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         ‘I loved this book! Eliza’s courage and kindness shine out on every page in this brilliantly researched and exciting novel by one of Ireland’s finest writers.’

         Marita Conlon-McKenna, author of Under the Hawthorn Tree, Wildflower Girl, Fields of Home, A Girl Called Blue and Safe Harbour

         
             

         

         ‘I enjoyed every single page. It’s sad, uplifting, warm and sweet. Eliza is a great heroine, and her world of Henrietta Street and the circus will linger with me for a long time.’ Judi Curtin, author of the Alice & Megan, Eva, Time After Time and Lissadell series
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            Dedication

         

         Eliza’s wonderful mum is inspired by and named after my own mum, Melissa who, like Melissa Kane, was also a French teacher and is a keen gardener and bee lover. This one’s for you, Mum.

         
             

         

         ‘And above all, watch with glittering eyes the whole world around you because the greatest secrets are always hidden in the most unlikely places. Those who don’t believe in magic will never find it.’

         
             

         

         Roald Dahl, The Minpins
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            Prologue

            Thursday, 1 June 1911

            TELL THE BEES
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         ‘Someone is coming, Madam Ada, tell the bees.’

         Where did that voice come from? Madam Ada stops pinning up her hair and looks around the circus caravan. She spots a small worker bee buzzing towards her.

         The bee lands gently on Madam Ada’s hand and she can feel the powerful thrum of its wings through her skin.

         Then she hears the bee say: ‘Someone is coming, Madam Ada. Someone special. Tell Her Majesty Queen Regina. Tell all the bees.’
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            Honeybees have existed for millions of years.

            They have been found in drops of amber from the dinosaur age.

         

         FRIDAY, 19 MAY 1911

         ‘Moving?’ Jonty stares at Papa. ‘What do you mean we’re moving? This is our home.’

         ‘I’m sorry, Jonty,’ Papa says. ‘I wish it hadn’t come to this, but we have to sell this house to pay off all our debts.’ Papa is slumped in his maroon velvet armchair by the window. He has aged years since Mama died, today he looks like an old man, his face pale and whiskery.

         ‘I’ve found us rooms on Henrietta Street,’ he continues. ‘We’ll be sharing a large townhouse with some other families. It will be perfect for the three of us. There’s a small workshop in the back yard, and there are boys your age in the house to play with, Jonty. I asked especially.’

         My brother perks up a bit at this. He’s small for his age 12 and the boys on our road call him ‘Baba Jonty’. The more he protests, the more they tease him.

         ‘A yard?’ he says. ‘Is there a garden? And a tree with a swing? Can Oboe come too?’ Oboe is our dog, a black Labrador.

         Papa rubs his hands over his face. ‘Jonty, please don’t make this any harder than it already is. There are plenty of parks nearby. And Oboe’s going to be a hunting dog on an estate in Wicklow. It’s all arranged. You know how much he likes chasing birds. He’ll fit right in.’

         Jonty’s face drops. He loves Oboe. None of this is Papa’s fault; I know he’s trying to make the best of things, but the changes will be hard.

         Jonty opens his mouth to protest, but I say quickly, ‘Jonty, don’t be upset. It’ll be fun. A new adventure.’

         ‘Why are you being so calm?’ he says. He stares at me with his soft grey eyes – sealskin Mama used to call the colour – and I look away.

         ‘You knew, didn’t you?’ he says. ‘About moving. I can’t believe you kept it a secret. Traitor!’

         My cheeks flame. He’s right.

         Jonty turns to Papa. ‘Why did you tell Eliza and not me? It’s not fair! I’m not moving. You can’t make me.’ 13

         Papa goes quiet, stares down at his hands and twists his gold signet ring around and around on his finger. I know this can’t be easy on him either, especially without Mama. People said he wouldn’t be able to raise two children on his own, that we should be sent to distant relatives in West Cork, but he was determined to keep our small family together. So I know I have to help do that too, no matter what.

         ‘Jonty,’ I say. ‘Go upstairs and start packing your things. I’ll help if you like.’

         He glares at me. ‘Don’t tell me what to do, you’re not Mama.’ He storms out of the room, slamming the door behind him.

         I wince. His sharp words are like a punch to my stomach. I miss her too, so much. Before she passed, Mama asked me to look after Papa and Jonty and I’m doing my best, but it’s not easy.

         When Papa first told me about the move last Friday, I begged him to tell Jonty too, but he said he didn’t have the energy for a week’s worth of Jonty’s theatrics.

         Like Jonty, I was shocked when I heard. I pleaded with Papa to change his mind, but he explained that we have no money. He’d borrowed heavily to buy printing machinery for his business. When his eyesight started to fade he’d found it 14 more and more difficult to work and eventually had to stop altogether. The house now belongs to the bank and we are homeless.

         I went quiet when he told me and I felt all shivery inside. This was terrible news – losing the business and the house. I didn’t know what to say. Sensing I was upset he added, ‘We’re not destitute, Eliza, please try not to worry. We have some money to tide us over, but we’re going to have to tighten our purse strings. Live a simpler life. I can’t do this without you, poppet. I need your help.’

         ‘Of course, Papa,’ I said, my voice a whisper.

         ‘I’m so sorry, Eliza.’ There were tears in his cloudy eyes so I hugged him, blinking back my own tears.

         ‘I’m sorry you had to bear the brunt of Jonty’s anger, Eliza,’ Papa says now, bringing me back to the present.

         ‘That’s all right, Papa.’

         Whack! I see Jonty through the window, hitting the oak tree in the garden with one of the bendy bamboo sticks that support Mama’s runner beans. Mama’s precious garden – her vegetable patch, her raspberry bushes, her plum trees, the wall of climbing pink roses she was so proud of, and what she called her honeybee bed, planted with lots of flowers bees 15love – they will all have to stay behind too.

         My heart squeezes thinking about how she used to put sugar water on the top of her hand and honeybees would sip it, happily humming.

         ‘Bees are a gardener’s best friend,’ she told me. ‘No bees to pollinate the plants, no plums or raspberries. Would you like to try?’ She nodded at the glass of sugar water.

         I shook my head. I’m a little afraid of bees, ever since I stood on one in the garden when I was six. It stung the arch of my foot and I remember Mama pulling out the stinger with metal tweezers, rubbing honey onto my red, throbbing skin and wrapping a white bandage around it.

         Mama always put honey on stings, cuts and bruises; she said it has magical healing properties. She rubbed it on her own skin so much she used to smell like honey, warm and sweet.

         I wish I was as brave as Mama. I need to be brave right now.

         Whack! Jonty is really going for it with that stick. I feel so sorry for my little brother. It’s only been six months since Mama died and I know he’s missing her dreadfully. We all are, although Papa rarely talks about her. 16 

         ‘Should I go after him, Papa? He’s outside attacking the compost heap.’ Jonty has started thrashing Mama’s pile of old clippings and grass cuttings, sending a storm of tiny black dots into the air. Fruit flies. Jonty stands back, gently waving them away from his face. My brother literally wouldn’t hurt a fly!

         ‘No,’ Papa says. ‘Leave him outside.’

         Papa’s right. Jonty’s like a wild animal – four walls cage him in. He loves being outside. I have no idea how he’s going to cope in a small flat in the heart of Dublin city.
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            Chapter 2
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            A honeybee colony is made up of thousands of bees who are all related to each other. They live together like one very large family.

         

         I’m going to miss our house, Stella Maris. It means ‘Star of the Sea’ in Latin. Mama told me that. Henrietta Street is nearer my art college – I looked it up in Mama’s map book of Dublin – so at least that’s something. I’ll still get to see my friends.

         I left school when Mama got sick to help look after her during the day. Papa enrolled me in art classes three nights a week instead at the Metropolitan School of Art. I was the youngest female student they’d ever accepted.

         Mama wasn’t keen on the idea of me leaving school, but I have my heart set on becoming an artist so Papa managed to talk her around. He’s an artist himself, at least he was – a well-known illuminator and portrait painter, as well as a printer. Illuminators decorate things like speeches with 18 fancy writing and illustrations, so you can frame them and put them on the wall. These days he can barely make out his hand in front of his face. He must miss painting. I know I’d be lost without my pencils and my sketchbooks.

         I’ve lived in Stella Maris all my life. It’s nothing grand like some of the houses in Rathmines – just a two-storey redbrick around a small square – but it’s home. I wonder how long it will take for our new house to feel like home. Papa visited it alone, taking a jaunting car while Jonty was at school. I stayed at home, drawing a bowl of fruit for a college assignment.

         As soon as he was inside the front door, I practically pounced on him. ‘What’s it like, Papa?’ I asked. ‘Henrietta Street?’

         ‘Noisy,’ he said, his voice a bit flat. ‘I heard babies crying and boys shouting at each other. I think they were playing chasing. The hallway and the apartment smelt of carbolic soap.’

         Then I realised, of course, what a stupid question! He couldn’t see any of it.19

         
            [image: ]

         

         20 ‘Carbolic soap,’ I said brightly, helping him out of his coat and hanging it and his hat on the wooden coat stand. ‘That’s good, isn’t it, Papa? Means it’s clean. And Jonty will love the chasing.’ I wasn’t so sure about the crying babies.

         
            x x x

         

         So we start packing up Stella Maris into wooden crates, our china wrapped in straw and old newspapers, our clothes carefully folded and draped into the boxes in layers. When I say ‘we’ it’s mostly me and Sally.

         Sally’s our cook and housekeeper. We used to have a housemaid too, Maria, but when Papa’s eyesight started to fade everything changed. And now we’re facing the biggest change of all.

         ‘Are you all right, mite?’ Sally asks me as we wrap newspaper around the heavy Waterford crystal glasses from the dining-room cabinet. These crates have to be packed extra carefully as they are going to an auction house. Papa said we won’t have the space for extra glasses and delft in Henrietta Street. ‘You’re fierce quiet.’

         ‘I don’t want to go. I’ll miss you.’ My voice wobbles a bit.

         Sally hugs me and I breathe in her familiar smell – fresh baking and the strong peppermints she loves to suck. ‘Ah, pet, it’s not goodbye forever. I’ll be working for Mr Pennefeather, you know, that nice friend of your father’s; in a fancy 21house on Merrion Square, no less. It’s not far from your new place, I’ll make sure to come and see you when I can.’

         ‘Promise?’

         She dabs at my tears with the end of her apron. ‘Promise.’

         I don’t know how we’re going to cope without Sally, but Papa says we can’t afford to pay her wages any more so we’ll just have to.

         Jonty spends most of our last week in Stella Maris in the garden, playing with Oboe and getting ready to say goodbye to him. If I’m quiet, Jonty’s as silent as a mouse.

         I take out my sketchbook and draw Oboe. I’m going to miss our loyal friend too.

         
            x x x

         

         The man who comes to take Oboe to Wicklow is kind, pretending not to see my brother’s tears when he takes Oboe’s lead from Jonty’s hand. Oboe whines a bit and looks at Jonty, but the man rubs the fur under his fluffy chin and says, ‘You’re all right, boy,’ settling him.

         ‘I’ll take good care of this fellow,’ he promises Jonty who nods silently and then walks away, head low. I don’t think he can bear to watch the jaunting car leave with Oboe sitting obediently up front beside his new master. 22

         
            x x x

         

         Papa closes his workshop on the Liffey quays for good – Thomas Kane’s Illumination and Printing Studio – and manages to box up all his tools, paints and brushes largely by touch, although I help.

         Before Mama got sick, I used to spend a lot of time in Papa’s workshop. He showed me how to create an illumination from start to finish – how to plan and then pencil in the design, how to mix all the inks and choose the right nibbed pen for the lettering. It was always a happy, creative place and I loved it. Like Jonty losing Oboe, I think closing the workshop and letting his staff go makes Papa’s heart break a little.

         All our belongings are loaded onto the back of a horse and cart and our lives move from leafy Rathmines to our new home, 16 Henrietta Street.
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            Bees have an interesting life cycle. They grow from egg to larva, pupa to bee. The eggs are laid in hexagonal honeycomb cells made from bees’ wax.

         

         I sit in the left-hand seat of the jaunting car with Jonty beside me. Papa’s on the right-hand side and the driver is up front, holding the horse’s reins.

         ‘Nearly there now,’ I say to Jonty as we trundle over O’Connell Bridge and hit Sackville Street. I’ve only been up this grand street as far as the Gresham Hotel, with its fancy stone façade. I went there for afternoon tea with Mama before she got too sick to leave her bed. But I’ve been studying Mama’s map book carefully, trying to get to know the area as well as I can.

         Jonty ignores me, turning his head to study the shiny black horse pulling us along.

         With every clip-clop of the horse’s hooves we draw nearer and nearer Henrietta Street and I start to feel more and more 24 nervous. I lean against the wooden backrest and close my eyes for a second. It’s only ten in the morning and I’ve been up since six getting the last of the boxes packed with Sally. I’m exhausted. I could do without Jonty acting up.

         I hear a sniff and spot him wiping away tears from his eyes.

         ‘It’s going to be all right, Jonty,’ I say gently, my irritation melting.

         We pass tea rooms and taverns, outfitters and milliners. Sackville Street is busy, the pavements crowded with ladies in feathered hats, gentlemen in smooth moleskin hats, ladies swinging large round hat boxes and clutching brown paper packages; bicycles, trams clanging their bells, jaunting cars and even the occasional motor car tooting its horn as it whizzes past. Papa had a smart black bicycle and he used to go everywhere on it before the problem with his eyes. Now it’s been sold, along with Mama’s bicycle and so many other things.

         The smoggy air catches at the back of my throat. I cough a little and my eyes water. I’m starting to feel a bit overwhelmed. Rathmines village is busy – there are lots of shops and tea rooms – but it’s nothing like this.

         As we pass the Rotunda Hospital a gang of boys run in 25front of the jaunting car, making the jarvey call out, ‘Mind yerselves, for goodness sake!’

         I watch as the boys run towards Rutland Square. I realise that only one of them is wearing boots. Could I run that fast in bare feet? I doubt it. I’ve seen boys without boots before – not in Rathmines, on my way in and out of college – but never so many of them together.

         I stare down at my own brown laced boots with the small heel, an old pair of Mama’s. I’ve kept lots of her clothes and shoes – she was very stylish and loved fashion. At first it made me too sad to wear them, but Sally said I was being silly. She said Mama was a very practical woman and would like her things to be re-used. ‘Besides,’ she said, ‘She was some woman, your mother. She deserves to be remembered.’

         Sally was right. Now I wear something of Mama’s every day; it’s like carrying a little bit of her with me.

         
            X X X

         

         We pass Rutland Square and turn right, onto Granby Row and then left onto Dorset Street. On Dorset Street I start to notice more and more women and children on the streets outside the Georgian houses. The place is teeming with life. Boys and girls playing on the pavements, mothers with babies 26 on their hips chatting to each other, men leaning against the black railings in clumps.

         The jaunting car slows down and turns sharp right into a street of tall four-storey houses all built on an incline, with a fine stone archway and big black gates at the top of the slope. I can see buildings behind the gates that look rather grand. My map book said it was King’s Inns. I asked Papa and he said it’s where lawyers are trained.

         I think the houses were once red brick, but it’s hard to tell now as they are streaked black as coal. Each building has stone steps leading up to the open front doors and fanlights; they must have been grand houses once upon a time but now most of the glass in the fanlights is broken and many of the windowpanes are spidered with cracks or missing completely and covered with boards.

         We stop. ‘Number sixteen Henrietta Street,’ the jarvey says.

         It’s the first house on the left-hand side.

         The noise! The street is bedlam: children running up and down the muddy cobblestones, toddlers crawling and wobbling on the ground, some screaming crying. The group of women sitting on the steps of number fifteen all stop talking and stare at me. My stomach lurches. I look at Jonty. 27

         His eyes are fixed on the gang of boys running down the hill, away from the large black gates yelling ‘All in! All in! Free-all!’ Like the boys I saw near the Rotunda, many of them are barefoot. Some of them are wearing women’s jackets, and one of the younger ones is wearing a raggedy black girl’s dress.

         But all Jonty says is, ‘I’ve always wanted to play Relievio. Do you think they’ll let me join in?’

         ‘Why don’t you go and ask them?’ I say. ‘I’m sure they’ll say yes.’ I hope it’s true. ‘I’d better check with Papa first, though.’

         I call over to Papa who is still sitting on far side of the jaunting car. ‘Can Jonty go and play with some of the boys on the street?’

         ‘Of course,’ he says. ‘Have fun, Jonty.’

         ‘I will,’ he says, jumping down from the seat and dashing towards the boys.

         
            X X X

         

         Our boxes have already been delivered to Henrietta Street so I swing down the small carpet bag I’d packed with some of our clothes and wash things and wait as Papa pays the driver.

         I can feel the eyes of the women watching me and it makes my stomach knot up. As I stand at the bottom of the steps of 28 number sixteen, a girl sticks her head out the open doorway. She’s about my height and only a couple of years older than I am, fifteen maybe, but her eyes look like she’s seen a lot of the world already. She looks at me curiously.

         ‘Are you lost?’ she asks in a strong Dublin accent. There’s a bucket hooked over one arm and a scrubbing brush in her hand. Her black linen dress is old and worn, but the white apron over it is spotless and ironed to a crisp. Her black boots have string in place of laces, but are as clean as mine.

         I shake my head.

         ‘What are you after in there, so?’ She nods her head into the lobby.

         ‘We live here now.’

         ‘Is that right?’ Her eyes sweep up and down my high-collared white shirt, my emerald green skirt and jacket, my straw hat with the green ribbon.

         ‘Off to Dublin Castle for a spot of afternoon tea with the King and Queen are you?’

         I suddenly feel very overdressed. I do rather stand out in the sea of black, white and grey of the other girls’ and women’s clothes, like a green parrot in a flock of magpies and ravens. I can feel my cheeks go red. 29

         A little boy with stick legs comes running towards her, one of his knees pouring blood. ‘Annie, I’m after falling,’ he says.

         I’m not surprised, his boots are far too big for his feet.

         She puts down her bucket and brush with a sigh. ‘You poor thing.’

         Walking past me she says, ‘Ah here, don’t mind me, green suits you. You look very smart. Welcome to Henrietta Street.’

         ‘Thanks,’ I say.

         As she tends to the boy’s knee, I notice Papa is standing beside me.

         ‘Do you need a hand up the steps?’ I ask him.

         ‘I’ll manage,’ he says and we start walking up together.

         He stands back to let me through the doorway. ‘Ladies first.’

         The first thing I notice is the stench. It smells like someone has used the hallway as a toilet, but that can’t be right – who would do such a thing? – it must have been a cat or a dog.

         In the dingy light I stare at the walls, the plaster painted a vivid red up to the handrail and a dull yellow over that. They are littered with all manner of dints and scrapes and someone has carved their initials into the plaster with a knife, ‘M.O’H’.

         Everything is bare. Bare stone floor, bare wooden stairs, 30 bare walls – no pictures, hall table, nothing. This is our home now? I take a deep breath and try not to cry.

         ‘We’re on the very top floor,’ Papa says. ‘Bit of a climb I’m afraid.’

         I swallow down the lump in my throat. ‘That’s all right, Papa. I’ll just tell Jonty to follow us up. You go on ahead.’

         I step back outside and take another deep breath. I need to make the most of things.

         The girl – Annie – is staring up at me from the cobblestones. There’s fresh blood on her apron from the boy’s knee.

         We lock eyes for a second and this time she gives me a warm smile that makes me feel a bit better. At least someone’s friendly here.

         I spot Jonty running down the hill at speed and shout at him, ‘Jonty, we’re on the top floor. Follow us up when you’re ready.’

         ‘I’ll be ages,’ he shouts back. ‘George says it can go on for hours.’ He comes closer and throws his jacket at me. His short trousers, knee socks and boots are already covered in mud, but he’s grinning from ear to ear so I don’t say anything.

         ‘Come up when you get hungry,’ I tell him. I’m glad he’s happy and it will give me some time to get our flat ready. I 31hope it doesn’t smell as bad as the hall. I cross my fingers and make a wish, please make it be clean.

         Walking up the stairs I hear noises from behind some of the battered wooden doors of other flats, babies crying, a man talking loudly, what sounds like chair legs being scraped across floorboards.

         It gets quieter towards the top of the house and the air gets better. As I reach the small top landing I smell carbolic soap. Papa is standing in front of a battered black door with a key in his hand.

         I wait patiently as he feels the door for the lock and after a few attempts manages to get the key in and turn it.

         I hold my breath and then I step inside.
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            Chapter 4
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            When a bee pupa has developed into a young bee, it chews its way through the wax at the top of its honeycomb cell. Young bees emerge from their honeycomb cells as either queens, female worker bees or male drones.

         

         ‘Eliza!’ Jonty says, dashing through the door of our new flat. ‘There’s a stable outside with two ponies. And a shed with pigs. I’m not sure how many – it stank a bit – but I’ll go back and count later. Papa didn’t say anything about all the animals.’

         ‘Shush, he’s resting in bed, you’ll wake him up.’

         ‘Sorry.’ He lowers his voice. ‘George and Sid, that’s his little brother, showed me around. Sid hurt his knee, but he was very brave about it. George is a real brick. Said I can play with them every day if I like.’

         I’ve been sitting at the window in Papa’s armchair wondering how on earth we’re going to cope. The noise! The smell! The mud! But at least our flat is clean and bright and only 33a few of the windowpanes are broken. They’ve been covered with thin pieces of wood so the wind doesn’t whistle in.

         The window opens too, I discovered. When I first walked into the flat there was a bee sitting on the windowsill. I have no idea how it got there, but it waited patiently while I opened the window and gently whooshed it out with my hand.

         Our floorboards are covered with our red and blue oriental rugs from home, making the floors much cosier. Papa asked the removal men to put up some of Mama’s favourite pictures, landscapes painted by the art teacher in the school she used to work in, Alexandra College. Mama was the French teacher there. I went there too, before leaving for art college.

         I’m trying to stay positive, but our flat is tiny. It’s a flat for mice! There are three small spaces that have been carved out of one attic room with wooden partitions that don’t even fully reach the sloped ceiling. One space has a brass bed for Papa, another has two narrow beds against the walls, one for me and one for Jonty. The room I’m sitting in is long and narrow, with a window overlooking the street and a small fireplace. It will have to be the ‘everything room’ – sitting room, dining room and kitchen. 34

         I give Jonty my best attempt at a smile. ‘We’re going to be all right here, you’ll see.’ I hope it’s true. I think of the girl outside and her kind smile and hold it in my heart; it gives me hope.

         
            X X X

         

         The following morning – Saturday – I manage to cook some porridge in a pot on the fire, the way Sally taught me – oatmeal and water with a dollop of honey once it’s cooked to sweeten it.

         She gave me a small black notebook full of recipes that she’d copied out for me. It must have taken her ages – she’s not a fast writer. I’d been helping her in the kitchen since Mama died, so cooking for Papa and Jonty from now on isn’t too scary. And at least we have our own tap and sink in the workshop so we don’t have to share the one in the busy yard. The less I think about the yard and the closets right now the better.

         I went downstairs to use one of the closets in the twilight last night – Papa told me they were in the yard out the back – big mistake! Going down the stairway was terrifying; it was full of dark shadows and strange scratching noises. I had a lamp with me, but it didn’t make it any easier. And when I 35spotted the closets and opened the door of the nearest one, I nearly passed out. It was so stinky and revolting I turned on my heels and ran all the way back up the stairs.

         Luckily we have chamber pots so I was able to use one of those instead. I put one under Papa and Jonty’s beds too, just in case.

         After that I didn’t sleep well. I kept hearing noises: a baby crying in one of the flats below us, someone climbing the stairs and singing to himself, and horrible scuttling under the floorboards. We had field mice in our house in Rathmines before, but this didn’t sound like mice. It’s not rats, I kept telling myself. It’s definitely not rats.

         This morning I had the lovely job of emptying the chamber pots into a metal slop bucket and going downstairs to throw it into one of the closets. I had to hold my breath when I went inside. The stench in there was worse than the piggery and that’s saying something.

         The yard itself is big with muddy cobblestones. There are washing lines strung across it and an archway out to the laneway at the back; Henrietta Cottages, the sign said.

         I had a quick walk down the laneway, which was pretty narrow and mucky. Some of the houses are small cottages 36 with muddy white walls, but at the far end of the laneway, the King’s Inns end, the houses are taller, two and three storeys. It’s a real mishmash. The air down there is dank and some of the buildings look as if they are just about standing. Our flat may be small, but at least it’s bright and has solid walls.

         Like Henrietta Street, the laneway was full of children, only they were much dirtier. Some of them streeled after me, asking me for money, which made me feel awkward.

         ‘Give us a farthing, miss, go on.’

         They didn’t follow me back into the yard, thank goodness.

         Jonty wolfs down his porridge, but Papa eats only a few spoonfuls.

         ‘It’s not as good as Sally’s, Papa, but I tried,’ I say. I go to take his bowl and he reaches out for my hand and holds it, his palm cool against my skin.

         ‘Eliza, you’re the best daughter ever. And you’ve done wonders with our new home. I know it’s small, but at least we’re all together. Your mother would be so proud, poppet.’

         I’m surprised. It’s the first time he’s mentioned Mama in ages. ‘Thank you, Papa.’

         ‘Now, let’s get down to business,’ he says, rubbing his hands together. 37

         I smile to myself. Now he’s sounding more like the old Papa. Full of plans and ideas.

         ‘Today is the first day of our new lives,’ he says. ‘Things are going to have to change. I’m still getting enquiries about illuminations, which is good but obviously I can’t work on them at the moment, so I’ve made a decision. Eliza, you’ve watched me do them for years now, I think you’re ready to try it for yourself. It will keep some money coming in so we don’t have to use up all our savings.’

         ‘What about art college?’ My heart beats faster in my chest. I love my classes. The tutors say I have talent, but I need to practise.

         ‘You’ll have to leave,’ he says. ‘For the time being anyway.’

         ‘But Papa, can’t I do both?’

         ‘We can’t afford your college fees. The rent on this place is five shillings a week and then there’s fuel and food on top of that.’

         I look around; surely it can’t be that expensive for this place? It’s hardly the lap of luxury!

         ‘I’ll also need you to get Jonty up and take him to school in the mornings,’ he adds. ‘He can make his own way home.’

         ‘Why does he get to go to school?’ I say. ‘He doesn’t even 38 like school. It’s not fair!’

         ‘She’s right,’ Jonty says. ‘Can’t stand it. I’m going to live in Wicklow when I grow up and have as many dogs as I like. Hundreds of ’em. All that reading and writing malarkey is wasted on me.’ He looks at Papa. ‘Hang on, how am I going to school in Rathmines from here? On the tram?’ His eyes sparkle: Jonty loves the tram.

         ‘No,’ Papa says. ‘Your old school is too far away, and we can’t afford the tram every day, from now on it’s only for special occasions. Apparently, the schools around here are very crowded. The Pennefeathers have an excellent tutor for their boys and have kindly said you can join them, Jonty. You start on Monday.’

         ‘Rats!’ Jonty says. ‘Do I have to?’

         ‘Yes,’ Papa says firmly.

         I remember that Sally is working for the Pennefeathers, which softens the blow a little. At least I might get to see her every day.

         ‘Fine,’ I say. ‘I’ll bring him to the Pennefeathers every morning. Can we take the tram on Monday, Papa? Seeing as it’s his first day?’

         ‘All right then,’ Papa says. ‘A special first-day treat.’ 39

         Jonty perks up a bit at this. ‘Fine, I’ll go. But I don’t need any of that education stuff. I ain’t going to be a lawyer or a banker, mind. Bor-ing!’

         ‘Why are you talking like that?’ I ask.

         ‘Like what?’

         I was about to say like a street boy, but I stop myself. It’s what one of my teachers used to say when we forgot our grammar. ‘With a weird accent,’ I say instead.

         ‘I have to change how I talk,’ Jonty says. ‘And quick. George calls me a toff as it is and he likes me. The others ain’t as kind. Aren’t, I mean.’

         ‘Well, you can’t talk like that at the Pennefeathers or in front of Papa,’ I say.

         Jonty sticks out his tongue at me. ‘Goody Two Shoes. I’ll talk how I like.’

         ‘Stop squabbling, you two,’ Papa says. ‘It’s exhausting. But your sister does have a point, Jonty. Best behaviour at the Pennefeathers and try to talk like a young gentleman. Now, Eliza, will you buy me a newspaper please? You can read it to me so I can find out what’s going on in the world. I know the paper is a bit of a luxury, but I’ll only get it on Saturdays to economise.’ 40

         ‘Of course, Papa. I’ll get some milk and bread while I’m out. And something for dinner. I’ll take Jonty with me. It’ll be an adventure.’

         Papa hands me three pennies. I have no idea how much milk and bread cost, but I hope it’s enough. ‘Some adventure,’ Jonty grumbles. ‘We’re hardly going to bump into any pirates or cowboys out getting milk.’

         ‘You never know, Jonty,’ I say. ‘Keep your eyes peeled.’

         Papa smiles, something else he hasn’t done in a long time. ‘See you later, my little explorers.’
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