for levity, but her voice is devoid of the verve that has brought them across the ocean.

         ‘I wonder what they will do with Martha?’ Sandrine asks.

         ‘Sell ’er off like the rest of us,’ Lizzie says. ‘Whip ruined is no deterrent.’ The horror of Martha’s punishment is still with them, the stripes laid red as paint across her back.

         ‘Scars hold us together,’ Lizzie says.

         ‘No one falls apart from lack of scars.’ Birdie’s hands move unconsciously to cover her stomach when she realises she has spoken aloud. Lizzie punches her arm and laughs.

         More men arrive, and the compound is seething with their energy, curses and cheers. Milbah stands next to Sandrine. They have also daubed their faces and clothes with moistened sheep dung, and Milbah has wound twigs through her hair.

         On one side of the courtyard, a reverend in a worn-out suit bends over the old piano. He starts back on the keys, banging out a jaunty tune. The men clap as Mrs H enters from the area set aside 4for the first-class women. She strides across the stage, her corset so tight that Birdie is unsure how she can breathe. The pearls in her ears, they know, are stolen from an inmate’s gown. When they first arrived, she made them strip and ran her hands over every seam and hem, looking for any vestiges of their lost lives.

         The piano stops, and the squeals of the bats in the giant trees behind the compound fill the air.

         ‘Good afternoon, gentlemen,’ Mrs H yells above the noise. The canvas sails sag in the noon heat. ‘I am Mrs Hutchinson, the matron of this fine establishment.’ She grins at the men.

         Birdie remembers Catherine saying, ‘The look of old maid’s curse in that smile,’ when they first saw Mrs H, just weeks before. ‘Promise to tell me when it creeps upon my face.’ Birdie had squeezed her friend’s hand. ‘You are too kind for such a look,’ she’d said, and Catherine had smiled.

         ‘If only it were kindness, my young one,’ she’d whispered.

         ‘We have three auctions today at the Female Factory,’ Mrs H continues in the high-pitched voice that does not match her body. ‘Our very own mermaids’ dance.’ The men stamp their feet and whistle through their fingers. ‘Quell your excitement, gentlemen. If your ticket is white, you are in the right place. If not, fall back and wait until I call your colour. Hold up your white cards.’

         The disgruntled men with blue and brown cards retreat to lean into the scant shade of the wall as Mrs H introduces the Reverend. He stands and bows, grabbing the edge of the piano to balance himself. Once he is safely seated, Mrs H calls for the first-class convicts: the women with their hair uncut, in the one good Sunday gown allocated to them.

         The Reverend plays a tune that could almost be a wedding march as the women file out in their clean-pressed shifts and aprons. Beneath their caps, their hair is freshly washed. Birdie 5and the others, the lowest convicts, the third class of women, in their rough brown skirts and blouses, have only glimpsed these women, sequestered in a separate wing, immigrants who had paid their way and then fallen on hard times, abandoned by the love they’d traveled so far for. Every time Birdie saw them across the courtyard or through the door of their airy workroom, she wanted to stroke the linen fabrics they wore, to release the misty brine lingering in the weave. Now, clasping their numbers, they bow their heads and do not look at the men.

         ‘The cream of our crop,’ Mrs H announces to riotous clapping. She waits for silence. ‘Each of our fine women must agree to marry you. You may bid to settle the price, but the choice is hers.’ The men remove their hats, push back their hair and straighten their waistcoats. Mrs H holds up the small black book she carries everywhere and begins. ‘Gentlemen, your future is assured.’

         As the men shout their offers, the first woman looks up, observing the men from beneath the edge of her bonnet. She is nervous. The final bid sets the price, and three men step forward, their hats clasped in their hands. When she makes her choice the man whoops, holding his white card aloft as Mrs H smiles and notes the details on a clean page.

         ‘Now, gentlemen,’ Mrs H shouts. ‘You see how this is done. Please take your winning number to the table, where Mr Jones will record your bid and collect your money. Your brides will be waiting for you beneath the marriage canopy.’ She points to a canvas strung across the corner of the wall. ‘Gentlemen, I must insist, no talking to your brides. And most certainly no touching till after the good Reverend has performed the ceremony.’

         Birdie holds back the edge of the tattered canvas that releases a faint green sense of a swamp dried long ago.

         ‘Go,’ Mrs H hisses at the woman. ‘Join your betrothed.’6

         The woman does not even glance at her new husband. She walks out of the shadow and stumbles into the brightness. For a moment, she is invisible, caught in the gloriole of the noonday sun. She reappears, a white kerchief pressed to her mouth. Birdie sees it is speckled with blood as her mother’s was that final day. Helena had coughed into the rag as she held out the last of their coins to the cartman. Why did I not climb down from the cart? The thought torments Birdie. Why did I not run back to her? As the cart turned the corner, she sat frozen with the fear of their ending. And shamefully, with a burn of relief. To be out of the cellar, away from the place her mother called the oubliette, where they were forgotten. To be on her way somewhere, the long becalming finally over.

         ‘If that’s the best of the men …’ Catherine taps her crutch. Lizzie scratches at the half-halo of her scar. They know a face daubed in sheep dung is no defense. They watch through the gaps as Jones places the money in a tin box and writes the details in his ledger.

         ‘I fear this will be my last day on earth.’ Birdie’s chest is tight, her breathing shallow.

         Milbah turns on Birdie, her eyes wide with anger. ‘You cannot give up now.’ Just as suddenly as it flares, her anger is gone. She sinks to the ground, covering herself in the dust that seems to gather the colours of sunset.
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            1

            London, 1830

         

         The door in the high stone wall opens from the inside as a delivery boy in a cloth cap pops out with an empty basket. Birdie slips in before the door swings closed. After the filth and cacophony of the market, inside the wall she is enveloped in a world of unthinkable green. She leans against the wall and takes in the gardeners in the distance, raking the first of the leaves into neat mounds. A sweeping drive leads to a house that sits grandly, surrounded by a lace collar of lawns, bushes, gardens and hedges. Helena once described the sound of carriages arriving at her family home as a thousand hands clapping, the windows bright with candlelight and violins every night.

         Before Birdie left in the cart, Helena had admonished her. ‘Do not linger. The servants’ entrance is at the rear. Stay away from the driveway and front doors.’

         High-up windows catch the morning light. Birdie runs to the nearest tree, placing her cheek on the rough bark. Her first tree. She feels a quiver beneath her palm and a smell of wet fur, as 8though a bedraggled cat is hiding nearby. She moves on from tree to tree, hiding behind each as birds swoop. The grass exudes the fetor of the soil beneath, and she is sure she can hear the movement of worms and insects. There are patches of wildflowers, and the desire to hide beneath their pale blue scent is overwhelming. Everything she touches smells of something unknown, just as each silk or satin skirt or blouse, chemise or underthings they mended in the dank cellar was redolent of scents she could not name. She is wearing her mother’s boots, the moisture soaking through the worn seams. They are hers alone now, and she treads lightly, careful not to crush the life beneath, as she makes her way to the back of the house.

         Birdie crouches behind a bush to observe the servants’ door. A thin woman with a flushed face stands on the path, watching the gathering clouds.

         A hand taps her shoulder. Birdie squeals and jumps.

         ‘You are the new under-laundry.’ The girl frowns at her. She wears a clean starched apron over a patched day dress with a plain shawl around her shoulders. She swings a basket. ‘I thought I would find you at the door in the wall. The latch can be difficult.’ She taps her chest. ‘Mary.’ Her nose is small and red with the cold; her cheeks are flecked with freckles. ‘Cook is waiting for these.’ She indicates the leeks in her basket. ‘And for you.’ Mary is older, at least fifteen, Birdie thinks. A head shorter and strong of limb, her thick black hair in a plait down her back.

         Mary walks off. ‘No keeping Cook waiting.’ She nods towards the woman watching the clouds. Up close, Cook’s eyes are like pins. ‘I found her hiding in the bushes.’ Mary bobs in deference to the thin woman.

         Birdie wants to protest. She was not hiding. Cook stares at her without a blink. Find the cook first, her mother had said 9that morning. ‘A friend of a friend. You must trust her.’ Birdie imagined her as round and soft as fresh bread, but this woman is lean and humourless. Apart from her bushy brows, she would pass unnoticed in the market.

         ‘The letter?’ Cook’s voice leaves no room for conversation or even a greeting.

         Birdie’s heart sinks. She should have read it in the cart on the way. Or at the wall as she waited for the door with the difficult latch to open. Now she has lost all chance, her mother’s secrets wrapped in a fragment of petticoat.

         ‘Take her to Mrs Joy.’ Cook slips the letter into her pocket.

         Mary escorts Birdie past the coal hatch, through the servants’ door and into a panelled hallway. Birdie trails her fingers over the polished wood, releasing a tang like the scent of the yellow silk gowns they mended in the cellar. ‘What is that smell?’

         ‘Why lemon, of course.’ There is surprise and pride in Mary’s voice. ‘We use lemons in our polish.’

         ‘Lemon.’ Birdie has never tasted one and wonders why she never asked her mother.

         ‘Hush,’ Mary says as they stop outside a solid door. The frown is back, the crease between her eyes pronounced. She straightens her uniform, smooths her hair, takes a deep breath and knocks. They wait in the silent hallway, Mary’s whole body quivering as a voice instructs them to enter. Furniture fills the stuffy room. Mrs Joy is behind the desk stacking papers, tapping the edges into a neat pile. Behind her, a small window looks out at a brick wall. She nods to Mary, who steps back.

         ‘You are very tall. Are you sure you are thirteen?’ Mrs Joy does not wait for an answer. ‘Get her the day dress for the fifteen-year-olds.’ She stands, sways, and grips the desk for support. She is the opposite of Cook, her body overflowing her corset top and 10bottom. Sitting or inattention has caused the quilted pad of her bustle to flatten. Her round face is a nest of lines and her once red hair is now a flyaway nest of tobacco and grey. She takes a key on a long velvet ribbon from around her neck and hands it to Mary, who curtsies and nudges Birdie to do the same. Of all the things her mother taught her, the curtsy was not one. Helena had told her to be diligent, follow instructions and be humble, but failed to explain how. Instead, Birdie smiles at the head of housekeeping.

         The creases on Mrs Joy’s face deepen. She ignores Birdie and glares at Mary. ‘Show her the laundry. And explain to her the corridors and stairs she may use and the consequences of going beyond.’

         ‘Yes, madam.’ Mary sounds as though she might burst into tears. She bobs another half-curtsy.

         ‘And tell poor Mrs James she finally has an under-laundry maid. The girl will start immediately.’

         ‘But, miss, should I take this to my room first?’ Birdie holds up the bundle from Helena. She wants nothing more than to see the servants’ quarters her mother described: small clean rooms with wooden floors. And a mattress of her own, with linen coverings.

         Mary gasps, and Mrs Joy finally turns the points of her eyes on Birdie. ‘I am informed you are ready for service, Miss Bird. Mary will take you to her room when I say your day has finished.’

         Birdie cannot help herself. ‘Am I not to be a lady’s maid?’

         She feels the air around her freeze.

         Mrs Joy holds up a finger. ‘I will not hear your voice again unless you are instructed to answer a direct question. I fear dire consequences for a girl willing to express such impudence.’ She holds her hands behind her back and moves to look out her window.

         Mary pulls Birdie into the corridor and eases the door shut. ‘You looked at her.’ Mary bites her lip. ‘You spoke.’11

         Birdie stands tall, an invisible book balanced on her head. ‘I do not understand.’ She wants to say her mother knows all about big houses and has not mentioned such rules. Something stops her.

         ‘I fear you have made a wrong first impression.’ Mary wipes at her eyes.

         During their long last night together, her mother had said she would need a friend. ‘Any friend, even a glum one.’

         ‘I ask your forgiveness.’ Birdie touches Mary’s arm.

         They walk along the corridor, careful to step on every other flagstone.

         ‘Are we to always walk in this manner?’ Birdie tries a smile.

         ‘One of her rules. To reduce the impact of our feet.’ Mary looks around to ensure they are alone. ‘She would have us step on our shadows if we would take up less room,’ she whispers.

         They stop before a large cupboard. Mary uses Mrs Joy’s key. Inside, the shelves of linen reach the ceiling. ‘Mrs James has let the laundry get away from her. You will need to tidy this soon.’ Every shelf is in disarray, the linens jumbled together. In the cellar, each silk and satin garment came with aromas Birdie could not identify, each one tempered with the smell of the ablution bucket and the decay in the room half underground. Here, she covers her mouth as the warm bread smell from the damask bed covers threatens to overwhelm her.

         She sees a child-sized door at the side of the cupboard. ‘What’s behind there?’ she asks.

         ‘The corridors.’ Mary pales as Birdie turns the handle.

         The hinges squeak, and she bends to peer into the darkness. ‘Where does it go?’

         ‘Everywhere, to all the rooms.’

         ‘A secret passageway.’ Birdie’s scalp tightens. ‘Do you use a candle?’12

         Mary shakes her head. ‘The risk is too great. Your eyes must adjust. There are pinholes for light. And rats.’ She shudders. ‘They run over your feet.’ She pulls the low door shut. ‘We have to hurry. Mrs Joy will want her key returned.’ Mary rifles through the messy stacks, selects a starched apron and a day dress that is their uniform and gently pushes Birdie into the shallow space between the linen shelves and the cupboard door. ‘I’ll stand guard.’

         The sudden darkness when her new friend closes her in brings on a sense of weightlessness. Birdie rubs her hands over the cotton apron, holding the bodice to her nose. The lavender and chamomile used in the ironing water sting her eyes with unshed tears. Her mother would bring home such cuttings, snatched from gardens when she went to collect the clothes to be washed and mended. Birdie pinches the skin between her thumb and first finger. I will not cry, she says to herself. I will not cry.

         Mary opens the door. ‘Hurry.’

         In the thin crack of light, Birdie peels off the patched brown dress she has worn for as many years as she can remember. It is now so tight that it rips along the seams as though she is shedding her skin. Birdie stretches her arms and lets the coarse cotton of the day dress encase her. She folds her threadbare dress into her bundle and steps into the hallway in the new uniform. ‘Is this all right?’

         Mary almost smiles, and Birdie follows her along the hallway. Mary stops and presses on a nearly invisible notch in the wainscoting. ‘This is the one the maids use.’ A small, secreted door opens onto more darkness. She closes it quietly behind them, and they continue towards the servants’ entrance and into the kitchen. The room opens to Birdie like a cathedral, vast, warm and flooded with light. The benchtops are broad and scrubbed pale, with dips and hollows from all the food preparation. Two kitchen maids turn in unison. Flour dusts their round faces, so they appear 13identical. Behind them, brass pots hang above the stoves, stippling the room in a patina of gold. The smell of roasting meat induces a longing Birdie has not known before. Her mouth fills with desire, and she imagines Helena young again, the whisper of her red silk gown as she sweeps into a kitchen like this to steal a sweetmeat or an apple. Every surface Birdie brushes against releases mysterious aromas she cannot identify. She hears her mother in her ear. ‘Do not be dazzled. Especially by small things.’

         Opposite the kitchen, the laundry is a revelation. The soapstone tubs look too heavy to move. A cotton sheet covers a large table, stretched and pinned over the padding beneath.

         ‘The sorting, folding and ironing table,’ Mary says.

         The walls are lime-washed in pale yellow: the exact shade of the daisies that grow between the cobblestones in the road outside their cellar. Birdie touches the paint, releasing an odour both bright and sharp. ‘Do you ever get used to how beautiful it smells here?’ Birdie asks.

         Mary looks unsure and puts her finger to her lips. The head laundry woman is sitting hunched on a low stool hidden by the table. Mary introduces Birdie as the new under-laundry maid.

         Mrs James’s face is a mask of red veins. She gestures to a pile of bed linens and tablecloths all tangled together on the flagstone floor. And beside it a cornflower-blue gown. Birdie picks it up and shakes it out. At least Mrs James had separated the silk from the cotton and flax linen. She holds the gown to the light, captivated by the sheen. As she turns the dress inside out, a wave of sweetness escapes from the threads. Birdie sighs, and Mrs James lifts her head.

         ‘You were in a washhouse before, my girl?’

         Birdie bobs a tentative curtsy. ‘And mending and sewing too.’ The lie slips from her lips. She will not tell anyone about the room dug into the earth or her mother’s bleeding fingers.14

         Mrs James shrugs. ‘I’ll leave you to the tubs and irons, then. The matches are on the shelf. She counts them, the joyless one, she does, so no wasting.’ The laundry woman levers herself up from her stool. At the door, she turns. ‘I doubt you can read. If you ever learn, I wrote all my special mixes down.’ She points to a small book at the back of a shelf. ‘Day-to-day instructions too.’

         Mary looks panicked. ‘How will she know what to do if she cannot read? She is still a child.’

         Mrs James glances at Birdie and frowns. ‘There are no children here.’ She sways as she walks out, and Birdie thinks she might fall to the polished floor.

         Mary’s eyes are dark with concern. ‘I believe she may have left us.’ The line between her eyebrows deepens. ‘Mrs Joy will be livid. How can she just leave?’

         Birdie gazes around the laundry. ‘I am responsible for everything?’

         Mary shakes her head. ‘I suppose you must. There is no one else.’ She looks up. ‘They once had a senior washer woman and two under-laundry maids. Before I was born.’

         ‘And now there is only me?’

         Mary shrugs as she leaves the room. ‘I will come for you when Mrs Joy allows me.’

         Alone in the laundry, Birdie touches the floor, awed at the flagstones swept clean of dust, with no trace of mould or dampness. She takes Mrs James’s book from the shelf and sits on her stool, rocking herself, arms crossed over her stomach. She has eaten no more than a thin gruel in the last two days. The smell in the kitchens has made her acutely aware of her hunger so that she can hardly concentrate on the words. Procedures and recipes for a well-run laundry fill the pages. The first instruction is to pump water in the drying courtyard. The buckets wait by the door to 15the courtyard, their wooden staves and copper bands blackened with use.

         Birdie steps out into the cold fresh air. The sky is overcast. A high wall surrounds the summer lines that await the bed linens and underthings of the house. She runs her hand over the top of a lavender bush, the flowers shriveled in the cold, listening for her mother’s footsteps, waiting for the touch of her hand. She closes her eyes. ‘Please, Mama, I do not know what to do.’ Her whisper gets caught in the drifts of dried leaves.

         There is no answer but she sees the pump in the centre is no different from the one in the courtyard behind their cellar, and she fills a bucket. It is so heavy when she lifts it that the water slops over the flagstones and into her boots with the patched soles.

         She lights the fire in the stove, then pours water into a large copper pan. It takes all her strength to lift it onto the stove. While it heats, she separates the colours and fabrics.

         Mary returns with a basket of soiled cloths. ‘Breakfast,’ she says, glancing back into the corridor as she places a folded napkin on the table.

         Birdie is so tired it feels like afternoon already.

         ‘Open it.’ Inside is a roll of fresh bread, a wedge of hard cheese and soft red berries the likes of which Birdie has never seen.

         ‘Leftovers from the upstairs table,’ Mary says. ‘They leave so much behind, you would think it was rotten already.’

         Birdie’s stomach has shrunk into a tight ball of felted wool. The berries seem to move and change shape, their insides leaking their crimson blood onto the white napkin. She grips the table’s edge.

         ‘Are you dizzy?’ Mary guides Birdie back to the stool, breaks open the roll, and places the cheese and berries inside. ‘Go on, eat it, quick.’ She glances at Mrs James’s recipe book lying on the table but says nothing.16

         Birdie bites off a corner of the roll. She expects it to turn to paste in her mouth, the flour adulterated with gypsum. Instead, it is light and fluffy. She looks at Mary in amazement.

         ‘Hurry: it is against the rules to eat in here.’

         The water on the stove starts to hum. Birdie swallows the bread and takes another mouthful. Now the sharpness of the cheese hits her tongue, and the berries fill her with sweetness. She closes her eyes, and her dizziness disappears. And now she understands. Of course, the distant perfume held within the remnants of her mother’s red silk gown was of berries, the intensity a match for the silk before moths almost consumed it. She turns to Mary. ‘Are there other kinds of berries?’

         ‘Kinds?’

         ‘Every shade of red silk smells differently,’ she says, thinking of the gowns they would mend in the cellar. ‘I wondered if these are the only berries in the world?’

         Mary looks confused, and Birdie flushes with embarrassment. She has broken her mother’s rule. Helena would disapprove, fearful her daughter will be noticed for her strange ability.

         ‘Please, do not mind me. The food. It has gone to my head. I am sometimes taken with such fanciful ideas.’

         Mary smiles tentatively. ‘We have standards in this house. It takes time to learn them.’

         Birdie glances at the stool so recently vacated by Mrs James. Now I must begin, she thinks, moving the copper basin to the side of the stove, following the instructions for grating soap. She takes down a large ladle, stirs the water to dissolve the shards, and adds the cotton underclothes from a basket on the bench. While the garments are soaking, she takes a bodice from the pile on the floor. A wave of bluebells assails her, and she presses the satin to her face. Away from the dank cellar, everything smells different. 17She unpicks the engageantes tacked into the sleeves of the bodice. She divides all the clothes and linens on the floor according to their stains. Even without the instructions, she knows how to do the basic things. The fruit and wine stains on the tablecloths will need chloride of lime. She checks the recipe book. Mrs James suggests a sprinkle of sal ammonia or the spirits of wine when all else fails. There are ink stains on the cuffs of a man’s shirt, the master’s, or perhaps there is a son. When she spreads the shirt out, a deep musk arises from the seams beneath the arms and she is back in the cellar, a forgotten memory, her father asleep on a small ledge beneath the only window, her mother’s silence towards him as deep as ever.

         She finds the salts of sorrel and sets the shirt to soak. She wrings sodden fabrics using the twisting post riveted to the courtyard wall. The sky has cleared, and Birdie decides to hang everything in the yard.

         With her arms still aching from the weight of wet linens, she returns to a pile of bed sheets scorched by the iron. The juice of two onions and a half-pint of kitchen vinegar will take the marks away.

         She goes to the kitchen and Cook glances up, taking in Birdie’s hands wrinkled from the water and her uniform soaked through. She nods to a scullery maid to make the juice. The onion brings the maid to tears, and Birdie helps her fill a pewter mug with vinegar, then returns to the scorched bed sheets.

         Mrs James’s notes provide the timing and sequence for every task. Soak the napkins, pulverise Prussian blue and mix it with oxalic acid. The pigment seeps into Birdie’s water-softened skin, turning her fingers blue. She watches the clock on the wall above the door. When the time is right, she dips the napkins in a jar of aged urine to bleach away the colour.18

         The day falls into night, and the washing hangs flaccid and dripping in the courtyard. Birdie closes the outside door. The darkened windows stare down as she sinks onto Mrs James’s stool. How could she have started the day in her mother’s bed? She lays her head on the table, imagining the night before, the whisper of Helena’s voice filling their room as she’d told the story that Birdie had longed to hear.

         By the time Mary arrives, the house is silent, and Birdie is sleeping, the long hours of the day lost in the soaking, scrubbing, washing, rinsing, wringing and hanging.

         ‘The first day is always the hardest.’ Mary helps her up. Birdie’s back aches. Her uniform is wet through. Her skin prickles with cold, and her stomach clenches with hunger.

         ‘Cook has left you a meal.’ Mary’s face shows her concern. A thick slice of bread and a bowl of stew gone cold, with fat congealed on the surface. The lamps in the kitchen are out and they sit at a servants’ table in a wash of candlelight. Birdie falls on the food, eating so fast she must hold her hand over her mouth to suppress a belch. ‘Are you from here, from London?’

         Mary shakes her head. ‘Low country, me. Popped out the very same second my Father’s old mare breathed her last. He blamed me for taking all the beast’s air.’

         Birdie is intrigued by the idea of a child who could steal the breath of a horse.

         ‘He couldn’t send me away fast enough.’ Mary sighed. ‘Though Mam tried to keep me longer.’

         Birdie has a memory of a field, distant, hovering, just out of reach. ‘Do you miss it? Your home?’ She tries to picture a village in the low country. She imagines thatched roofs and green paddocks. And the mystery of large animals, bigger than dogs and cats.19

         ‘I hardly remember. Been here since nine. There was mud enough. A particular stink, never leaves the back of your throat. Where did you come from?’ Mary asks.

         The habits of secrecy weigh heavily. Birdie runs her finger around the inside of the bowl, unsure how to answer. ‘I hardly know.’ The vaulted hush of the kitchen swallows up her voice.

         ‘Your village?’ Mary asks.

         Birdie shakes her head, and Mary tries again. ‘Today, how did you get here today?’

         Birdie is back in the cellar, the wisps of stories opaque as the ice that coated their single window all winter. ‘The cartman stopped his horse. His accent.’ Birdie is trying to remember the few words the driver spoke.

         ‘Thick as loam, was it? Like his mouth’s stuffed with soil, as my mam used to say?’

         Birdie nods, and Mary smiles. ‘I know that accent.’ Mary pushes back her stool. ‘There’s cold tea in the pot.’

         Birdie can feel the cold wooden seat of the cart as they stopped alongside the tall brick wall fringing the market. She had compressed her body away from the driver, who growled, the sound rising like a dog about to attack. She had tried to hold on, but he’d dragged her to the edge of the cart. She presses her hip and realises it is bruised from when he pulled her onto the cobblestones.

         Mary returns with their cold tea. ‘What did he say?’

         ‘He knocked on the door in the brick wall and said, “This be you, lassie.” Then he laughed.’ She remembers his glance as though even that was more than she deserved. She stretches her legs, still stiff with cold and the damp from her uniform despite the remaining warmth from the ovens. ‘The latch of the small door would not budge.’20

         ‘Aye, it jams every time. No one bothers to oil a gate for servants. What do you think of our market?’

         ‘The market.’ Birdie had stood by the door in the wall and watched stallholders coughing their morning phlegm into stained rags and laying out their daily goods. The air was brittle with frost as a few barked the attributes of bread, cough drops and mystery pies to early shoppers. A squat man arranged sheep’s trotters and baked potatoes in rows on a wooden platter – victuals for those who live in the dark slums behind, the place they call the rookery. Blackened pots of pea soup and blood puddings hung dripping over braziers. She had thought they have been oblivious to a girl thrown from a cart, but now she is not so sure. The women wiping their hands on greasy smocks watched her from the corners of their eyes while the men tilted their heads in her direction.

         ‘Do they ever clean their benches?’ she asks.

         ‘Not ever.’ Mary laughs and picks up Birdie’s plates and takes them into the scullery.

         The food and the warm kitchen loosen the band wrapped tight around Birdie’s heart. Her head drops to the table, and she cannot keep herself awake.

         ‘Before you get ideas, the house you will go to is not the home of my childhood.’ Her mother’s voice is as clear as though she were beside her. ‘There will be similarities.’ It is as though Birdie is awake inside her slumber. ‘There will be a maze of cellar rooms.’ Her voice drifts off.

         ‘Will it be just like this place?’ They are lying together on the filthy bed in the cellar. Birdie has known no other place to compare.

         ‘No, my child. It will be nothing like our cellar.’ Helena’s voice is faint. ‘Mind, I did not often go below stairs.’ She pauses. ‘The 21kitchens in your new home will be very spacious. You will never go hungry again. I imagine there will be two scullery rooms. And a laundry with a door onto a private courtyard for drying on warm days.’

         ‘Will the courtyard be like ours?’

         ‘Nothing else is like this. The servants’ quarters will be at the back, up narrow stairs in the furthest corners of the house. I am sure they will have a private garden for the kitchen. There will be every vegetable you can imagine, and fruit espaliered along the walls.’

         Birdie repeated ‘espalier’ under her breath.

         ‘And apple trees.’ Helena’s voice has become a distant whisper. ‘Apple trees so large they dapple the sun.’

         ‘Mama, please, tell me the name of the house, my grandparents. You must remember their names.’

         Mary shakes her awake.

         ‘You were dreaming, shouting.’ The line is back between her eyes.

         ‘What did I say?’

         ‘Mama, please, Mama, please.’ Mary takes up the candle, casting them both into shadow. ‘Mrs Joy calls it the curse of the mother.’

         Birdie follows Mary through the dark corridors, up the two flights of the servants stairs. ‘Mrs Joy is unnecessarily cruel.’

         ‘Hush,’ Mary whispers. ‘She says it is a kindness to disabuse us of our false notions. She says it is our mothers who are cruel. They fill us with softness.’

         The final staircase to the attic is steep as a ladder, the treads worn thin by the feet of maids. Birdie climbs it silently, the height making her stomach flip. At the top, Mary’s room is hardly a room. It is part of the attic, a wall separating the sleeping area 22from the winter drying lines that run the length of the wing. Birdie remembers the sheets still hanging in the courtyard. Mary hushes her. ‘They will surely give you a few days’ leeway.’

         The room is cold as a larder; the rough-sawn walls are caulked with rags, wool and yellowed newspaper. A single iron bed fills the space.

         ‘Are we to share?’ Birdie sits on the bed. Her arms ache, and her hands burn.

         ‘It seems we are,’ Mary replies. ‘Mrs Joy has provided you with a nightgown.’

         They change and lie back to back on the narrow bed. Birdie is asleep in seconds. In her dream this day has not yet started and Helena is waking her in the gloom of early dawn. ‘Ton anniversaire, mon bel enfant,’ she says.

         Birdie presses her palm into the hollow of her stomach to stem the hunger. She has forgotten it is her birthday. ‘J’ai douze ans?’

         ‘You are thirteen.’ Helena lowers her eyes. ‘It is time.’

         Fear catches at Birdie’s throat. Helena has coughed all night, and they are both tired. Birdie has so much to ask. Questions put off for fear of upsetting her mother. Stories half-told, her mother’s voice fading, always fading. Helena is silent as she brushes and plaits her daughter’s hair, her cold fingers lingering on her skin. She helps Birdie dress in her threadbare tunic, the trembling in her hands more evident than ever. She watches as Birdie squeezes her feet into shoes too small.

         As Birdie lifts the door over the flagstones, she glances back at their cellar.

         Helena blocks her view. ‘Do not look back. This life belongs to someone else.’ She places her hand on Birdie’s shoulder and pushes her onto the scrubbed front step. They wait, the predawn fog thickening around them, staunching all conversation. They 23are listening for the tap of the cartman’s dray, the horse’s hooves sharp on the cobblestones. When it arrives, Helena takes off her boots and hands them to her daughter. Birdie wants to cry out, to fall at her mother’s feet, to throw her arms around the fragile waist, and never let go. Helena holds up her hand to still any act of rebellion. She fishes a coin for the cartman and tells him the address. He nods and takes the reins.

         Helena hands Birdie a fold of paper wrapped in a strip of fabric, torn from a petticoat and sealed with a drop of wax. ‘Only for Cook,’ she says and turns aside to cough blood into a rag.

         Birdie climbs into the back of the cart. Without a glance at his cargo, the driver flicks his reins, and they are off. Birdie calls out. Helena holds up a square of lace. She waves, and a shadow descends, heavier than fog, swallowing her whole.

         They navigate across London. Birdie’s mind is numb, but she still tries to make a mental note of every building, each twist and turn, as though it is a pattern woven into silk. She does not want to make her mother’s mistake, the way home lost forever. Yet she is soon disoriented. She has spent her life in the cellar, in the fetid lane in front of their steps and the courtyard behind. Now, as the streets and alleys wind around each other, she knows the design is too intricate to retrace.

         They move through the city as if in a trance. Past belching factories, the workers’ gates crowded with men hunched against the cold. Past children blinded, scarred or maimed to loosen purse‐strings. An early-morning woman in a torn chemise, her skin mottled blue with the heartless cold, smiles as Birdie passes, her teeth black with rot.

         Birdie sags against the backboard of the cart, flattened by the passing misery. With each turn, the cellar where she knew every malodorous smell slips away. The horse trudges on, and they 24eventually enter a market as the stalls are opening. The cartman pulls up the reins and points to a small door in a high brick wall sweeping along the edge of the stalls.

         A lump of panic constricts Birdie’s chest. The cart is now her world, and this man is the only one who knows the way home. To step down into the melee of the market will cut her life in two, without even a trace of crumbs to follow home.
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         The next day and the one after and many more disappear into the rhythms of Angus Hall until Birdie has lost count of the weeks and months. Late at night, with the dark house enclosing them, she and Mary sit on their bed as Birdie remakes a gown, stitching the freshly washed pieces together, and Mary plaits bracelets from hair the house maids give her. They sleep so close, and yet there is a distance between them. Mary is a jittery friend, nervous over her place in the house, and they are both slow to reveal themselves. Before this, Birdie had lived every moment beside her mother, their lives seamless as cursive, unsure whose feelings belonged to whom. Helena’s voice is fading more each day, and Mary’s thoughts are as hidden as secrets.

         Mary strains her eyes as she weaves the pattern from the strands. Her delicacy amazes Birdie. No matter her chapped and swollen fingers, the fine threads bend to her whim. The servants send them home to family, keepsakes for loved ones they may never see again. In return, Mary receives a small coin, purloined food, a stolen soap, or hairpins lost by the mistress. She holds up a finished bracelet, interrupting Birdie’s thoughts. ‘We used 26horsehair when me mam taught me. Mostly lovers’ knots, to hide in the hem of a jacket.’

         ‘A hex?’ Birdie asks without thinking.

         Mary flushes and turns away. ‘There is no crime in it.’

         Birdie touches her hand. ‘No crime at all.’

         ‘You have to have the feel for it. Me mam says I was born with it.’

         They have their backs to the cold planks. ‘With what?’

         Mary shrugs. ‘The feel of things.’

         Birdie smiles. Since her arrival, she has learned to associate the smells of colours with fruits, spices and herbs, a mystery solved, but she has not told Mary that silk, velvet, bricks and walls exude scent essences. And now she wonders why.

         Mary looks up, a little embarrassed. ‘Sometimes I wonder if the house is moving across the lawns ever so slowly.’

         ‘Where?’ Birdie asks gently. ‘Where is it going?’

         ‘Why, back towards the fields from whence it came. Taking us home.’ Mary whispers the words, the impossibility of ever returning hovering above them. She is seventeen, four years older, and looks at Birdie, the line between her eyes deepening. ‘You never speak of your home.’

         Their room is stuffy, and Birdie opens the door to the attic. She closes her eyes and sees her mother on their bed in the cellar that is their home, her face grey with sweat and dust from the dirt floor. She can feel the weight of the row houses above, black with grime and topped with crumbling bricks, and how Helena would endlessly rub her smudged eyes, her blonde hair the colour of dirty snow.

         ‘We would take in sewing and mending by the piece. Mama’s stitches were like grains. I tried to copy them. There was always such a mountain of clothes, everything needed hemming and 27darning, tacking, basting.’ Birdie looks up, half-expecting to see the clothes they’d laundered strung above them, like dripping sails, hung so low Helena had to bend to move about their cramped room. ‘She would push me on: Keep going, she would say. Tu dois apprendre, you must learn. But there was no end.’

         ‘You speak French?’ Mary blinks, her mouth open in amazement.

         ‘Oui.’ Birdie tries to make light. ‘A lady’s maid must parle français.’ She tiptoes around the tiny room and curtsies to Mary. ‘We would conjugate verbs until each syllable was perfect.’

         Mary laughs, but Birdie is overwhelmed by the memory of her mother’s swollen fingers and how she would lie back exhausted on the mattress stuffed with purloined straw.

         ‘Go on.’ Mary hugs her knees to her chest.

         ‘I would be stitching the frayed edges of a bouillonné or the hem of a napkin, and she would say pratique, pratique, always pratique.’ Birdie’s uniform clings damply to her back. She can taste Helena’s words, acrid in her mouth. Her desire to see her mother just once more is so intense she must sit on the bed for fear of falling over. ‘I would always go for the water.’ For a moment, Birdie is unsure if she has thought the words or spoken them out loud. She remembers how they would wait, listening for the street to fall silent, for the boys to put aside their games and go inside for their midday meals.

         ‘Me too,’ Mary replies. ‘I learned early not to spill a drop: cuffed me ear for every puddle.’ Her story has no edges.

         A sharp wind rattles the outer attic windows and blows out their candle. Mary jumps up and closes the door. They know the contours of the room by heart and prepare for bed in the dark.

         ‘We had a single window,’ Birdie says as they are undressing, ‘translucent as ice. In the winter, all we could see were skirts and 28trousers, floating by like ghosts. In summer we propped it open, but the dirty boys would push packages through the gap.’

         ‘Of what?’ Mary asks.

         ‘Shit, mostly. Horse, dog, their own scooped from the ablution buckets from the courtyard.’ Birdie’s throat contracts with the memory.

         ‘At least we had the kindness of our cow,’ Mary says and squeezes Birdie’s arm. The warmth between them warms Birdie, and she finds herself telling the story of the courtyard. They are lying back to back, their breath white even in the black of the room. ‘It was the last straw for Mama. I took up the bucket and lifted the crooked door so it did not scrape against the flagstones.’

         ‘In case the boys heard?’ Mary asks.

         ‘I would always wait a moment, listening for a whistle, the thump of a ball against a wall. That day all was silent.’ Too silent, Birdie knows now. ‘I was already at the end of the row and in the alley leading to the courtyard when I realised they were waiting for me.’ She feels Mary shudder beside her. ‘They were hiding in their filthy doorsteps behind the rotten sheds their fathers and grandfathers built from scraps. They waited until I pumped the water and then they rushed at me.’ Birdie remembers her fear and the way the world around her became so slow that for a moment she thought she could walk through the middle of them. ‘They rushed at me with laughing, jeering.’

         A sound escapes Mary, a drawn out, ‘Oohh.’

         ‘I was trapped, with the bucket at my feet.’

         ‘Did you cry?’ Mary asks.

         ‘I think so. It was like it was happening to a different girl, one with a dirty face and a coarse tongue. One of them grabbed me. He ripped my blouse so I kicked him. I grabbed his hair and pulled so hard a lump of it came off in my hand.’ She remembers 29the feel of the greasy lump, as though it was some disgusting, living creature.

         ‘He yelped and shouted into my face and grabbed my wrist, so I kicked him again. Between his legs.’

         Mary turns onto her back. ‘You are so brave, Birdie.’ She is a little breathless. ‘What happened next?’

         ‘He folded over, clutching his bollocks.’

         Mary giggles, and Birdie realises the story is less than real for her. She has been at Angus Hall since she was nine and in a country hamlet before that.

         ‘Then he sprang up, slapped my face, and they all laughed.’ In the dark room, she can see their filthy faces as they moved in a tight circle to surround her, their mouths like tiny open sewers. ‘I heard a scream. A boy on the edge of the circle was holding his head, with blood dripping between his fingers.’ Beside her, Mary tenses. ‘A pathway opened in the circle, and there was my mama, with her stick raised, ready to strike again.’

         Mary relaxes a little. ‘I wish me mam woulda done that to my da.’

         ‘I could not believe it was my mama. The boys backed away – they were so afraid of her.’

         ‘Murderous,’ Mary whispers the word with reverence.

         ‘I picked up the bucket and refilled it while they watched, quiet as kittens. Then the doors of the row houses opened, and the courtyard filled with our neighbours.’ Birdie pauses. Her mother had sneered at the wives in their cotton skirts and ample arms, at their unkempt children and their men half-undressed, despite the cold.

         ‘What did she say to them?’

         ‘She screamed at them, so loud, “Now you come, you slatterns.”’ Birdie remembers the exact words. ‘“Your sons molest 30my daughter. Only now you leave your hovels to witness their abominations.”’

         ‘She said that?’ Mary’s voice is full of surprise.

         Birdie feels the same surprise. ‘She had been unwell for so long I hardly recognised her strength. The wives moved forward as a group to drive us from their courtyard. The bleeding boy was right beside his mother. Her stained chemise was always on show. She yelled at Mama.’

         ‘What did she say?’

         ‘Doggess, she called my mama a doggess.’ Even saying the word causes Birdie pain. ‘They said they would make her pay.’ Birdie holds the edge of the bed. She remembers how the woman pressed her dough-faced boy to her bosom, turning his face from them as they walked past. She remembers how her mother dragged the door shut and sat on their bed. She made Birdie take off her shift. ‘We have reached the end,’ she said as she mended the rips from the boy’s greedy hands. When it was whole again, Helena took out their last sheet of stolen paper and had written another letter. The image of her mother bent over the writing board causes Birdie’s throat to close over. She desperately wants to squash down her tears, but they leak out. Her mother wrote letters as often as once a month for as long as Birdie could remember. Helena would not speak of them or who she sent them to. There was never a reply, her precious words lost in a world Birdie had never seen.

         Mary is asleep beside her and Birdie only now notices. Her regular breathing is a blessing and Birdie allows tears to bubble up, careful to make no sound. In the days after the incident in the courtyard they were mostly confined to their cellar, the boys patrolling the lane in front. When they had to leave the cellar to empty their slops or pump fresh water they did so together 31under a rain of insults. A week later a boy knocked on their door. Birdie can see him clearly. A small, wiry delivery boy in clean knickerbockers. He took off his cloth cap and handed Helena a letter. She slipped it inside the bodice of her smock. It was the first letter they’d ever received.

         When it was too dark to stitch, Helena had broken the red wax seal and squinted in the guttering light. Birdie can hear Helena’s sigh as if she were in the attic with her. ‘I have written to a friend, a woman I knew long ago.’ Her voice is distant. ‘She has found you a place in a house. Loin de là, un meilleur endroit que ce.’

         Birdie whispers the words into the night, repeating them as Helena had made her do until her accent was perfect. The words flutter above, dark as blackbirds, and even now, months later, they are bitter on her tongue.
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         The days disappear in the work, until Birdie has been at Angus Hall all through autumn and into spring. Six months and then nine months, the weather warm enough to dry the washing crisp and fragrant on the outside lines. And then the early rains chasing the warmth from the bones of the house and the servants, until she has been there almost a year. She walks between the rows of bed sheets strung on lines in the chill attic, repeating her mother’s words, just under her breath, ‘Loin de là, un meilleur endroit que ce,’ like a prayer devoid of hope as she trails her raw, waterlogged hands over the fabrics. She misses Helena with the pain of a lost limb, the lilt of her voice muffled now as though weighed down beneath wet wool.

         Mary watches her from the door. ‘What does that mean? I hear you saying it often.’

         ‘Away from here, a better place than this.’

         ‘What better place?’ Mary stiffens.

         Birdie knows the words will make Mary unhappy, that for her, there is no better place. ‘Just something Mama would say. Sometimes, when I repeat it, I think I can hear her voice.’33

         At the mention of Birdie’s mother, Mary softens.

         She brings a folded napkin from her pocket. Two tiny pieces of marzipan in payment for a braided ring. They sit together on the bed, nibbling with the smallest of bites, savouring the sweetness.

         ‘Your anniversary is coming up,’ Mary says. ‘You will be granted leave. Your first half-day a month.’

         Birdie stops; the shock of lost time chills her. For nearly twelve months, she has been confined to the laundry and walled courtyard, the kitchen, the servant hallways, the back stairs and the attic. Each step has become as familiar as the cellar. She thinks about the hidden corridors that thread through the house. The maids speak of the rats that run up their legs. Birdie is forbidden to enter until her probation is complete. ‘I want to explore the house. I have been nowhere.’

         Mary is afraid of the dark reaches. ‘Did you hear that a rat wriggled up into Maud’s bloomers and bit her right there?’ Both girls laugh to stave off their fear of the unknown. For Birdie, that fear is the world outside, beyond the market, and the knowledge that she can never go home.

         On her anniversary day, Birdie wakes before dawn with the dream of silk. Pressed together in the tiny bed with Mary, she lies still. Each breath her friend takes is a shudder, as though she is holding back tears, even in her sleep. Birdie slides from under the quilt and dresses in the dark, tucking her hair beneath a white cotton cap. The windy night had filled the sheets in the attic as though they were sails on a wild ocean, but now they hang limp, swaying in shadowy silence.

         Birdie feels her way down the attic stairs and opens a cupboard to collect the slop bucket. Every morning she tiptoes into the maids’ rooms to empty their liquids, careful not to wake them even five minutes early. In the laundry, she ladles out a few cups 34of golden water to make her bleach. The rest she leaves in the bucket outside the coal-room door for the gardener to collect for his asparagus, cabbages and lemons. The first hour is spent coaxing the fire into life and pumping water. As it warms on the stove, she stands in the courtyard. Gazing at her patch of sky, she wishes for a magic door to open in the wall. Then she could step into the garden with the trees reaching towards the clouds. She longs for her mother’s hand in her hair, for the sound of her sleeping breath. As the water boils, she separates the piles of laundry. The household of Angus Hall speaks to Birdie through everything its members discard, though she has not seen the rooms where the linens, underclothes, gowns and breeches come from. She knows their lord and lady by name, but has never seen the faces of the women whose blood she must soak from the sheets, whose monthly rags are dried hard as bark. Or the men who turn their underclothes ripe with sweat, their nocturnal stains gluing their linens as though no one will ever know. All are silent intimacies she alone can read in the everlasting laundry that brought Mrs James down. Taken to the poorhouse, they say, her severance poured down her throat.

         The small bell for breakfast rings. In the scullery behind the kitchen, she eats her porridge. Herbs hang from the walls in dried bunches, and the room is warm with the chatter of girls. Mary slides in beside Birdie, half asleep, the braids of her black hair uneven and tangled. Mrs Joy arrives, and the servants stand, their chatter silenced. Birdie pushes Mary’s braids under her cloth cap.

         ‘Sit,’ Mrs Joy barks.

         No one dares to take another mouthful.

         ‘I have had a complaint. Mademoiselle Clarice’s fire grate was not blacked these last few days. Her washing was not collected.’

         Mary gasps. It is her job to clean the young miss’s suite. She 35drops her head and twists her fingers. A complaint could see her cast out without a reference.

         ‘See it is done.’ Mrs Joy glares at each of them. She outlines the day’s duties, telling them guests will arrive at three pm sharp. ‘Festive,’ she says. ‘Angus Hall must appear festive. Our kitchen will be busy.’

         Birdie is sure she catches a fleeting smile pass between Mrs Joy and Cook. Yet all she can think of is the linen cupboard emptied of tablecloths and napkins. She raises her hand, and the air stills.

         ‘Miss Bird.’

         Birdie is about to speak when outside a bird flies into the glass of the high-up window, but Mrs Joy does not take her eyes off Birdie.

         The servants gasp at the faint smear of blood on the wet pane. Birdie feels as though she might be sick. ‘Are we to expect overnight guests?’ Her voice comes out a whisper. Each guest adds an hour to her day. Their soiled bedding piles up in the corners of the laundry, along with the upper house maids’ good uniforms and aprons, the kitchen cloths and cleaning rags. A mountain of work, her fires burning, the water boiling, the irons glowing on the stove till long after dark.

         ‘We are,’ Mrs Joy says. ‘And for this, we need to exert ourselves, each one, for the good of all.’

         Birdie raises her hand again. ‘When may I take my first-anniversary half-day?’

         Mrs Joy’s upper lip disappears into the folds of her face. ‘When you are redeemed.’

         Birdie is about to ask her what she must be redeemed from when Mary pinches her under the table.

         Mrs Joy spies Mary’s hair and pulls out the errant plait. ‘Tidy yourself. Or forfeit a day’s wage for slovenly behaviour.’36

         
            *

         

         Birdie opens the fires in the laundry to bring the cleaning water to temperature. Mary follows her in. ‘I fear I am not long for this world,’ she whispers.

         Birdie leads Mary into the courtyard as the sun touches the top of the high wall. She brushes her hair, smoothing the ends with the Castile soap she keeps for delicate silks. The long, perfect curls are a maid’s embarrassment, and Mary hides them beneath her cap. She forces a smile that does not hide her desperation. ‘Did you see how Miss Clarice’s maid held a napkin to her face?’

         ‘A bloody scratch mark from the young miss herself.’ Clarice is the daughter of the family. She’s unpredictable and fickle, and the servants know to keep their distance. Birdie strokes Mary’s hair. ‘I will help with Miss Clarice’s rooms today. No one will know. And tonight, we may eat brandied fruit or a charlotte-russe left over from upstairs.’

         ‘You do not have permission to enter the corridors or anywhere beyond the laundry and kitchen.’

         Birdie shrugs. ‘I will creep about so quietly they will never know.’ She is amazed at her own boldness, and she wonders if it is the anniversary of her first year that has unleashed something new in her. She turns back towards the laundry, alerted by a cloying perfume of bergamot and lemon oil. A moment later, Miss Clarice is standing at the door. Birdie has not seen her before and is surprised at her height and how lacklustre her brown hair is, despite the ministrations of the curling iron. She has a small switch in her hand, the kind carried by ladies who ride.

         ‘Have you seen my maid?’ She walks towards them, around the folding table that takes up most of the laundry, peering around as though she has never been below stairs. 37

         Birdie and Mary bob curtsies. They step back a little into the courtyard. Mary tries to speak, but her voice is lost.

         ‘No, miss.’ Birdie glances at her, surprised by her long neck and thin face. She stares at the girl, who wrinkles her nose in distaste and flounces out. Birdie leans against the doorframe as it begins to spit with rain. ‘We look alike,’ she says as she unpegs the cleaning rags pinned to the drying line.

         Mary gasps. ‘Do not say such things. You are nothing alike.’

         Birdie cannot understand. Is their station in life so unequal that no one can see? She realises her mistake. ‘Of course not. A trick of the light,’ she says quickly, but is nevertheless seized with the idea that this house is somehow connected to her lost family.

         The other maids trudge into the laundry to collect their aprons. Birdie helps them fill their pockets with rags, bottles of cleaning paste and borax. She watches them leave, swaying under the weight of buckets of hot water. When the breakfast linens are soaking, she prepares her own apron. She takes down the key to the linen cupboard and walks on silent feet, carrying fresh linen to stack on the now orderly shelves. She is afraid Mrs Joy will enter with her inventory journal. Or that someone else will notice her disappearance into the cupboard. Yet she cannot stop herself from tapping on the small door to release the spring. Brushing away cobwebs and tucking a strip of fabric over her collar to keep out the spiders, she swings the door closed. Birdie is disoriented in the darkness, but finds she can stand. The echo of the distant voices of the maids quells her panic, and she follows the sounds, using her hand to feel her way. Counting her steps as Mary has instructed, she almost trips at the bottom of a narrow staircase. As her eyes adjust, she is assailed by the smell of dry decay, overlaid with the acrid markers of rodents, and the 38quiet work of woodworm, turning the house to dust. She feels her way to the first pinhole. Stars to navigate the house by. Mary has explained the order of the rooms. This one is reserved for breakfast.

         Birdie presses her eye to the tiny hole and claps her hand over her mouth to stop any noise from escaping. It is the world Helena engraved on her heart. A crowd of gilded furniture, the tables, chairs and settees competing to exude their notes of mahogany, rosewood and walnut. She can hardly believe she has been locked in the lower reaches of the house for so long, unaware of the beauty of the world above. The luscious velvets, chintzes, cottons and heavy silks emit a riot of fragrance. Birdie’s head is spinning. She steps back, oblivious to the feel of the mice. When she looks again, the sweet odour of colours has calmed, and she observes Clarice sitting across the table from her mother, her face a scowl. The idea of Clarice’s misery elicits a mix of pleasure and confusion in Birdie. Clarice has everything Helena lost. In the early hours, when the bed they shared was too damp for comfort, her mother would describe her disappeared world with longing and bitterness. Birdie stares at Clarice’s mother, the lady of the house. She is broad, dark-haired and high-coloured to Helena’s slight, pallid beauty.

         Jasper, the young master, appears balancing an apple on the palm of his hand. He immediately looks towards the pinhole. He is the heir, a few years older than his sister, his soft moon face topped with a halo of curled red hair. The maids all speak of him as the one to be avoided. Even with the wall between them, she can smell the grass of his green velvet jacket. From her posture, Birdie can see his mother disapproves of her son. The talk below the stairs is of his arguments with his father and the blows he must endure.39

         ‘Why do you taunt us so?’ his mother asks in a clear voice that carries through the wall. ‘Still in your evening wear and the morning before your sister’s thirteenth birthday.’

         Birdie gasps. She has almost forgotten that her first anniversary is also her birthday. She is one year older than Clarice. In the polished light of the breakfast room, Birdie can see they look nothing alike. She rubs her hands, the skin peeling, the nails splitting from the constant water and borax. There is a never-ending ache in her arms and back. Of course, she thinks, the party they must prepare is for Clarice’s birthday, while her own will go unmarked.

         Jasper coughs and picks up a sketchpad from a side table. He looks towards the pinhole with a slight smile, his nostrils twitching. There is no way he can know she is there. Birdie smiles. In the corridors, she is a ghost, the unseen observer. She is reminded of her mother’s words, être celui qui observe: be the one who observes. The memory is a gift, a cube of sugar between her lips, and she feels a change come over her. She will see and know everything, the watcher no one watches. She presses her eye back to the pinhole. The family has settled into an uncomfortable silence. ‘You are not my keepers,’ she whispers, and the audacity of the thought makes her fingers burn.

         Birdie lingers before other shining rooms as she makes her way along the corridor twisting through the house, feeling her way up dark stairs, counting the steps to Clarice’s suite. She presses on the wall as Mary instructed until she finds the loose panel that opens into the back of the wardrobe. The aromas of so many gowns and fabrics make her head swim. She must squat down to save herself from falling beneath the riot of their fragrances. When she can breathe again, she listens to ensure Clarice’s room is empty and peeks out the wardrobe door.40

         Golden doves hold back the heavy brown velvet curtains, and the ribbons of sunlight reach all the way to the wardrobe, setting alight the gowns they touch. Birdie is too awed to step out. She gazes at the perfect room until she hears footsteps. With the door pulled almost shut, the gowns inside seem to hold the light, their threads releasing a confusion of sweet smells infused with Clarice’s perfumes. Through the crack, Birdie sees the lady’s maid enter the room and the canopied bed, made with the linen she has washed, dried, starched and ironed. The idea of fresh sheets every few days still amazes her. She and her mother shared a single rough blanket in the musty straw of her childhood. In the bed she shares with Mary, their linen is cast-offs, washed too thin for the gentry. They carefully turn the sheets and avoid the wash, fearing the churn of the wooden dolly will rip holes too large to mend.

         As soon as the lady’s maid is gone, Birdie opens the door wide.

         A palace, she thinks, awed by the size and the plush furnishings. She takes a sprig of fresh lavender from her pocket and tucks it into a fold of the freshly made bed. She blinks at herself in the full-length mirror, forgetting her promise to help Mary. Below stairs, their mirrors are handheld only. ‘Fourteen,’ she says to her reflection as she inspects her teeth. A gap wide enough to thread her tongue into separates the top ones. There is a glass on the nightstand, with a small brush and a dish of brown powder. Birdie realises what it is for. Dipping the brush into the powder, she cleans her teeth, her heart racing at her own nerve. When she looks again, she sees a stranger, an interloper. An under-laundry maid, denied all of who she might have been.

         From the corner of her eye she sees a flash of red, and she is back in their cellar, with Helena’s red gown still pinned to the wall, the meagre sunlight of late autumn drawn in, gilding the cellar in momentary beauty. When Birdie had climbed up 41to capture the pale rays, Helena pulled her to the floor. Tears and harsh words followed, and the dress disappeared into the trunk. For years afterwards, Birdie stared at the wall, the wash of red left behind like a shadow. Now, instead, she sees it is a reflection cast by a small crystal kitten on the armoire, catching the sun and casting streaks of colour across the wall. If only she could steal it. She is sure Clarice would never notice. But the only place to hide such a treasure would be in the corridors. Something so beautiful must not be shrouded in darkness. A fist of discontent in the lowest part of her stomach rises, expanding like bread dough in a bowl.

         A pile of silk gowns, crinoline linings and underskirts lies discarded on the carpet. Usually, the lady’s maid would carry them down and leave them in the laundry. Birdie pulls a worn petticoat from the collection. Too threadbare for Miss Clarice. She is not sure how she missed it on an earlier washday. It will need soaking in buttermilk for a few days to lighten the colour. Or, if the cotton is robust enough, she will add a little turpentine to the wash. Later she will cut away the threadbare pieces and stitch together new undergarments. The maids will wear them till the cloth disintegrates.

         She shakes out a crumpled yellow gown with a soiled hem and holds it against her body, swishing it back and forwards. The gown shimmers. She will have to ask Cook for ox-gall to preserve the colour. The idea of the butcher draining the animal’s gall into a glass jar makes her woozy. Every seam of the gown will need unpicking. The stuffing bundles and broderie anglaise gigot detached, and the rolled seams unravelled. The white petticoat layers and detachable collar need bleaching. The outer layers of silk must be dipped in a soft wash made from ash, especially for fragile fabrics. She will hang each piece on the attic line, away 42from light. When they are dry, she will stitch them together; the gown will be made new again. She imagines how the steam will rise from the irons, a halo of flowers around her head as the heat renews the silk’s radiance.

         Before she realises, she has slipped off her house shoes and is sitting on the edge of the bed. To be caught lying down is to risk instant dismissal. She leans back against the softness of the pillows and spreads the silk over the length of her body. The fabric carries the bright smell of the sunflowers the gardener cultivates for their seeds. She lies back and strokes the silk, careful not to catch the glossy threads on her rough skin. She slips an arm into the puff of the sleeve and imagines Helena beside her, the dappled light moving over their bodies.

         After a moment, she stands and smooths away all evidence of her presence on the bed. Beneath the pillow, she finds a booklet. La Voix des Femmes. The Women’s Voice. She scans the first page before stuffing the booklet back under the pillow. The words that had jumped out at her follow her from the room, through the corridors and into the laundry. Women are not beasts of burden. They are not created to serve. They are equal to men. Emancipation for all women.
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