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1 - SIR JAMES’S STORY

BEGINNINGS

I grew up motherless. That isn’t to say my mother was dead. ‘Conspicuous by her absence’ was the phrase I heard my father use as I listened at keyholes in hope of answers. Theirs was a lengthy marriage. The fact that she chose to take no part in it didn’t detract from his sense that she was his wife. Yes, he had frequent lady friends, perfumed, interchangeable. None replaced her. My mother remained the love of his life - except, that is, for racing cars, an open stretch of road and, of course, the lure of speed.

I couldn’t help but feel I must have done something terrible to cause her to go, but my father frequently assured, “You were hardly capable of anything more ghastly than crying too loudly. Or too often. No, it was me your mother left.” But he failed to provide an adequate explanation of his crime, claiming to have bought her the best money could buy, even allowing her to pursue her career - against his better judgement. What was I to think?

“Think of the boy!” I shrank into my seat at the sound of my grandfather’s bullish proclamation over the cut-glass and cruets. “I can’t understand why you don’t divorce her.”

My father slowly applied a napkin to one corner of his mouth. His response was measured, dry: “I wouldn’t expect you to.”

“Frankly, I never understood why you had to marry her in the first place!” Never one to waste time listening to the other side of an argument, the older man forked food into his mouth as if his was the last word.

“I know you’d have preferred me to throw in the towel with some obedient little debutante, but,” and here my father turned his focus to me, exaggerating the width of his cow-brown eyes, “your mother was exciting. And very beautiful.”

My grandfather inhaled his Claret, spluttering, “Excitement! That’s not what one looks for in a wife!”

“‘Til death us do part was the promise I made. And I haven’t managed to kill myself yet.”

“Despite your confounded tomfoolery! Look here, in my day a man would have taken a woman like her -”

My father coughed a loud protest. 

“Do you dare censor me? One can only hope,” my grandfather’s eyes singled me out, flashing terror into my soul, “young James here will learn from your mistakes!”

“Son.” I found my hair being ruffled, my father’s voice assuring, “Don’t listen to anyone who tells you it’s a mistake to marry for love.”

“Oh, come on! What utter rot!” The table shook as my grandfather’s glass crash-landed, the stem snapping under the weight of his forearm, adamant that it was my father, and not he, who was responsible for the wreckage Mrs Strachan fussed over. 

Is it possible to miss someone of whom one has no memory? No, I missed the idea of her. Like the Rome I learned of in Ancient History lessons, a mother was an idea in the minds of men. Sometimes differing substantially from the reality. 

From the age of eight, I boarded. Once I overcame the anxiety of separation, this masked the situation. Increasingly, as I grew older, it was an annoyance that school was interrupted by holidays rather than the other way round. It was then that a mother’s absence became most apparent. My father - who, in many ways, remained a boy himself - cut a dashing figure as he picked me up at the end of term in whatever incarnation of a prototype he’d been working on, all leather-coated, moustache and goggles, revved up for the next event on the calendar. Never a moment to lose, we rushed from the London to Gloucester Trial to Brooklands for the Round the Mountain Race Meeting. While he denied himself pause for thought, I pondered that perhaps a woman as exciting as my mother might have enjoyed our escapades. 

I met her once when I was about ten. Only the once.

My father and I were visiting Brighton for the annual speed trials that took place along a mile of arrow-straight road when he caught sight of an advertisement for a photography exhibition.

“Well now!” The name on the awnings wasn’t one I recognised. Grabbing hold of my upper arm, he raised his free hand to halt the traffic. “This looks like fun, James. What do you say?” 

“But you said we were going to have -” I was not expected to say anything, that much was apparent. The harshness of his glare retracted the promise of ice cream.

We shuffled as part of a compacted crowd from one black and white memory to another. And there she was: another exhibit to be admired from a carefully roped-off distance. Weightless coral chiffon, skin like cream, bobbed hair the colour of autumn.

“Why, Kingdom!” She appeared animated, but I was bored by the affectations women made for my father’s benefit. They talked their various ways into his drawing room to see for themselves the lie of the land - the habitat of this almost-available and most amusing of men - only to find the errant son lingering in the doorway, seen but not heard; forever eavesdropping. “You should have warned me...”

“Why, Kingdom!” I was exaggerating her voice inside my head. “You should have -”

Pushed in front, my father’s hands clamped tightly on my shoulders, I shrank as every vertebra in my back was compressed. “Son.” He cleared his throat: three noisy syllables. “This is your mother.”

There had been no warning. I had prayed for this moment, but now it had arrived my jaw dropped, my throat constricted.

She exhaled my name - “James?” - as though it were part of her she couldn’t bear to be parted with.

I swallowed hard, looking from this woman, a tableau not unlike one of her own photographs, to my father’s face, uncertain how he expected me to react. “I - I don’t recognise her.”

“No.” His grip relaxed, knuckles cracking in my ears. “Not your fault. No reason you should.”

The shudder of the woman’s breath was audible. Her pale blue eyes pooled. I watched her lips tremble, before she covered them with a slender-fingered hand. Everything else was utterly still, the moment suspended. 

“Move along!” As an attendant’s shout broke the spell the shuffling recommenced, carrying us in its wake. I wasn’t ready, still trying to absorb that this woman was my mother.

Desperate for another glimpse, I rotated my neck like an owl. She was on tiptoes, straining to make herself seen above heads and hats, between shoulders.

“James!” I heard her call above the steady murmur, slightly louder now. “James!” Not the voice of someone who would abandon me, but increasingly desperate.

Holding onto a brass post for support, I leant out across the thick twist of rope. “Mother? Mother!”

Seeing me, her expression of panic softened. She smiled, pressed two fingers to her lips and then turned the fingers towards me, rippling. I blinked hard, capturing the gesture: her fingers, lips, the wave. 

Two shrill blasts of a whistle cut through the echoing space. “Back, please! Stand well back!” But it was my father’s hand that grabbed my collar. Reluctantly releasing my grip on the brass post, I was air-lifted back among the crush, watching my damp fingerprints evaporate.

“I’m sorry, Sir.” Shame-faced, I bowed my head, anticipating punishment. “I only wanted -”

“Son! I thought I’d lost you.”

My head swivelled back in the direction we had come from. “Can we - ?”

“Perhaps next time.” His hands were already steering me into the flow. So there was to be a next time. “She hasn’t been taking proper care of herself. Very drawn, don’t you think?”

The room was overbearing; the high ceilings gave the sensation that the walls were closing in; the general murmur became an elevated din.

“I don’t know.” 

Shuffling people, jostling for position, crushed in from all angles. 

“What’s that you say? Speak up!”

My toes treading on the heels of the shoes in front, my nose pressed flat against the coarse tweed of a jacket, the terrible weight of my father’s hands, and to see what? Pictures of boring old things. There is no place for nostalgia in a boy’s vocabulary.

“Can we go now, Sir?”

“Yes, let’s. It’s stifling in here. Coming through!” My father began to hack his way through the jungle of legs, setting free a blizzard of excuses, issuing me with instructions that were impossible to follow. Pushed, stretched and stumbling, I was manhandled into a marble clearing. We navigated the echoing corridors, guided to the exit by a misshapen rectangle of daylight, cut with a bold-shaped shadow.

Framed in the doorway stood a grey-haired soldier with loose red skin around one eye that looked like a turkey’s wattle, and whose left trouser-leg was tucked under at the point where his knee should have been. An image far more striking than any I had seen that day, both repulsive and fascinating. I was unable to tear my eyes away. My father executed a neat little jig, but the man stepped forwards. “Kingdom.” He planted his crudely-fashioned crutch firmly. “I’m glad you felt you could come.”

“Well, look who it isn’t!” Puppy-like in his enthusiasm, whatever followed would be a lie. The tone was one my father reserved for people he’d been trying to ignore. “Didn’t see you there. We’re just popping out for some air. The boy’s feeling faint.”

“I’m doing the same myself. Not my thing, crowds. We only expected half this number. Still,” the man inhaled on a cigarette, “shouldn’t grumble. We stand a fair chance of turning a profit.”

“Well -” My father nodded, taking a sideways step.

The soldier seemed unprepared to let him escape so lightly. “Down for the speed trials?”

“That’s right. Fine venue, Brighton.”

“And don’t tell me. You must be young James!” The soldier smiled down at my drop-jawed recoil, but I was surprised to find a hint of nervousness reflected in his rheumy eyes.

“Yes, this is my son.” My father held me back protectively.

“You must be very proud of him.” Whatever the man had seen to make my father proud wasn’t clear to me: I was distinctly average in everything from hair colour to ability on the cricket pitch. “Did Lottie…?” He nodded rapidly, looking away and scratching one side of his face.

“Briefly.” Whatever this single word conveyed, it drew the man’s gaze. My father and the crippled man locked eyes, what passed between them remaining concealed. Shielding my own, I looked out of the arched porch: the onion-topped domes of the Royal Pavilion glowed brilliant white against the violent blue of the sky; gulls’ silhouettes circled and looped. 

“Like to swim, young man?”

I twisted back, surprised that the soldier was addressing me directly. He stood erect, a hint of the military man he had once been.

“Yes, Sir.”

“You should ask your father to take you to Saltdean. The new lido’s jolly good. Of course, I can only go round in circles.” He noticed me staring at his limp trouser-leg, and saluted: not the response I expected. “Don’t look so worried. I didn’t let them get my favourite one.”

He appeared to be keen for me to laugh, but it seemed impolite somehow, and so I stood stupidly, my mouth twitching.

“Anyway, we really must be getting along.” Stepping into the soldier’s shadow, Father squeezed his arm. “Glad to see you looking so well. Come along, James.”

“Who was that?” I ran to catch up with my father who was striding off down the sun-bleached pavement. Our shadows stretched long and thin, all the way to the street corner.

“Just an old Tommy your mother’s taken under her wing.” He looked left and right distractedly at the junction, seeming to have forgotten what was next on the agenda. “Good sort, your mother.”

I remembered her eyes, her hair, her gasp, and wondered what it would take before she decided to take me under her delicate chiffon wing. Not the loss of half a leg, I hoped. 


2 - LOTTIE’S STORY

BRIGHTON, 2001

“And what words have you chosen to have engraved?”

Wishing to put my worldly effects in order from the comfort of my bed, I had opted for Mr Marsh of Marsh Littlejohn Solicitors on account of his mobility rather than his reputation. My initial reaction was that Mr Marsh must have sent one of his clerks. We eyed each other with suspicion from our respective vantage points: mine, propped up on a mountain of lace-sheathed pillows, the variety the young assume old ladies crave; his, loitering beyond the foot of the bed. Inching forwards, he introduced himself, touching my rice-paper hand, instantly withdrawing his own. 

“The Mr Marsh?” I rasped. 

“The same.” His smile was a blend of pride and embarrassment, as though accepting a prize on the sports field.

I checked myself: there was someone - once - who hadn’t dismissed me because I was too young. “You’ve done well for yourself.”

“If it’s not rude to ask, how old are you, Miss Pye?” He adopted a voice designed for conversing with deaf foreigners. “It… says… here…”

I interrupted. “Old enough to make a will. And there’s no need to shout for my sake. I have a fully-functioning hearing aid.” Credentials established, I nodded to the chair by the side of my bed. “Make yourself at home.” 

His silk-lined jacket unbuttoned, its tails flicked upwards, a truce of sorts was drawn. He took a slim notebook from his briefcase and, consulting his watch, jotted down the time. “So, what’s your secret?”

I hesitated. “My secret?” 

“You must have good genes, obviously, but is there anything else?”

“I suppose you’d like me to tell you the path to longevity is lined with whiskey bottles!”

“Preferably.”

“Then let’s leave it at that. I imagine you’re charging by the hour.” 

My choice of stone, the place of burial: these things were easily settled.

“Your headstone, Miss Pye?” Mr Marsh prompted. 

The question wasn’t unreasonable. Given the purpose of our meeting, I should have been prepared. Now, I hesitated. 

“You must have thought about it.” He conveyed a growing impression of anxiety as our interview proceeded, his eyes straying frequently from my face to his wrist. I know how I appeared to him. I experience that self-same shock every time I’m forced to acknowledge myself in a mirror. The face that stares back belongs to what used to be described as an ‘old crone’. The witch from Hansel and Gretel. Hollow eyes peering blankly out of the workhouse window. Skin dissected by etchings, stretched so thin it clings to the contours of my skull and gathers in folds around my neck, like a sock that has lost its elastic. Hair so fine it is beyond grooming. But it wasn’t always like that. I wasn’t always like that.

“How would you like to be remembered?” Mr Marsh prompted. Inserting itself into my filing cabinet of thoughts, his question seemed to relate to appearance. I was surprised he was unable to detect the red-headed girl inside my much reduced frame when I felt her presence so vividly. “Beloved wife and mother?” he suggested. 

“No!” I averted my gaze while I recovered myself. “Hardly for me to say.”

“Hmm.” He repeatedly clicked his ballpoint pen - his thumb accustomed to constant texting, no doubt - narrowing his eyes in careful thought. “I take your point.” The pen scratched the surface of his notepad.

“What’s that you’re writing?”

“A fail-safe.”

“Saying what, exactly?”

“In loving memory.”

My skin went cold. “Cross it out.”

“If you’re undecided…”

“Please.” I felt my nails digging into my palms. “Just do as I ask!”

His expression suggested he thought my protest disproportionate. “Then, can I suggest we keep it simple? Your name and the dates, perhaps…”

An involuntary noise escaped me, interpreted as dismissive. Silently, hands unmoving, Mr Marsh waited for me to expand. 

“I had hoped it would be someone else’s job to do this, but they’ve all gone. No one to remember me now.”

“All of them?” With the lick of a finger, he scooped back layers of notes in search of a fact to refute what I had said. He didn’t have to look far before his finger tapped on an earlier entry.

Though I doubted he’d ever lay eyes on my gravestone, it was because of James - the only blood relative I have ever known - that it was vital to get it right. “To be honest, Mr Marsh, I’ve never had much faith in words. Words are what lies are made of. I trust only what I see with my own eyes - which is considerably less than it used to be.”

After I dismissed his brief lecture on the history of the law with the announcement that my son, too, was a solicitor, he remained determined to coax something out of me.

“What about poetry? Literature?” And then, unknowingly, he struck gold. “You’re not telling me you’ve lived as long as you have and you don’t have a good story or two.”

There was a time I liked to quote that the past always falls victim to the present but, in my case, the reverse is now true. The room seemed to darken, the urge to close my eyes and retreat into memory almost overwhelming. Before television, before the wireless, before even cinema, stories were our main form of entertainment. My favourite stories were true, those that had Daddy shaking his jowls and declaring, “You couldn’t make that up if you tried!”

“Three,” I gasped, fighting to earmark my place in the moment, not to slip backwards until I had the luxury of being alone.

Mr Marsh’s startled expression suggested he hadn’t expected anything so specific. “I beg your pardon?”

I felt light-headed in my breathlessness. “I have three stories.”

“Well, then.” A quick recovery, pen poised, he thought he had arrived at a neat solution. 

“I’ll need time.”

“Time?” It was as if I were Oliver, asking for more.

“Yes. To think. Orson Welles hit the nail on the head when he said that a story is almost certainly a lie.”

“I understand.” Leaning back and folding his arms, Mr Marsh showed no signs of departure. “Whatever you decide will be there for all eternity.”

I had to spell it out for him. “Give me a week.”

He raised his eyebrows dubiously.

“Don’t fret. I’m not going anywhere until we’ve settled this.”

Looking doubtful, Mr Marsh collected his belongings, pointing questioningly to the door as if an alternative exit might have opened up. “Perhaps you’ll give me a call when you’re ready.”

Closing my eyes, the reel began to run; flickering images coming into focus, the slightly speeded-up world of silent movies with its exaggerated expressions. A red-headed girl in a seaside resort at the birth of a new century. The sounds, the sights, the smells, the vastness of the sky and, below, the writhing sea, stretching to infinity - or France, whichever came first. Brighton! Mine for the taking. 

“Tell me the one about Phoebe Hessel!” I would demand of Ma, whose stories took on the rhythm of dough being kneaded, accompanied by the clatter of kitchen pans.

I had discovered Phoebe during an illicit game of hide-and-seek in the oldest churchyard in Brighton. Tracing the lichened dates beneath the tangle of ivy, the calculations I made, counting on fingers and then out loud seemed, to me, incredible. “One hundred and eight?” 

A hand was clapped on my shoulder. “Got you!”

Declaring loudly, “You can’t have, because I’m not playing,” I ran all the way home, clattering up the stairs to the kitchen. 

“Ma! Ma!”

“What’s that terrible to-do about? Is that you, Lottie?”

I recovered my balance with one hand on the doorframe, and panted, “I’ve just discovered the oldest woman that ever lived! Only she’s dead now.”

Bent over the table with a rolling pin, Ma merely turned her head, apparently unimpressed. “That must be Phoebe Hessel you’re talking about.”

“You’ve heard of her?”

“Ask around town and you’ll still find people who remember Phoebe selling gingerbread at the foot of Old Steine. That’s where Prince George first came across her.”

“A prince?” Gawping, I slipped into my seat at the table. 

“The prince. But it was her early life that was a mystery. Some say, after her mother died, her father dressed her as a boy soldier so she could follow him into the army. But she would tell anyone who cared to listen how, at the age of fifteen, after she fell madly in love with a private from the King’s Lambs, she disguised herself as a man. And together they fought, side by side.”

Like a child with a picture book, I learned Phoebe’s story by heart, but it had the ring of a fairy tale when Ma told it: “When asked how she kept her secret for so long, she said it wasn’t safe to tell it to drunken men or children because they always tell the truth. Instead, she dug a hole big enough to hold a gallon and whispered it to the earth.”

“Tell me the part about the highwayman,” I begged, aware of every revision to the original: each stretching or concealment of facts.

“What highwayman?” Distributing flour liberally with flicks of a wrist, Ma pretended not to remember it was Phoebe’s evidence that brought the notorious James Rooke to justice. 

“Josie tells me.”

Gripped tighter, the rolling pin hesitated mid-air. “Does she now? Then Josie and I will be having words.” 

What Tennyson saw fit to immortalise in poetry, Ma thought too gory for children’s ears. If I couldn’t have the highwayman, a hero among villains, I was going to have the next best thing: “Tell me the one about how you found me!”

I was never under any illusion that I was Ma’s real daughter: I was so much more important than that. This was understood by the name I called her. I couldn’t say ‘Mother’ as other children did because it was never in doubt that I’d had a mother of my own. So in one of England’s southern-most towns, I used the northern version.

“If you’re not careful, child, I’ll put you back where you came from.”

“Just one more story.”

She raised her eyes in despair. “Lord, give me peace in my old age, if it’s not too much to ask! Sit yourself down again, child. You’re making me dizzy.”

I sat, my elbows on the table making circles in the flour, chin resting in my hands, halo neatly in place. “Please, Ma. I am sitting nicely, like you said.”

She closed her eyes and, while she drew breath, I held mine in readiness for a hasty retreat in case my nagging produced what I no doubt deserved. Ma pursed her lips, giving no clues as to her decision. “I had always longed for a little girl - don’t ask me why - but it wasn’t to be. My lot was to have boys but, one by one, I lost them to consumption.” A bowl landed heavily on the bleached white surface in front of me; translucent cubes of lard nesting on a bed of soft white flour. “Hands?”

Keenly, I held them out for inspection: fronts, backs and nails. “Make yourself useful, then. Breadcrumbs, fine as you can get them! And try not to get it in your hair like last time. Now, where were we?” Ma returned to her aggressive style of rolling. “You arrived in a late summer storm when all the fine folk had taken to the seafront for their afternoon strolls. The storm came on so sudden that everyone was caught out. Slanted rain made light work of cotton dresses, feathered hats wilted, and silks clung like second skins. I hurried along the promenade, clutching my shawl, while people darted here and there in search of shelter. Holiday-makers huddled in shop doorways, abandoning broken parasols as they raised their hands to hail hansom cabs. Even the fishermen took to the arches, which just goes to show. 

“I counted the seconds after I heard the rumble of thunder to see how far behind the lightning was. If someone had told me lightning can strike miles from the centre of a storm, I would have told them not to be so daft. I wasn’t afraid for myself; it’s not as if I had any good clothes to ruin. As the pavement cleared of running feet, I faced the elements, blinking back raindrops. Thinking I was alone, I watched lightning fork into the swollen sea, still some distance off. The rain seemed to be easing when I became aware of a woman pushing a perambulator up ahead.”

I fidgeted: the first appearance of my mother.

“Don’t wriggle if you want to hear the end of the story, Lottie.” Ma slapped the wrist nearest to her, a warning glance. I angled the bowl so that she could inspect its contents. “Still too lumpy. You’re not done, not by a long way, Missy. Now, where were we?” Wiping her brow with the back of her hand, Ma left a tell-tale trail of powdery white. “The woman, she looked like a holiday-maker from behind, all fashionable-like, holding onto her fancy hat, dress nipping her in at the waist while its skirts dragged along the pavement, heavy with water. Both ruined! While everyone else had taken cover, with waves crashing about her feet, she continued her walk to the end of the promenade. As you know, I’ve got no time for tourists whose idea of disaster is a heel gone down a pothole, but this woman seemed equally foolish when there was a child’s safety at stake. ‘Madam!’ I called through the rumble of thunder.” She shaped her hands into a megaphone to demonstrate. “‘Let me help you find shelter for the little one.’ Just as the woman turned, open-mouthed with surprise, lightning pierced the sky and struck the wet pavement.” My breath was suspended in an inflated moment. “I watched helpless as she was lifted into the air like a rag-doll and thrown into the street right in front of my eyes. Freed from her hands, your carriage continued its journey towards the sea. There was no time to think. I ran after it and grabbed the metal handle, just as the front wheels reached the place where the pavement drops away. There you were, wrapped in white and screaming at the top of your lungs.”

“Show me, Ma.” Grabbing her hands, webbed together with the makings of pastry dough, I peeled away her fingers to reveal scarred palms. “Are you sure it didn’t hurt?” 

“Ruined the nerve endings, the doctor told me. Never felt a thing in them since. Now, look at the mess you’ve made! What did I tell you, Lottie?” She attempted to shake me off. “Do you want to go to bed without hearing the ending?”

Conceding that I didn’t, I meekly returned my hands to the bowl.

“By this time, an audience of black umbrellas had gathered. They were none too keen to get too close to the poor lady where she’d come to rest in the sludge left behind by the horses and the rain. It was a white-haired gentleman who stepped forwards to do the decent thing, covering her with his cape, God bless her soul.

“No one knew who your mother was. When she wasn’t claimed or reported missing, they assumed she was a fine lady on a day-trip from London. ‘Would you mind taking the baby home while we track down the father?’ a policeman asked me. ‘I wouldn’t want to be blamed for sending her to the workhouse if she doesn’t belong there.”’

Satisfied with the explanation that my mother was a fashionable lady from London, I was taken aback when a semicircle of sly-faced tormentors disguised as seven-year-olds trapped me in a secluded alley. 

“Oi, Red-head! Think your mother was a lady?”

I looked up to an open window two storeys above, but saw only a small rug that had been hung out to air.

“You know what sort of woman God strikes down with lightning?”

My hands sought refuge behind my back, finding the roughness of brickwork.

“Prozzies.”

I swallowed.

“Who else wouldn’t be missed?”

“Lottie’s mother was a prozzie.” 

This crude refrain was taken up, filling the narrow space.

“So what if she was?” 

Heads swivelled. Alfie West, mop-haired wearer of hand-me-downs, had dared breach the line of attack. He thrust out a hand, a life-saver. Hauling me behind him, he hissed, “Get yourself off home,” and then provided a verbal shield. “What’s it to you? Oldest profession in the world. More than you can say for dustmen, Charlie Brazier. And remind me what your mother does, Ethel? That’s right: milk lady.”

“But it was your mother told mine!”

“My mother repeats a lot of stupid things she hears. It doesn’t make them true.”

Charlie Brazier squared up, feet a shoulder-width apart, and squashed his nose sideways against the back of his hand. “Let’s get this right. Are you calling your own mother a liar?”

“Kiss my arse!” Alfie simultaneously threw the first punch and turned to me. “You still here?”

Seeing my escape route, I scampered home, blubbering incomprehensibly. Ma was in the yard, clothes pegs in her mouth, but she soon had me up in the kitchen, legs dangling from the table top. Pacified by a jam-coated spoon, I was implored to talk sense.

“Stuff and nonsense! Children say all sorts of cruel things without thinking.” Ma’s verdicts, always final, came with backing from on high. “I doubt God still deals in lightning bolts but, if he does, he’d have a better bowling-arm than they credit him with. Why, he’d have had the lot of them by now! Listen to me, Lottie. Your mother was in the wrong place at the wrong time, that’s all. Could have happened to any one of us.” (I suspect that she was thinking of herself, so close to the centre of the storm and yet spared.)

“It wasn’t just children,” I persisted, licking the spoon. “Alfie West says he heard it from his mother.”

“Oh, that Mrs West!” She hugged me close, strawberry-daubed cheeks and all. “She’s always picking up scraps of gossip. Just say for argument’s sake that God chose to punish your mother - and I’m not saying he did, mind. He chose to save you for greater things.”

Her message was clear: God had a purpose for me. It was my job to work out what it was.


3 - LOTTIE’S STORY

BRIGHTON, 1910

Daddy stood back, surveying his handiwork with a critical frown. Kate and Sidney Pye’s World Famous Steak and Kidney Pies curved in gold-edged lettering on the plate-glass shopfront, and underneath, in the shape of a smile, Accept no imitations. Whether lit or not, his pipe, rarely extracted from his mouth, now rose and fell. “What do you think, Nipper?”

“It’s beautiful!” I cried in admiration, clasping my hands.

“But will Ma like it?”

You might not think a fishing port would be the place for a pie shop, but even if you loved the smell of the sea and all of the aromas carried inland on the wind, folk can’t live, breathe and eat fish seven days a week. Even the fishwives who sold the catch straight from cradles on their heads queued to spend their hard-earned coins at our shop. Wiping his paintbrush with turps, Daddy winked at me. “Everybody loves a pie.”

I never really understood why. Most folks survived on stew. On Sundays it might be rich with a sheep’s head or bullocks’ livers but all that was left by Fridays was gravy. In my mind, pie was only stew wearing a hat. And although Ma’s piecrust was crisp and golden and melted in your mouth, there was no mistaking stew for anything else. Still, the filling that went into her pies was special. Slow-fried onions the colour of toffee-apples mingled with chunks of topside steeped in best Sussex ale. (“Wasted,” lamented Daddy, looking on longingly in hope of the dregs.) Mushrooms and kidneys were thrown into the pot, but all sorts might find their way into the mixture. And, the thing was, you couldn’t inspect the filling until you’d parted with your money.

On cue, Ma appeared behind me. “Well, let’s have a look at your masterpiece.” Her smile performed a trick of acrobatic proportions, promptly standing on its head. “I thought we’d agreed to put something about ‘health-giving properties’ underneath!”

“Now, we didn’t agree, Kitty. If you remember rightly, what I actually said was there’s no proof -”

“Who needs proof? Everybody knows it’s just puff. Anyway, you didn’t mind ‘world famous’.”

“We have our share of foreign visitors, but the line has to be drawn somewhere.”

“No one’s died after eating one of my pies,” Ma protested, as if this were something to trumpet about. She operated a strict three-stage warning system but, by-passing step one, Ma moved straight to her steeliest glare, leaving Daddy to reflect.

Consulting a cloud, he exhaled. “Not as far as we know.”

Knowing we would both pay the price of Ma’s displeasure, my mind raced to chores left undone. “That bucket’s no use to anyone empty.”

Although bird-like in stature, Ma was equipped with a great booming voice designed for keeping order, and she wasn’t one to hold back, not with opinions or admonishments. Daddy, who knew he could be absent-minded, was patient when her moods descended.

“What have I done wrong now, my dear?” he would enquire smilingly.

“It’s not what you’ve done, it’s what you haven’t done!” she exploded.

But, on the whole, the household ran like clockwork. “What we’d do without that woman I’ll never know,” Daddy remarked, but once she was out of earshot he was inclined to add, “I’ve a few ideas of my own.”

“What’s that, Daddy?”

He crouched down to my height, his bones groaning with resistance. “Ma’s trouble is that she thinks work’s a cure for everything, even a broken heart. But I wake with the sound of gulls in my ears and long for the sight of the ocean. I see old pals I’ve known since I ran barefoot, and I ask myself, would the occasional pint of ale really do any harm?”

“Whose heart’s broken, Daddy?”

He sighed and pulled me to him. “Both of ours, Nipper: your Ma’s and mine. But we’ve got rather too good at hiding it from each other.”

Although his sons were never far from Daddy’s mind, I thought of myself as more than adequate compensation. I set about the task of convincing Daddy by throwing my arms around him whenever the occasion called for it - and sometimes when it didn’t, to keep him on his toes. 

Muffled by his striped apron, I sulked, “But why does Ma always have to be the one who says what goes?”

“If I had my way, I’d be up on the Downs every afternoon and nothing would ever get done. We all have to do things we don’t like, Nipper. I’d be lying if I told you otherwise. Doing right is what’s important.”

“But how do you know what’s right?”

“Your Ma puts me straight, that’s how.” He kissed my frown away. “I’m joking with you! The right thing is the one that nags away at you and won’t let go until you give in.”

It sounded very much like Temptation. “How do you know it isn’t telling you to do bad things?”

He chuckled. “Chances are, the bad things are those you want to do but shouldn’t and the good things are what you don’t want to do but should.”

“Are adults’ answers always so confusing?”

Daddy thought for a moment. “I’m afraid so. Not everything in life is clear-cut. It would be nice if it was. Sometimes, all you can do is make a decision and hope it’s the right one.”

I hoped for facts when I asked questions, and I asked an awful lot of questions. There were facts that I understood at the time. Already, I was arguing with the one that said I had a life of domestic service to look forward to until I married and had a home of my own to clean. 

Ma had attempted to tame me by making sure I knew how to sweep the hearth, light the fire and to make use of the cinders to polish cutlery: “There’s nothing worse than being unprepared, my girl. And if you have a head start, all well and good.”

The responsibility of making sure the coal bucket was full was usually a job for a son but, in the absence of her darling boys, Ma declared dubiously, “You’ll have to do.” So instead of curling into a tight ball at first light and waiting for the frozen condensation on the inside of the windowpane to thaw, I was the only girl who trailed behind the tip carts with a dozen boys, hair still a-quiff from their pillows. 

“Go home, Red-head!” They broke away from scavenging for stray lumps in the gutters to lift the layers of my hems with their sticks - sticks that also encouraged lumps of coke to fall off the cart. “Get back to scrubbing floors.”

Prepared to turn an occasional blind eye, the coalman’s patience was tried until he would snatch a stick out of the hand of a boy and turn on us. “I should inform on the whole bleeding lot of you!” There were no complaints. Most parents considered their sons’ temperaments would be improved by a good beating. Even if Alfie West was under orders not to go home empty-handed, his mother had no sympathy: “I didn’t tell you to get caught, now, did I?” she’d say, dragging him indoors by the ear.

“They’re right, Lottie,” Alfie said. “I don’t like to think of the end of that stick going anywhere near you. There’s more than enough driftwood on the beach to keep your Ma happy.”

Swapping cobbles for shingle, I picked my way between upturned boats draped with nets and the brightly-coloured bathing machines owned by the fishermen as a sideline. Lamenting the days when there were hundreds of fishing boats, they complained to the tourists they rowed around the harbour that their industry was in its death throes.

“Yours are the only death throes I can see,” I apologised to the bulging-eyed fish whose silver tails thrashed in nets.

You can try to forget the sea if you live in Brighton, but it never forgets you. There’s a reason you feel most at home on the beach. You become a reflection of the wildness. The fishermen understood how I felt.

“I survived a storm,” I boasted, convinced of my invincibility, as the wind lashed at my hair and salt coated my skin.

Their pipes nodded at the corners of their mouths as they concurred: “Oh, you’re a fisherman’s daughter. No doubt.”

Home was all I knew. Children put up with disapproval, because we were always warned worse was hiding round the corner. 

“If you can’t find something useful to do, get out from under my feet!” Ma would yell. “And I don’t want to see you until teatime!”

I didn’t wait to be told twice. As far as the arches of the viaduct, the streets were mine; from the stench of the slums, through the narrow back-alleys to the grand Regency avenues lined with exotic palms. In a town designed for pleasure there was always plenty to do. An Italian organ-grinder pushed a tottering monkey dressed in a red waistcoat into the crowds with a collecting cap. Punch and Judy shows drew gasps on the promenade. There were cockles, whelks and jellied eels to gorge on. We had strong men, escape artists, bearded ladies and dwarfs. But, for me, the greatest spectacle was the fashionable folk who strutted the length of Madeira Terrace like peacocks. Our visitors rode the electric railway from the Palace Pier, or took one of Campbell’s paddle steamers, not realising they were our entertainment. I lapped up every exquisite detail: the pearl buttons, the puffed sleeves, the feathers and bows, the delicate lace trim, the whitest gloves. These women had chambermaids to dress them. Road sweepers rushed to their assistance so they didn’t ruin their good shoes. They glanced out from beneath wide-brimmed hats to make sure they were being watched by the right sort of people, and, if you weren’t the right sort, they thought nothing of saying, “I’ll thank you not to stare.”

You could mix with royalty, film-makers, actors and music hall stars in Brighton. I had no shortage of choices when searching for my Great Purpose, and, slowly, I began my process of elimination.


4 - SIR JAMES’S STORY

SHERE, 2009

I didn’t react when my mother’s solicitor wrote to inform me of her death - hadn’t known how to react, if I’m honest. I’d presumed she had died many years ago. I lost my father when he was sixty-seven, back in 1959. Not racing, as I’d always feared, but as a spectator. It was the excitement that killed him. My mother was his junior by eight years. Who would have expected her to live another half century? She must have been, what…? 108 years old to my eighty-seven. It hardly seems possible.

I had no idea she’d known where I live. Even old friends had failed to track me down to Shere, a small Surrey village hemmed between the A25 and the North Downs. A ramshackle scattering of overhanging gables, timber beams and crooked elevations, dotted around the ancient churchyard of St James’s. Clear waters from the Tillingbourne trickle idly through, dissecting Middle Street in front of the award-winning public conveniences complete with their ivy-trailing hanging baskets. Here, a short walk with the dog in tow, pausing on the bench to feed the white-tufted ducks, followed by a paper and a pint qualifies as a good day out. At weekends our tranquility is shattered by the rumble and roar of Harleys and Morgans. Noisy Americans in search of the quintessential English experience get as far as the stocks outside the Black Swan Pub before being lured inside by chalked promises and rumours of smugglers. Do I share the right of the locals to be disgruntled when I too sought a timeless retreat? I like to think I do my bit by lending my name to the petition to make Church Square traffic-free. (I can so rarely park outside my own house - a double-fronted affair with a dubious history as the local vicarage and one-time brothel.) But as a resident of only twenty-two years, I am still eyed with suspicion, as if it were my ill-gotten money that funded Pathfields housing estate that continues to defy the architect’s optimistic prediction that it would ‘soon weather in’. 

It was through this insubstantial network of roads designed for nothing wider than a horse and cart that the man from Parcelforce was obliged to wend his way. I imagine he looked over his shoulder through a wound-down window to ensure he wasn’t leaving evidence of his passage on the fleet of shiny 4 x 4s. 

A silvery vibration from my glass cabinet preceded his knock. Restraining Isambard by the collar, his paws determined to claw a path to freedom on the tiled floor, I answered the door.

“Sir James ‘astings?” The man asked, all tattoos and open-collared uniform shirt, shifting his weight from one trainer-clad foot to the other.

“Yes?” I looked disapprovingly at his van, its engine idling. 

“Sign here, please.” Without eye contact, he thrust a miniature etch-a-sketch and a finely chiselled plastic implement in my direction. 

“What am I signing for?” I noticed he had a perfectly good HB pencil behind his ear.

“You don’t think they tell me, do you?” He hoisted up his trousers by the waistband, sniffing. “I’m just the delivery man.”

The resulting signature bore no resemblance to the letters I thought I had traced.

“Excuse me.” Mrs Smythe-Jenkins approached with a slight bend in her legs, nervous as only a woman in designer heels on cobbles can be. “Do you know how long you’re going to be? I can’t quite squeeze past.”

“As long as it takes, love.” Turning back to me, the delivery man raised his eyebrows, lowering his tone. “Plenty of room - if she knew the width of her vehicle.”

I stood by, growing increasingly dumbfounded as, sideways shuffling and with beads of sweat standing prominently on his forehead, he deposited box after box in my narrow hallway. “There must be a mistake.”

“You said you’re Sir James Hastings, didn’t you?”

“What on earth are they?”

“Bleeding heavy, that’s what!”

He loitered optimistically, but I recoiled from the idea of tipping him for something I hadn’t ordered. “You’ve been paid, I take it?” I asked.

“Yes, Gov -”

“Then I think we’re done.” I watched his face fall, then, raising one hand, nodded an apology to Mrs Smythe-Jenkins. Sitting in her open-topped BMW she anxiously checked her Rolex. Always picking up here and dropping off there, experiencing life vicariously through her daughters. Probably the closest she ever came to sitting still, her distress was only too apparent. I heard Isambard retreat, nails clipping down the hallway, commencing his oval circuits of the dining room table. “Basket!” I hollered after him, feeling the need to holler at someone.

The boxes were sealed with blue plastic bindings that would have challenged Houdini. I hadn’t had the scissors out since last Christmas’s wrapping frenzy - couldn’t imagine where they might have got to - so I retrieved a nail clipper from the bathroom cabinet and launched an attack on the first accessible box.

Lifting the cardboard flaps, I frowned: “What the devil?”

Tightly packed with s-shaped polystyrene chips, it housed a number of hinged wooden boxes containing green glass plates, the precursors to photographic negatives. In the second were folders of photographic prints - hundreds of the things - carefully catalogued decade by decade. I found notebooks filled with diagrams and words. Scrapbooks containing newspaper clippings. A lifetime’s memorabilia. And here, a letter written ten years ago on tissue-thin paper in spidery scrawl, its envelope taped to the side of box one.

‘To my own sweet James,’

The greeting made me bristle. As a young boy, I had dreamed of being addressed in that manner.

‘It is my greatest regret that we spent so little time together, but there never was a right time to invite myself back into your life and explain why I left. Anything I might have said began to sound unacceptable, even to me. I don’t expect it will be any comfort for you to hear that there hasn’t been a day when I haven’t thought of you. 

I was deeply saddened to hear of your father’s passing. He was a good man - and I was a foolish young girl who could never have given you everything you deserved. I hope that you have known happiness, but if not happiness, a sense of usefulness that gives life purpose. There is much to be said for keeping busy. 

I used to think that I took photographs to record people and things that might otherwise have been lost. Now I tend to think that I was simply justifying my own existence. Perhaps, if you look hard enough, you will find my reflection in them.’

There was more if I had cared to read on, but I felt the walls closing in, the space-shifting sensation reminiscent of that claustrophobic art gallery where, for the briefest of moments, I had been pushed in front of a beautiful lady and told she was my mother. Hands shaking, I struggled to put the letter back in its envelope, to tuck the flap back inside.

“Pub!” I shouted at Isambard, who, familiar with the command, appeared leather lead in mouth, metal chain trailing. At the same time, I grabbed my stick.

We walked the few yards across Church Square, past the war memorial where the wreath that I’d laid for Harry Patch, one of the last veterans of the Great War, had seen too much autumn. I had been deeply moved as I watched him break the silence of eighty years, his memories still so raw as to summon tears. It has since struck me that he would have been only slightly older than my mother. Why was it I felt no similar sense of kinship with my own flesh and blood? Distracted by brewing anger I told myself that I had not been forgotten. Worse than that - my mother had been thinking about me but still there was no invitation. And now - now! - that she felt the need to apologise, her main concern was that I had been making myself useful. 

Stepping inside the comforting dimness of the pub, I ducked under one of its worm-infested beams that supported the weight of history. The threadbare carpet, rustic tables and wax-encrusted candlesticks suggested an authentic experience; the á la carte menu otherwise. I was relieved to find our favourite table, by the crackle of the open fire, vacant. 

“Lie down!” I pointed as I stood at the low bar. Isambard sunk meekly to the floor, the black tip of his nose resting on his front paws, sombre eyes trailing me.

A beach-blonde newcomer enquired, mid-spin, “What’ll it be, mate?” in such a way that I wasn’t sure he was addressing me. He turned, puffing out his cheeks as he made what passed for eye contact.

“Pint of TEA please. And a bowl of water for the dog, if it’s not too much trouble.”

Hearing of his demotion, Isambard lifted one disapproving ear.

“Coming right up.” The barman punched the touch-screen of the till, picked up a pint glass and threw it, catching it in the other hand. “That’ll be £3.45.”

I examined the glass of amber liquid that he deposited on the bar towel in front of me. “I’m afraid it seems to be cloudy.”

“Give it a minute to settle, mate. Yes?” He began to serve a neat woman dressed in tight jodhpurs and gleaming riding boots who already had her red leather purse open, and whose smile had an apologetic quality, as if she was sorry for disturbing him. “Two lattes for table three, please.” 

My patience in short supply, I held the glass up to the artificial light filtered through the classic malts. “I’m telling you, it’s off.”

Frowning, the barman consulted a passing colleague whose v-necked t-shirt exposed crevice-like cleavage. “Mate.” Standing in front of the spitting espresso machine, his back to me, he briefly inclined his head towards the glass. “Does that look cloudy to you?”

She barely gave it a glance. “Give it time.” Polish, from the sound of her.

Aware that I was overreacting but unable to stop myself, I raised my voice: “Is there anyone here who knows a thing or two about beer? I don’t suppose, by any remote possibility, that there are any English staff left in this establishment?”

Table conversation temporarily suspended, heads strained in my direction displaying appalled expressions.

The barman leaned on the bar, his elbow aggressively close to my hand, and lowered his voice. “Listen, mate, if you’ve got a problem…”

“You’re damned right, mate. If you’ll give me my money back, I’ll take my business elsewhere.” 

“Gladly.” His palm hit the bar in front of me, depositing three pound coins and a handful of coppers underneath. I pocketed the money, slapping my leg and grabbed my stick. “Isambard. Come, boy!”

“And by the way: you’re barred!”

As eyes were hastily averted, there was much shaking of heads and tutting as I stumbled on the doormat. “You know, the young come in for all the flack, but I find it’s the older generation who have no manners these days,” I heard one voice exclaim to an eager hum of agreement.

Not a regular among them: no hint of sympathy. Doing what I had sworn never to do, I walked uphill to the William Bray, newly renovated, which I always associate with being stripped of character. Greeted by a sign that announced, ‘Only guide dogs allowed’, I was about to turn away in silent protest when a barmaid dressed plainly in black sailed through the door. As she arrived on the patio area at the bottom of a small flight of steps, Isambard took a healthy interest, sniffing her where no dog should sniff a young lady in polite company.

“Isambard, no!” I tugged at his lead and turned to her. “I must apologise -”

Laughing, she deposited her tower of plastic ashtrays on a round umbrellared table and stooped down to fuss over him. “He’s just being friendly, aren’t you, boy? He is a boy, isn’t he?”

“He most certainly is.”

“We used to have a German Shepherd just like him, down to the black snout.” Having located the drool-inducing spot behind his rust-coloured ears she had him under her spell.

“Don’t tell him that! He thinks he’s unique.”

As her close-fitting t-shirt rode up to reveal the base of her spine, I liked her all the more for the absence of a Celtic tattoo.

She glanced over her shoulder at me and grimaced. “He may be right. We had to have ours put down six months ago.” 

I was torn between awkwardness and sympathy. “Ghastly business.”

“How old is he?”

“We’re not entirely sure. The animal sanctuary bullied me into taking him. Must be ten years we’ve been together now, a couple of old strays.”

She smiled apologetically. “Did you see the sign?”

“I have to say, I’m not keen on leaving him outside.”

“Tell you what, seeing as its quiet and the boss is out, you can bring him in just this once.” Making quick work of the steps, she held the door open and stood aside. 

Stealing past, Isambard clipped across the green-grey slate tile. The bar was airy and empty; not a juke box or slot machine in sight. As I perched on a leather barstool, a clatter of pans and shouts of laughter filtered through from the kitchen. 

“You’re Sir James, aren’t you? I heard you were a Black Swan man.”

“Truth told, I’ve had a falling out with the barman. I shall have to apologise if I want to show my face in there again.”

“You never know.” She took her place behind the bar against a backdrop of bottles that avoided the impression of clutter. “You might prefer it here.” 

I thought I wouldn’t appreciate the minimalism, but I found myself running my hands over the smooth surface of the bar, a single piece of oak that had been allowed to retain its natural curve. 

“Bitter?”

“Please. If you don’t mind.”

My eyes were drawn to framed black and white photographs showcasing architectural details from the village: close by, a fragment of lettering from a gravestone; on the opposite wall, a precariously tilting chimney. My mind drifted to the contents of those boxes.

Angling the glass and pouring with an easy confidence, the barmaid followed my lingering gaze. “If you like them, there’s more next door in the restaurant. Mainly of motor racing. The guy who owns this place? He’s into all that.”

Given that we were the only two people present, it would have been awkward not to chat, but the search for common ground - beyond a love of dogs - seemed futile. “They say he’s the Stig, don’t they?”

“Don’t tell anyone but Top Gear’s not really my thing. I’m more a Stig of the Dump kind of girl.”

“I suppose you’ll tell me I should have heard of him.”

Her expression one of incomprehension, she placed the pint on the bar in front of me. “That was only my favourite book when I was growing up.”

“I thought you were going to tell me he’s a rap artist! You see, that’s the problem with not having children.”

“No nieces or nephews?” she asked.

“Only child,” I explained.

“Me too.”

“Ah!” I reached for the glass appreciatively. “Now, that’s what I call a pint.” I took a sip. Having investigated - and rejected - the possibility of sitting in front of the log burner, Isambard settled by my feet. “I feel at home already.” I tapped my chest with a little in the way of pride. “My father was involved in motor racing, you know.”

Wincing slightly, the barmaid rested her elbows on the bar. “I’m more into the photography side of things. The older the better.”

I was intrigued to see her eyes take on an eager glow. “Is that so?”

“We’re doing the Twenties at college. There’s this stuff by Cecil Beaton you wouldn’t believe. If I hadn’t seen the proof, I would never have believed people back then looked so modern. That’s why photographs are important. ‘The camera never lies’.”

“Load of tosh. What about all of that paint-brushing the magazines do?” As she looked momentarily confused, I back-tracked. “What did I say?” It was such a long time since I had conversed with anyone under the age of twenty that, in my panic, I had chosen the wrong word. But I also found that I was smiling.

“You mean air-brushing! But they didn’t have that back then, did they?” 

“Beaton did his share of doctoring, I can tell you. This generation of women aren’t the first to want to look taller and thinner.”

“Really?” Elbows slid across oak towards me conspiratorially.

“I wonder,” I said, looking at her anew. “You say you like old photographs?”

“Love them,” she replied luxuriously.

“Then I’ve just taken delivery of something that might interest you.” I shook my head, dislodging a memory of the delivery man. “Forty-two boxes of the stuff, would you believe?”


5 - LOTTIE’S STORY

BRIGHTON, 1910

Long before doubt was cast on Ma’s story of my beginnings, I woke on Sundays with the feeling that something terrible must have happened. With no toys, laughter or work to distract us, there was nothing to look forward to. Gone the comfortable weekday layers, dressing was a penance. I laid out my best frock and petticoat, starched and steamed to cardboard perfection. 

“Lottie, don’t make me late for church!” Ma knocked on the bedroom door, her gloved hands impatient for something to be getting on with.

“Know thine enemy,” I quoted, resigning myself to the inevitable; counting the hours until bedtime when I could wriggle free.

“Now, don’t you look pretty?” She slapped my fingers away from my collar as I emerged.

“But it’s cutting into my neck!” I flounced downstairs, the effect Ma desired ruined by an unsaintly scowl.

Daddy silently sympathised, standing at the kitchen doorway, pulling down his own stiffly-starched collar to display raw skin.

Church was followed by Sunday School. While I read Bible stories, Ma enjoyed her only weekly outing, visiting an old friend in a sanatorium. She never seemed to get any better, this anonymous friend. Asked, “How was she?” Ma sighed her standard-issue response: “Much the same.”

Daddy wasn’t the church type. “Don’t you believe in God?” I had asked, horrified to have learned the severe punishment for non-attendance.

“Well, now.” Daddy packed his pipe tightly. “My god is nature, and nature is at its most powerful when it’s shaped like a wave, buffeting the jagged rocks.” It was understood between us that his Sunday ritual involved donning his best collar and tie, paying his respects to the fishermen and looking out to sea. Being a man, he understood politics and science. He’d done his best to explain Darwin’s theories to me but, after I endured repeated nightmares populated by rats the size of hippopotamuses, Ma politely requested he stick to politics. 

After he turned his attention to educating me about ‘Votes for Women’, she was equally nonplussed. “Give over, Sidney. When would I find time to chain myself to railings?”

It was only after Ma explained about my Great Purpose that I started paying attention in church. She hoped it wasn’t too late to replace all the modern ideas Daddy had been pumping into my head with the Ten Commandments. The reason for her anxiety only became clear over time. I had thought I was a permanent fixture in the Pye household, but one Sunday, after throwing my arms around Daddy’s neck as he bent over The Gazette, I asked, “What are you looking for?”

He rubbed his eyes and sighed loudly. “You’re old enough for an honest answer.”

It had been a throw-away question, brought on by boredom. Now he had my undivided attention.

“I’ve been placing advertisements in the paper in the hope that we might trace your real daddy. Every week, I search the columns to see if anyone has replied.”

Arms dropped to my sides, leaden. “But - but you told me I was your little girl! I thought you wanted me. ”

“And you are, Nipper, you are, but…”

In my experience, explanations beginning with buts were lies, and I haven’t heard much in my long life to change my mind. I flew to my room, where my head remained buried face-down under a pillow throughout Daddy’s attempts to console me, until my tear ducts ran dry. I drifted in and out of sleep to the sounds of the business, serenaded by customers stopping on their way home from the music hall.

“Oh, I do like to be beside the seaside,

Oh, I do like to be beside the sea…”

“Is that one of your own, Eddie?”

“It’s the new one by Mark Sheridan. Haven’t you heard it?”

“Now, when would I get the chance to hear new music?” 

The crackle of greaseproof paper, snatches of high-pitched laughter, the chink of coins being slipped into the till: these were my lullabies. 

“You awake, Sid?” Ma’s hissing voice on the other side of the paper-thin wall woke me.

“I wasn’t.” The springs of the big bed creaked. 

“I’m worried about that girl,” Ma whispered.

Daddy’s voice was exhausted. “I thought she was old enough to understand.”

“Oh, she’ll have forgotten all about it by morning, you’ll see. That’s not what’s on my mind. What I was wondering was… could she take after her mother?”

“She’s a good girl. You’ve seen to that. Now, can we get some sleep?”

The bed creaked again. “Sidney?” 

“What now, Woman?”

“That Natural Selection. Is it in the blood?”

More squeaking of springs. “Goodnight, Kitty!”

It might have been Ma’s generous administrations of cod liver oil, but I could barely recall a day’s illness. Still, something was wrong with me, serious enough to be reserved for whispers. All the more reason to pray, I scrunched my eyes shut and pressed my palms together with renewed levels of concentration. And then I took to wondering if church on Sundays was enough to keep me out of the fires of hell or - worse still - the workhouse. 

My Saturday afternoon wanderings resulted in new-found fascination with the nuns of the Community of the Virgin Mary; strange, romantic figures who glided through the streets in crocodile formation, blinkered like the rag and bone man’s horse. When I tried to engage one in conversation, a woman pulled me aside, keeping a firm grip of my elbow while she berated me: “You oughtn’t to do that. They won’t answer you, you know! They’ve taken vows of silence.”

Released, I cradled my wretched arm in the other, nursing my biceps in an exaggerated manner. “What’s a Vow of Silence?”

“They’re not allowed to speak except to pray.”

“Why’s that?”

The woman’s nostrils flared. “It’s unnatural for a little girl to ask so many questions.” But, unwilling to let the opportunity to display her superior knowledge pass, she was quick to relent. “It’s so they can hear God when He speaks to them.”

My own Vow of Silence got me into trouble. 

“I’m talking to you, young lady!” Ma’s fist hit the table, making the mixing bowl jump. “And I’ll thank you for doing me the courtesy of replying.”

I got on no better at school where everything was learned parrot fashion. Sent home with a rap across the knuckles and an instruction to “Pray for some intelligence,” Ma assumed the worst and added a clip round the ear to the equation. Two undeserved punishments were too much to bear and, clutching the side of my head, it was with howls that I broke my vow.

“Now then, Nipper!” Drawn towards the commotion, Daddy appeared in the doorway.

“Oh, Daddy!” I flung myself into his apron, sobbing. “I tried really hard.”

“I think it’s time we had a little chat.” He herded me towards my bedroom and ensured I was deposited onto one of the twin beds, a sobbing, shoulder-shuddering wreck. He sat on the opposite mattress, arms folded across his knees. “Why don’t you explain what went wrong.”

“I - I - I -”

Daddy applied one hand to each of my shoulders. “Deep breaths.” He demonstrated the process.

“I took a V-vow of Silence,” my voice quavered. “But no one would let me keep it.”

“What did you want to do that for?” He held me at arm’s length, wearing a half-amused expression.

“It was so I could hear God telling me about my Great Purpose.”

“What are you talking about, you daft child?”

I tried to keep my explanation simple. “Ma says God saved me for a reason.”

Daddy’s face turned a violent shade of puce. An angry serpent-shaped vein throbbed on the side of his forehead. Holding my breath, I anticipated the worst.

“Lottie, Lottie!” He sighed, drawing me to his chest and wrapping me up in his arms. “Isn’t it enough that you make me happy in my old age?”

“You mean I’m to stay?”

He rocked me. “Of course you are! What would I do without you?”

But that wasn’t all he had to say about it. I listened through the wall. Daddy rarely raised his voice, so it was quite a speech for him.

“It’s got to stop, Kitty! You’ve filled the child’s brain with candy floss and she’s taken it to heart.”

“What do you expect me to say when she comes home with ugly gossip?” Ma began protesting in her wronged tone of voice.

“No more, not another word! She’s already got her head in the clouds, and when she comes crashing down to earth it will be your fault, do you hear me?”

From then on, I kept my search a secret. Joining the end of their crocodile, the nuns led me to the front of an imposing fortress in Queens Square. It was entered through a gothic gateway, with a hexagonal turret and crenulated pointings. I carefully mouthed what had been stencilled on the wall: ‘St Ma-ry’s Home for Fe-male Pen-i-tents’.

I could hardly ask Daddy what it meant so I saved the question for Sunday School, where Mr Lesley, a serious man of retreating hairline and overcrowded mouth, allowed sensible questions asked in earnest. Loitering patiently in the shadow of the organ-loft until the others had left, I asked, “Excuse me, Sir, but can you tell me what a Pen-i-tent is?”

“Well, Lottie, it’s another word for a sinner who’s seen the error of his ways.”

I was confused. “Are the nuns from St Mary’s sinners?”

I was alarmed to find I was the cause of Mr Lesley’s dramatic change in colour. “Why do you ask, child?”

“The sign says it’s for Female Pen-i-tents.”

His relief was immediate. “I see why you’re mistaken. They run a home for fallen women who would otherwise be destined for the workhouse.” He hurried to cross himself. “There but for the grace of God…”

“Amen,” I concluded, this gesture of dismissal making me reticent to ask Mr Lesley what a fallen woman was. Next week, perhaps. 

It wasn’t long before I found myself outside St Mary’s Home again. I was waiting for a nun to emerge, when a couple of young ladies stepped out of the front door.

“Shall we make a run for it?” Walking under the arch, one laughed - apparently intoxicated by the blast of sea air which swept her blonde hair across her cheek. Closing her eyes in pleasure, she inhaled deeply and expelled a satisfied Ah!

“Here!” The second noticed me, narrowing her eyes and pointing. “What are you looking at?”

“You’re not nuns,” I said cautiously from the cover of a tree lopped so brutally it was hard to tell if it had started life as an acorn or a conker.

The first put her hands over the round hard bulge of her stomach, throwing back her head. “They wouldn’t have us.”

“Are you fallen women?”

The pointing young lady approached. “Think you’re better than us, do you? What are you? Nine?”

“I’m ten,” I swallowed, backing into the tree trunk. Close behind me, a horse clipped past. 

“I give you a year in service, then you can come back and call me names.” With this haughty retort, she disappeared inside the front door.

“Don’t mind her.” The other leant back against the wall. Her smile was sad around the edges, like a delicate scrap of frayed material. “I don’t expect you know what you’re saying.”

“I don’t,” I agreed enthusiastically. “I was told nuns and fallen women live here, and you’re too pretty to be nuns.”

“You’re sweet.” She traced a slow semicircle in the dust with the toe of her boot and reversed the action. “There’s some like Connie who were daft enough to believe the promises men made them. And there’s others like me… you could say I’m a volunteer, I suppose.” Air caught in her throat in the form of an hmf. “Not that it feels like it now.”

I must have looked confused, because she smiled that sad smile again. “This place is for unmarried mothers and prostitutes. Dear now, I really shouldn’t use that word with you.”

Prostitutes were a fact we lived with, each neighbourhood boasting its own brothel, butchers and bakery. Despite this - my parents being older, having no brothers or sisters to enlighten me, and being too embarrassed to show my ignorance - I only had the vaguest idea of what was involved. “Some people say my mother was one of them. I was saved from the workhouse.”

She looked genuinely pleased. “And what’s your name?”

“Lottie Pye. As in Kate and Sidney Pye’s World Famous Pies. Only they’re not my real parents.”

“Well, Lottie Pye.” She reached out and shook my hand, quite seriously. “I’m Felicity.”

“Felicity who?” I asked, just as the door opened inwards and, behind her, through the gateway, I saw a fierce square frown framed by a wimple. 

Felicity put one hand under the swell of her stomach while she righted herself. “Just Felicity.”

The frown spoke, its voice flat. “It’s time.”

“One moment please, Sister.” She turned to me. 

“Perhaps you’d prefer to find alternative accommodation where the rules suit you better than ours.”

Knowing she couldn’t be seen, the young lady pulled a face and stuck out her tongue, then whispered, “What do you say if one day I come by and try one of those pies of yours?” 

The choice between the fierce frown and the sad smile was one of the easiest I ever had to make. “Oh, yes!” I said.
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There were many ways a small child could earn a few pennies on a Saturday afternoon. I made it my business to know my way around because tourists were notorious for accidentally wandering off in the worst parts of town. 

“You don’t want to go that way, Miss.” I would run up behind well-heeled young ladies as they headed into the necks of narrow alleyways. “We enjoy our fair share of murders and, if you don’t mind me saying, you’d make the most wonderful victim.”

“I would?”

“Like this.” With one hand over my eyes, my mouth aghast, I demonstrated a mock faint. “Imagine! Front cover of the newspaper.” Skipping round their legs, I continued: “The only type of person more at risk is a married woman. After Mr Packham killed his wife at the Marlborough Hotel, he said in his defence that she’d been bone idle and, instead of hanging him, they gave him a standing ovation. Course, I could show you the way back to the promenade… only if you want.”

It was my habit to smile at anybody who looked as if they might have a few coins to spare. Whereas I was teased at school for the colour of my hair, being a red-head was an advantage when you wanted to stand out. For every halfpenny earned, I bought a strip of Everlasting Toffee. Ma had warned me about Christina Edwards, the Chocolate Cream Poisoner, who injected sweets with strychnine before putting them back on the shelves for unsuspecting customers to buy. She was declared criminally insane after murdering Sidney Miller, but the story was left hanging: “Who knows how many victims she really had?” It was enough to put anyone off chocolate.

The start of the spring season, the sun already tickling the surface of the lazy water, I tracked the progress of a couple as they strolled towards the Palace Pier and back in the direction of Black Rock, pausing regularly to be admired. The woman wore a beautiful dress in a grey and white stripe which cascaded in delicate folds down her bosom to a slender waist, buttoned with tiny fabric fastenings from throat to knees, puffed sleeves billowing in the breeze like sails. Topped with an enormous hat and a lace parasol, I thought it the most charming outfit I’d ever seen. Her companion was in a top hat and frock coat, complete with a gold watch-chain. Their faces were hidden, but I knew money when I saw it. As they approached a second time, I straightened my petticoats and looked obliging.

“Anything I can help you with today, Sir?” I asked. (Unlike at home, it was usually the man who was in charge of the money.)

Their heads bowed, conferring, then the man stepped towards me, taking off his topper. “Well now! Perhaps there is.”

I gasped when I saw his face: so handsome he must have been an actor employed by one of the new film-makers who’d been seen about town! I tried to see what kind of angel would be accompanying such a fine gentleman, but only the lady’s mouth was visible beneath her wide brim.

“Actually, we’re on the look-out for a photographer.”

“Mr Fry in East Street does all of the ladies and gentlemen.”

The man winced slightly. “I don’t suppose you know of anyone else?”

“There’s a Mr Parker,” I said doubtfully. “But he hasn’t done any of the Royals.”

The man turned to his escort. “Shall we try him, darling?”

“Yes, let’s,” she said simply, and I caught a glimpse of small white teeth as she widened her smile.

“Tell me, young lady, have you ever been in a motor car?”

“No, Sir. But my heroine is Dorothy Levitt.”

“The Fastest Girl on Earth, eh?”

“Yes! I collect her newspaper cuttings. She beat the fastest man at the Shelsley Walsh Speed Hill Climb by twelve seconds. And she holds the record for the longest drive by a woman - all the way to Liverpool and back with only her pet dog and a revolver for company.”

The lady laughed from beneath her parasol. “Why she’s absolutely darling, David! Maybe she’d like to have her photograph taken too.”

The man winked away my alarm. “I think the ride will be excitement enough. You’ll show us the way, I hope?”

Approaching the kerb, he waved to his chauffeur who was occupied in a futile attempt to herd a crowd of runny-nosed ruffians away from his gleaming carriage work. To my delight, it wasn’t the familiar Ford Model T that emerged from their midst, but a cream open-topped Rolls Royce with red leather seats. ‘The best car in the world!’ Wait until I told Alfie! 

I proudly clambered up, sitting well back as instructed, which left my legs free to dangle. But when the engine was started, and we pulled away onto the cobbled road that hadn’t been designed with motor cars in mind, my teeth chattered. In panic, I shuffled forwards and gripped the edge of the seat. 

“You’ll soon get the hang of it,” the lady confided. Looking up, I saw her face for the first time: exactly as I’d imagined my mother’s to be. “Just pretend you’re on horseback.” Leaning forwards, she said, “The poor thing’s frightened.” I found the excuse to edge closer and reach out my little finger to feel the fabric of her dress. It grazed my skin, cold and smooth.

The man twisted his neck, grinning. “Nothing to worry about. We haven’t ended up in a ditch for ages. It wasn’t Gibbon’s fault, mind. He was used to a horse and carriage, and I asked him to sit behind the wheel and drive.”

The adults seemed to find this terribly amusing but it served as a reminder of my other near miss. “My perambulator almost rolled off the promenade into the sea once. I could have drowned.”

“How frightful! We must do our best to get you back in one piece today, eh Gibbons?”

“I’ll try, Sir.”

My insides still rattling, my feet found the safety of the pavement. “This way!” I announced with a confidence I didn’t feel, pushing the shiny black door of Mr Parker’s Photographic Studio, setting a bell rattling somewhere in the depths of the building.

“This looks splendid, doesn’t it, darling?” The man surveyed the office, smiling at its unsmiling gilded portraits. The light caught dust motes in its passage and rectangular shadows swum on the burgundy flock wallpaper. He removed his gloves and tapped a brass bell on the desk. The young lady inclined her head towards me, clearing her throat.

“What a terrible clot you must think I am.” The man drew two coins from a jacket pocket, patting them into my hand. “I presumed you’d be riding back with us.”

It was more money than I had seen for some time. “Oh no, Sir! I mean, thank you, Sir!”

“And how might I help you?” The ruby-red curtain was whisked aside to reveal the proprietor. His clothes were as black as a funeral director’s, but he had a sparkle in his eye, and his boot-polish moustache did little to disguise a smile.

“Good afternoon!” my gentleman said, removing his hat and releasing the scent of hair-oil into the musty surroundings. “This charming young lady has recommended your establishment to us.”

Mr Parker smiled expansively. “Why don’t you take a seat so we can discuss your requirements in comfort?”

While he trapped the couple behind his curtain, I reminded myself that it was me they had referred to as ‘charming’, me they’d taken for a ride in their Rolls Royce. 

As the door was closing behind me, Mr Parker called after me. “Young lady!” 

Round-shouldered, I froze.

“Don’t look so worried! I was wondering if you’d be interested in a business proposition. Let me see.” He rubbed his beard thoughtfully, puffing out his cheeks. “For every tourist you recommend, I’ll give you five per cent of my profit. What do you say?”

The focus of our education was God and Empire, and if we learnt our times tables that was all well and good. But, weighing the coins in my pocket, even I could calculate the potential for being tipped twice for the same job. I nodded furiously.

“Excellent!” Mr Parker clapped his hands and then reached into one of his pockets. “Here: take some of my business cards and write your name on the back. Then, if you don’t escort the ladies and gentlemen here personally, I can tell who sent them and we can settle up later. And perhaps when you have a free afternoon, you’d like to see how a photograph is taken.”

“Yes, Sir!” I read the card, which described Mr Parker as a photographic artist who offered miniatures and portraits, hand-finished delicately in oil, water colours or crayon. 

“And what’s your name, young lady?”

“It’s Lottie Pye. With a ‘y’.”

“Delighted.” He offered me his hand to conclude our deal. “Now, I must see to your friends - otherwise all of your efforts will have been wasted.”

Interrupted from the almost constant process of ridding the chrome and gleaming bodywork of fingerprints, Gibbons straightened when he saw my approach, adjusting his jacket. “The master said I was to take you back to the promenade.” 

My insides had had enough of being rattled, but the poor man looked as if he missed his horses’ company. “Would you mind if we just pretend?”

“Can’t do no harm, I suppose.” His baffled look changed to one of amusement. “Where will it be this fine afternoon?”

“Why Gibbons, don’t tell me you’ve forgotten? The King is expecting me for tea.” I gave a little curtsey and stepped towards the back of the car. 

“That won’t do at all! A lady can’t go bowing and scraping. Allow me.”

As he swept the door open, I held my nose in the air. 

“Madam,” he said, looking aside discreetly as I clambered inelegantly onto the running board. 
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I returned to Mr Parker’s studio throughout the long summer season, petticoat pockets clinking, but the closest I’d come to the inner sanctum was the seductive swish of ruby velvet curtain as it closed. One Saturday, with black storm clouds threatening and waves battering the promenade, respectable folk abandoned bathing huts in favour of tea and crumpets. With nothing to weigh them down, empty deckchairs blew inside out like the sails of small boats. The puppeteer staggered past, his portable theatre strapped to his back. Rather than return home empty-handed, I walked uphill to collect my commission.

Mr Parker was bent over his ledger in the front office. He had mistakenly left the curtain adrift, revealing a pencil-thin strip of what I had imagined as an Aladdin’s cave from the treasures he brought out of there. My feet inched nearer.

“Take a look if you must,” Mr Parker murmured absently.

“May I really?”

Ducking between the velvet drapes, I took my first intoxicated steps. As I trailed my hand over the surface of every object - a palm tree in a painted terracotta pot; a writing desk complete with inkpot and quill; silver candlesticks - my eyes became accustomed to the mothball-scented gloom. I snarled at a bearskin rug, head and full set of yellowed teeth intact; straddled a motorcycle with a pair of goggles looped round the handlebars; ruffled a feathered fan which must have left several peacocks entirely bald; feigned a faint onto an elegantly-tasselled chaise longue; traced the outline of a lotus flower on a Chinese screen; swung under an arch covered in silk roses. I was about to model an irresistibly broad-brimmed hat when the flick of a light switch caused me to leap out of my skin. 

“You’ll find a mirror behind the screen.”

I squinted up at Mr Parker, shaking my head.

“No? Something else, then.” He turned to the least exotic-looking object in the room: a plain black box on a tripod with a lens at the front. “Do you know what this is?”

Disappearing underneath a black shroud, he adjusted the height of the box, bringing the viewfinder down to my eye-level. Holding up the veil, he commanded, “Look through here and tell me what you can see.”

I caught my breath, stood back in wonder, and looked a second time: “Everything! I can see everything!”

“This...” He might have winked. “…is my time machine.”

“It’s a camera,” I insisted.

“No, no.” He shook his head, absolutely serious. “My eye sees the image. That means I’m the camera. This device simply allows me to stop time.”

Too old to be teased, I folded my arms tightly. “That’s not magic. It’s science.”

“So cynical?” His disappointment in my inability to appreciate this was evident. “You’ll never convince me what I do isn’t magic. All I need is light, chemicals and a little patience.”

“Why would you want to stop time?”

“Now that is an intelligent question!” Mr Parker pressed both index fingers to his lips as if in prayer and, averting his gaze, paced a few heavy steps. When he turned back I detected a darkness in his eyes that hadn’t been present before. “Can you think of a really good memory? Perhaps you can see it when you close your eyes. Now, imagine you could take it out and look at it whenever you wanted to.”

The advantage obvious, I nodded enthusiastically.

“And if I’m really lucky - if I’m there at just the right moment - I might capture something astonishing. The birth of a new century. A world on the brink of change.”

“Would you explain how it’s done?” I asked.

He turned to me, eyebrows raised in surprise. “Does this mean you’re willing to keep an open mind?”

I tried to look my most willing.

“Then let us start with a curious fact. The camera was invented long before photography. Even before Christ, man had discovered how to project the image of an outside scene into a darkened room by allowing sunlight to shine through a small hole.”

Early memories were yawning somewhere in my mind. Light dancing on the surface of the water, sparkling, mesmerising. No - that wasn’t what Mr Parker was describing. I dug deeper: light dancing on a wall. “I’ve seen it!” 

Hands on thighs, he asked, “You have?”

I closed my eyes. “It was the opposite of a shadow.”

“Yes?”

“Instead of dark on light, it was light on dark. And the light was moving - as if it was in a great hurry.” I held up my hands and demonstrated by rippling the tips of my fingers. 

He mirrored my gesture, fascinated. “Flickering. Like a moving picture. Go on.”

I winced with embarrassment. “I thought it was an angel at first, but Daddy said the light had seagulls and clouds in it, so really we had seagulls and clouds reflected in rectangles of shop window.” 

“Then I don’t need to start at the beginning. You already understand about light. Although the equipment has improved, we use the same principle today. The first photographers used a process called daguerreotype, named after its inventor.”

My confusion must have been evident.

“French.”

That explained it. I was a little taken aback when he scooped me up and deposited me on a small table, just as Daddy might have done, then began to pace the room as if trying to locate something he had lost.

“Here we are! An image was produced on glass.” He showed me a green plate with a picture of a severe-looking lady standing behind a chair. Before I could hold out my hand, it was whisked away. “Careful, now - it’s an antique. Using this technique, a Mr Constable, who owned the first studio in Brighton, photographed Prince Albert and his cousin. After securing his reputation as the Photographer Royale, all of Society knocked on his door demanding he took their portraits.

“Meanwhile, an Englishman called Talbot discovered how to fix images on paper. This meant photographs could be reproduced. Some might say that’s a bad thing.” His hands lightly touching and rejecting several items, Mr Parker waved a frame containing several prints of a serious young boy with a puppy-dog in his lap under my nose. “These pictures come from the same exposure. Here we have the original, then one I’ve finished with crayon.”

“I like that one!” I pointed.

He tightened his mouth, nodding in approval. “Water colour. Next came a process which involved coating the plate with chemicals. Every photographer had to be a chemist. It was dipped in silver nitrate before being placed in the camera, and exposed by uncapping the lens to let in…?” He paused dramatically then spun towards me.

“The sun?” I suggested, feeling none of the panic I would have done in the classroom.

“You’re a quick learner, Miss Pye! Light, if we are to be precise. The plate was so sensitive, the exposure time was reduced. Before that, people having their picture taken would have had to stand like this so that the image wouldn’t be blurred.” He sucked in his cheeks and held his arms tightly at his sides like a soldier. “Nowadays, photographs can be far more natural.”

“Come and see what we have over here.” I jumped down and Mr Parker showed me a sloping wooden box with eye pieces in the top. “As soon as people started to take photographs they were unhappy that the images were flat, so the stereoscope was invented. In reality, our eyes see slightly different views of the same image. Choose something to focus on and try this.” He demonstrated closing one eye whilst keeping the other open, and then swapping. I copied him, picking a teddy bear. It flickered from left to right and up and down. The quicker my eyes moved, the more the image moved.

“The bear’s dancing!” I said.

“Splendid! But when you open both eyes, you don’t see double, do you? We take two photographs, one from the position of each eye. When you look into the stereoscope, your left eye is looking at one photograph and your right at the other, but your brain knits the images together.”

Peering dubiously into the viewfinder, I began to wonder if, perhaps, he really was a magician.

“We call that Three-dimensional,” Mr Parker announced. Seeing my expression, he nodded knowingly. “So now I’ve told you all my secrets, perhaps you’ll do me the honour of sitting for me.” 

My panic was plain.

“I assure you, it’s completely painless. I’ll even let you choose the backdrop.” He triggered a mechanism which unveiled a panorama of the beach and the Palace Pier. “Or perhaps…?” The scene changed to a desert, then the far wall came alive with lawns and flowers.

“The garden!” I cried and, remembering my manners, added, “If you please, Sir.”

“Ah, you have an excellent eye. It’s my finest painting. Taking the photograph is only part of the service. First, we set the scene. Now, let me see…” A vertical line appeared between his brows as he looked from me to a variety of props and back again. “Let’s try you sitting under the rose arch wearing the hat.” He deposited it on my head and, although blindfolded, I was disappointed it was withdrawn quite so swiftly. “No, that swamps you. Let’s try the fan. Better. Now, I make sure you’re looking your very best.” Mr Parker arranged the feathers individually. “What I would like is for just your head and shoulders and feet and ankles to be on display.” My stomach dropped. As I’d feared, I was ugly. There was much to-ing and fro-ing while he checked the view from the lens and rearranged. He seemed to despair of a curl of my hair that refused to behave. He angled my chin. Pinched my cheeks for colour. Adjusted the strap of my pinafore. 

“Perfect!” He enthused as I concentrated on not moving. “Now, your expression. If we could have you thinking of something that makes you sad. Just the eyes, now. No scowling.”

I thought of my mother - my real mother.

“Hold it there! I must say, you’re a very clever little actress.”

After a blinding explosion of light, the sound of the bell from the office reached us. With Mr Parker still concentrating on the camera, the velvet curtain was whisked aside.

“I know, I know, I’m late!” Pulling on the end of each finger in turn, the vision in front of me removed her white gloves while her heels clipped briskly in the direction of the screen, skirts trailing seconds behind. “Oh, I’m terribly sorry! I didn’t see you have company.”

“Lottie,” Mr Parker introduced me. “This is my model -” 

But before he could go any further, the young woman cried, “Lottie, what are you doing here?”

“I had no idea the two of you were acquainted. This young lady has been promoting our establishment, Felicity. We were settling our accounts when I decided to try her in front of the camera. She’s the most interesting child I’ve seen in a long time.” 

Without her finery, Felicity had been an exceptionally attractive young woman. Lipstick and rouge only emphasised the paleness of her skin. 

“We’re old friends.” She walked towards me with a smile and playfully whisked away the fan. “It’s time you were off home, Lottie.” She deliberately brushed the feathers against my nose. “You know how your mother worries.” Fussed and patted, I was herded through the curtain before she cut the air with a sharp whisper. “Does your mother know you’re on your own with a gentleman?”

I must have hung my head to hide a tear, because she cupped my face. “You’ve done nothing wrong, Lottie. But remember, this side of the curtain in future.”

I was confused. Felicity had no qualms about being alone with Mr Parker. It seemed unfair that, having been allowed a glimpse of what lay beyond the office, it was to be snatched away from me - by someone I thought was on my side. 

Idling home, I detoured via the arches where the fishermen smoked pipes and mended nets. Even in silence, I sensed their camaraderie. Life for them was shaped by nature and necessity. Their grandfathers and great-grandfathers had followed the same routines, and they expected their sons to do the same. They would pass on their skills and traditions and, at the very last, their boats. Being part of a great cycle was worth the hardships of a life spent at the mercy of the sea. If they had avoided danger, the fishermen all knew someone less fortunate. I had heard told many times about a storm in Folkestone that claimed three lives, despite the efforts of those who braved the squall trying to rescue them. Their womenfolk stood staring blindly into the blackness. Nothing to do but wait and pray, tortured by thoughts inside their heads. 

At home we had routines, but they had no design beyond the business of living. With Daddy and Ma working so hard, it didn’t seem reasonable to ask, ‘What’s to become of me?’ Because, always older than the parents of children I knew, Ma’s back never straightened as it once had, and Daddy now perched on a stool behind the counter.

An idle half hour’s thinking-time unravelled. Arriving home, I found Ma’s folded arms and furious expression barring my way. “And where’ve you been?”

“The front,” I ventured, pulling up just beyond the reach of her arms.

“And before that?”

Cringing, I hung my head. It was best to endure her wrath, waiting to learn what she knew.

“We’ve had a visit from that fine friend of yours.” Ma formed the word ‘friend’ as if she had a bad taste in her mouth. Without knowing Felicity, the fact that she wore make-up would have identified her as one of three things: an actress, a prostitute or a woman so modern she’d taken leave of her senses. “I don’t care to hear how you met her, but she clearly knows you well enough to be concerned for your welfare. She tells us you were having your photograph taken.” And as if this wasn’t enough. “By a Mr Parker!”

There was little point in denial: I imagined proof might exist. “Yes, Ma.”

“She said you were alone in this man’s studio. Did I understand correctly, Lottie?”

Avoiding the glare of her bulging eyes, I strained my head further downwards, prepared to flinch at the swipe of a hand. “Yes, Ma.”

“Do you really think that’s the place for a respectable young girl?” She didn’t wait for an answer before turning her head to Daddy, who was pretending to be busy rearranging bags of flour. “Help me out, Sidney!”

“Oh, you’re doing very nicely, my dear.”

Ma closed her eyes and sighed. “You mustn’t go placing yourself in a position where you could be taken advantage of.” There it was: the suggestion of sinister goings-on that no one saw fit to expand on. “Do you understand?”

“Yes, Ma,” I repeated, for fear of sounding ignorant, and hoping to shorten the length of the toasting. 

“At least that’s a blessing! I don’t want you to have anything more to do with this Mr Parker, do you understand? If you must recommend a photographer, Mr Fry is far more appropriate. If he’s good enough for the King, he’s good enough for tourists.”

I was only too happy to escape to my room, where, by standing on my bed, I could access a view of rooftops and sky from its one small window. But while Ma was trudging up the stairs I heard her muttering to herself, “That girl’s attracted to every undesirable in town! If we’re not careful, she’ll come to no good - just like her poor mother.”
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Isambard’s sharp bark alerted me to our visitor’s arrival. A little out of practice at receiving guests, I stole a moment to check the contents of the tea tray. Cups and saucers from a china set that saw infrequent use, the silver apostles’ teaspoons, sugar cubes (white and brown), a small jug of milk, plates: all present and correct. I had also unpacked one of my mother’s boxes that contained photographs from the Twenties, selecting a number I thought might appeal, given the barmaid’s interest in Beaton.

“Not too late, am I?” she asked brightly, lowering a set of earphones and leaving them hanging. The muted sound of a drum still beat while she fumbled inside her jacket pocket to silence it. 

“No, no. Bang on time.”

As Isambard administered his own enthusiastic form of welcome I realised, foolishly, that I had forgotten to ask her name. “Sit!” I reverted to my icebreaker, and Isambard’s haunches dropped, his tail sweeping the floor. “Shake hands.” And he padded both front legs for balance in preparation for this small trick.

Delighted, the girl bent down and shook his paw with mock-seriousness. “How do you do? What’s his name?”

“Isambard. After Brunel.”

“That’s quite a mouthful.” She observed him shrewdly. “Mind if I call you Izzy? You look like an Izzy.”

“You have me at a disadvantage,” I apologised, trying to avoid frowning at her familiarity. No doubt she would soon be addressing me as ‘Jimbo’.

“Don’t worry if you’re busy packing.” She nodded at the unavoidable mountain of cardboard boxes that were insulating the hallway. “You didn’t say you were moving.”

“No, they’ll have to carry me out of here. It’s simply that I forgot to ask your name.”

“It’s Jenny.” She laughed, tucking a stray strand of hair behind one ear. “Jenny Jones.”

“Well, come in Jenny Jones.” I stood aside to make way. “Make yourself at home. First door on the left.”

I had chosen the dining room, having the advantage of a large table and lacking the clutter of my sitting room. Its putty-coloured walls were the backdrop for my father’s various trophies and his treasured grandfather clock with its walnut casing, which had belonged to his father before him and his father too, but would end its descent through the Hastings clan with me.

Pausing in the doorway, I followed Jenny’s line of vision to a glass case on the sideboard. It contained a bedraggled yellow-eyed bird with a blue-black head, rust-coloured back and gold speckled wings. Stuffed. “What’s that?”

“Barnabus? He’s a pheasant. A relic from my childhood.” I didn’t like to mention that it was my father who had shot him. 

She crept forwards. “Doesn’t he give you the creeps?”

“Not in the least. I suppose you could say we’re old friends.” I moved alongside her and leant against the edge of the table for support. She seemed reluctant to take her eyes off the bird, as if he might move as soon as she wasn’t on her guard. Resisting the temptation to laugh, a smile stole across my lips. I laid two plates on the table and offered her a slice of date and walnut loaf. “Help me out here. It’s organic.” 

It struck me that it would be as well if Jenny didn’t look any closer at Barnabus. A friend of my father had arranged to have him stuffed and, as a joke, had had a brass plate engraved with the inscription, A bird too stupid to live. These were men who understood camouflage, a flock of birds rising noisily from a perfectly good hiding place at the snap of a twig a sure sign that the species was overdue for extinction. Pulling a linen tablecloth from a drawer in the sideboard, I said, “Tell you what. I’ll cover him up. Take a look at the photographs. They’re what I asked you here to see.” I flapped the cloth into position, pulling on the corners to ensure the plaque was safely concealed. Nodding in response to Jenny’s enquiring face, I encouraged, “Go ahead. Pick them up.”

Her hand poised mid-air, Jenny was distracted by a tinny arpeggio and, pulling a slim mobile phone from her pocket, slid back the black cover. “Hello.” I felt my brows pull together, irritated that she’d chosen to answer. “Course it’s me. No, I’m busy. Call me later. I don’t know what time. When I’m finished here, I suppose.”

I looked at her with raised eyebrows, thinking she might take the hint and turn the device off.

“I told them to call me back.” She shrugged, as if I had been unable to hear every word. Determined to say something, I had manoeuvred my mouth into position when the phone in the hallway started ringing.

“Nightmare!” She smiled sympathetically. “It’s like they can see you, isn’t it?”

I exhaled, exasperated. “Do excuse me one moment.”

As I listened to the deacon repeat the arrangements for the Harvest Supper, covered in unnecessary detail at the previous Thursday’s committee meeting, I heard Jenny enthuse, “No way!” and, checking my smile, I remembered why I had invited her. 

Hearing my return, she twisted her head towards me. “They’re awesome.”

She had confirmed my instincts. “Do you think so?”

“Ye-ah!” Wide-eyed, she nodded. “Where did you get them from?” Jenny held the photographs as you would an old gramophone record, and placed them on an orderly pile of her own construction.

“They were my mother’s. She was the photographer.”

“She was a photographer! Do you know who any of these people are?”

I shrugged. “No idea, I’m afraid.”

I had deliberately placed portraits and fashion shots on top and Jenny smiled as she said, “I love Vintage. Don’t you wish you were born in another age?”

“You’re forgetting: I was.” I levered myself slowly into a chair with a slight groan, dropping the final inch or so. The grandfather clock clicked loudly, then rang out the quarter hour. “Shere is the only place I’ve found where you can actually step back in time. Have you lived here long?”

“I was born here.” The weight of Jenny’s sigh implied this was longer ago than her appearance suggested. 

Intending to lighten the mood, I added, “There’s life out there beyond gymkhana-land.”

“Real stuff happens here too.” Such a sad little comment that it humbled me. “Anyway,” she continued with a defiant flick of her hair. “You chose to live here.”

“Ah! Guilty as charged. I tried the real world and it wasn’t what I thought it would be.”

A truce negotiated, Jenny returned to the slow rotation of the photographs. Standing to pour the tea - milk for her, lemon for me - I pondered that keeping myself to myself had made me forget how deeply the young feel everything, so outwardly sure of themselves and yet so fragile. 

When I heard her intake of breath, loud above the ticking of the clock, I knew that Jenny had reached what I had dubbed ‘The Nudes’. I have always found Kenneth Clark’s distinction between being naked and nude useful: to be naked is to be deprived of clothing, implying the embarrassment we feel in that condition, whereas to be nude has no uncomfortable overtone. In reality, the women in the photographs weren’t nude. Like Rokeby Venus, they were positioned, draped and lit, so that only so much was revealed - not at all daring by today’s standards. But, in the context of the other folders’ contents, unexpected to say the least. 

“I hope you’re not trying to shock me, Sir James,” Jenny quipped, the urge to say something outweighing the wonder of what she held in her hands. Her failure to put the prints down on the table betrayed a refusal to be parted from them.

“I don’t find them shocking.” I wasn’t worried that she would question my motives. Anyone who listened to local gossip - and, in a village the size of Shere, that meant everyone - would know I’ve never been interested in young girls. 

She laid a couple of the photographs side by side on the table. “Have you noticed? There’s no underwear in sight. Not a single suspender. No stilettos.” Jenny had detected what I hadn’t been able to pinpoint. In classical art, the nude is intended to show the perfection of the human form. With photography, results are instant, rarely considered to be that finer thing we call ‘art’. “There’s something” - she shook her head - “innocent about them.”

“Precisely!” I was delighted she had grasped it immediately. “Like Eve before her encounter with the serpent.” 

Jenny narrowed her eyes and her face became a thoughtful frown. “These photographs weren’t taken for men.”

“Not for a mass audience, certainly. I imagine they were private commissions.”

“Was there a mass audience back then?”

“I take it you’re asking about pornography?”

“I suppose I am,” she ventured, not remotely nervous.

“Then, yes - almost as soon as photography was invented. With no controls, it was openly displayed in shop windows in certain quarters of London. That was the driving force behind the Obscene Publications Act of 1857: the need to protect the young and the weak.”

She glanced upwards for as long as it took to laugh. “People like me, you mean?”

“Women, yes - and impressionable young working-class men. Porn was only acceptable in the hands of educated men.”

“Who were beyond corruption, I’m guessing.”

I raised an index finger as a conductor would a baton. “And then Queen Victoria - whose name has been hi-jacked to refer to prudish values when she was anything but - blew the whole thing out of the water by buying a work featuring some rather attractive nudes called The Two Ways of Life. It was by a Dutch chap…” The act of clicking my fingers did nothing to jog my memory. “Never mind. It was Prince Albert who took a shine to it. Royal approval wasn’t enough for some. When a copy went on display in Edinburgh the half containing the nudes was curtained off.” 

Her head tilted to one side, Jenny exclaimed, “You didn’t tell me you were an expert!”

“Oh, I’m nothing of the sort.” I dismissed the notion. “Censorship is what interests me.”

Jenny’s focus remained firm. “Do you see what I mean about how modern the people looked, compared with photos of people taken in the Seventies with their collars and flares?”

“I think it’s the quality of the photographs that makes the difference. The first automatic cameras produced some terribly grainy results. But yes. Yes, I do.”

“They’re very… emotional. Is that the right word for it?”

I nodded. “Emotive, I’d say.”

“You get the impression your mother was in on a secret. But she can’t have known all these people, can she?”

“I imagine they were clients. Or models.”

The blue stamps on the backs of the photographs, each signed and dated, appeared to capture Jenny’s imagination. “1923! You must have been very young then.”

“Very.” I almost choked on the word.

She had arrived at the bottom of the pile. “Are there any more?”

“Remember the boxes in the hall?” I asked.

“Never!” she exclaimed.

“See for yourself.”

I remained seated while she disappeared. Cup and saucer in hand, I listening to the repeated sound of cardboard scraping against cardboard, the light rainfall of polystyrene chips on the tiled floor. When Jenny reappeared she had placed one hand over her mouth as if in disbelief. Above, her eyes were gleaming.

“I didn’t quite believe it either,” I said, laughing dryly. “I’ve only just scratched the surface.”

“What are you going to do with them all?”

I shook my head, “To be honest, the thought overwhelms me. When you mentioned your interest in photography I thought you might have some ideas.”

“They belong in a museum,” she mused. “Only they’re almost too personal. I saw an exhibition of this guy, Lartique, once. That was kind of similar. You might have heard of him.”

“No. You’ll find me hugely ignorant of all photographers with the exception of your friend Beaton and a young chap - actually, he’s probably not so young now - called Bailey.” Noticing Jenny’s impatience to continue, I waved a hand in her direction. “Don’t let me side-track you. Lartique, you say? That sounds like a French name.” 

“He came from this eccentric family of inventors. Because he wasn’t well as a child, he was given a camera to keep him quiet. His early shots are full of uncles paddling about in wine barrels in a lake, all dressed up in shirts and ties and braces, with these handlebar moustaches.” Jenny had become animated, her hands manipulating imaginary facial hair. “There’s one of his brother up to his waist in water in this big black tyre. He has flippers on underneath, but on top he’s wearing a tweed suit with a handkerchief in the outside pocket, an explorer’s hat and these little dark goggles, like the glasses Lennon wore.” She frowned. “You’re asking yourself, who are these people? But the answer’s in front of you. You’re looking at a family album.” Her eyes narrowed and she leaned forwards, supporting her weight on her hands, a shoulder-width apart. “I don’t suppose…”

I raised my eyebrows. “Try me.”

“No. It’s way too cheeky.”

“I can only say no.”

“I have to find a project for my college course. I don’t suppose you’d let me put on an exhibition of your mother’s work? I - I’d help you catalogue it first, of course.”

Caught off guard, I hid my reservations behind a question: “Do you really think people would be interested?”

“They love stuff like this.” She changed tack suddenly. “Hey! I bet you’re in here somewhere.”

“Only as a very young boy.” I had been surprised by the number of photographs of me that I wasn’t aware existed. My father had displayed a few on top of the baby grand in the drawing room, enough for me to recognise myself as an infant.

“There must be more…”

Jenny was so enthusiastic, I felt I had to tell her. I tried to keep it simple in the hope she would understand that an old chap like me finds this sort of thing difficult. “I’m afraid I didn’t know my mother awfully well. In fact, these are all I have of her.”

“I’m sorry,” she said, her head on one side.

Thinking I was closing the subject, I added curtly, “Yes, well. That’s just the way it was. You don’t miss what you never had.”

The clock ticked loudly, punching holes in the silence.

“Did she die when you were young?”

I pursed my lips, rubbed my mouth, feeling the beginnings of stubble. “Just over a month ago, actually.”

Jenny’s eyes wandered in a slow arc of mental arithmetic. “But she must have been…”

“One hundred and eight.” I finished her sentence. “The collection spans eighty years.”

“You didn’t know her?”

“Only what my father told me, which was sparse to say the least.” I had tried not to ask too many questions to spare him the pain. I suspect his motive for volunteering little was similar.

Jenny’s eyes turned in the direction of the hallway. “Your mother’s story is out there in those boxes.” She looked at me, hesitantly. “If you want to find it, that is.”

I surprised myself. “I suppose that might not be such a bad idea. I only know half the story of where I come from.”

“And the exhibition?”

“You’ve caught me at a moment’s weakness. But why not?” As I shrugged, she offered a raised teacup so that I could clink its edge with mine. We both drank. “Yes, why not?”


9 - LOTTIE’S STORY

BRIGHTON, 1910

“What have you done to get yourself into trouble?” Alfie West sidled up to me one afternoon, elbowing me sharply in the ribs.

“Oh, Alfie!” I stamped one foot in frustration. “I’d just got that nice couple to notice me and now you’ve gone and frightened them off. ‘Sides, I haven’t got the slightest idea what you’re talking about!”

Alfie was unrepentant. “It won’t take you long to find another tip. This is urgent. There’s a smart fellow in a black suit going round and showing folks a photograph of you.”

The thrill of the forbidden made my stomach cartwheel. “Where?” Climbing onto the bottom railing, I peered down onto the Lower Esplanade, following the line of Alfie’s outstretched arm. There, Mr Parker was weaving between the stall holders, hovering in front of the rifle range and the men supping their pints outside Welcome Brothers, tipping his hat before interrupting couples linked together by their arms. I had thought I wouldn’t hear any more about Mr Parker’s glamorous world once I had returned to the bustle of the promenade, hailing cabs or directing folks to the Post Office. It seemed I was about to be proven wrong.

“He’s asking if anyone’s seen you. I told him I never clapped eyes on you.”

I stepped down from the railings as a gull alighted on a post close by, taking up position as sentry. “That’s Mr Parker. I’m not supposed to have anything to do with him.”

“Shame,” Alfie shrugged. “I don’t ‘spect you’ve ever seen a photograph of yourself.”

I shook my head, thinking of Ma’s regular lectures about the repercussions of causing offence to God and bringing disgrace on the family, the order of priorities never entirely clear. “Can’t.”

“You looked really pretty.”

“I doubt it!”

“Don’t take my word for it. Go on! What harm can looking do?”

My resolve wavered. But we didn’t need to approach Mr Parker. He was striding up the stairs in our direction with one hand raised, as if hailing a Hansom cab. A little out of breath, he smiled at Alfie. “You’ve found her! I’m indebted to you, young man. Well deserved.”

Alfie’s eyes flashed as Mr Parker reached into his pocket for a coin. “You’re welcome, Sir. Any time.”

“Lottie, I thought you’d be curious to see how your photograph turned out.” He held it up for me, his expression expectant. I felt a turning over in my stomach. Tinted to highlight the colour of my hair, the pale blue of my eyes and the turquoise of the peacock feathers, Mr Parker had not only stopped time. With my weekday clothes disguised I might have been the daughter of a lady. 

“I’ve taken the liberty of displaying it in my studio. People want to know if it’s for sale. Some would like their portrait taken with you, and I’ve even had a tentative enquiry to see if you’re available for advertising. So you see, there’s a serious discussion to be had.”

The impossibility of the situation dawning, hope escaped like sand in an egg-timer.

“Well, Lottie?” Mr Parker was asking, knees bent and hands on thighs. “What do you say? Shall we go and talk to your parents?”

Alfie adopted the role of spokesperson. “She’s an orphan.”

“Your guardians, then…”

I was grateful to Alfie - a boy with a sixth sense for opportunity - but, unable to see any way round it, I blurted out, “My guardians say I shouldn’t have anything to do with you.” 

Sighing with disbelief, Alfie clapped one hand over his eyes.

“What?” Mr Parker laughed, taken aback. “Am I such an ogre?”

I shook my head. From its post, the yellow-eyed gull stared at me with disdain.

“Then it must be possible to make them see sense.”

Alfie winced. “With respect, Sir, you haven’t met Mrs Pye.”

“This is your future we’re talking about, Lottie! What do you intend to do when you leave school?”

I had thought about it, arriving at the conclusion that there was nothing to be gained by growing up. I would rather run away to sea than contemplate a future in domestic service, where I could expect to work a sixteen-hour day and (here I use the term that remained a mystery) face the prospect of being taken advantage of.

Mr Parker was flapping his arms enthusiastically. “This is a wonderful age to be involved in an industry involving scientific research and entertainment. Right now, inventions are being patented that will change the way we live. Cameras! Cinema! Motor cars! Flying machines! Don’t you want to be part of it?”

“Yes!” said Alfie, jumping up and down in his bare feet.

Crouching down to my level, Mr Parker enquired. “And you, Lottie? What will your answer be?”

It sounded so much more inviting than domestic service. “Yes,” I whispered, surprising myself.

“Then, we must summon a little courage. Show me where you live!”

As we arrived at the end of my road and I pointed to the painted signage of our shopfront, Mr Parker laughed heartily. “Kate and Sidney Pye’s World Famous Steak and Kidney Pies! I’ve been here before. This is a good omen.”

Daddy was standing outside in his green-striped apron, polishing the window aggressively with vinegar and newspaper. 

“There you are, Nipper.” He smiled, tired-eyed. “Ma would tell me off for calling you that when you’re almost a young lady. So, how was the sea today?”

“Nice and calm with little white horses.” I reached into the pocket of my pinafore and pulled out a perfect pink shell. “This is for you.”

“Well, now.” He turned it over in his hand, examining it closely. “It’s amazing that something so small can be so perfectly formed. Ma would call this proof of God’s existence.”

“And what about you, Mr Pye?” Mr Parker asked, lifting his hat.

Daddy did a swift double-take. “My apologies, Sir. I didn’t see you there. What can I do you for?”

“I’ve come to talk about Lottie.”

“Lottie?” His expression was one of bafflement. “I hope she’s been behaving herself.”

“Absolutely. She does you credit.”

“Glad to hear it.” Daddy shook the hand that was offered. “I didn’t catch your -” 

“Nathaniel Parker: photographer.” Out of politeness, Daddy could hardly snatch his hand away when he heard who was standing in front of him. Mr Parker produced a business card. “Your daughter was kind enough to recommend my studio to tourists, but I haven’t had the pleasure of seeing her recently. Until today, that is.”

“I’d better find my wife.” Slipping the card into the pocket of his apron, Daddy hastily brushed his mouth with the back of one hand. “Lottie’s her department. I just do as I’m told.”

He shouted for Ma, who plodded heavily down the stairs, beetroot faced, greying hair escaping from its pins. “What can be so important that you’ve called me away from the kitchen?”

“My dear, this is Mr Parker.” Daddy executed an embarrassed introduction, his eyes unable to settle. “He’s here to talk about Lottie.”

Ma’s nostrils flared. “There’s nothing he can possibly say that I want to hear.” Arms folded across her chest, her eyes were at their steeliest, her lips tight. 

“That’s a great shame -”

On seeing the photograph that Mr Parker held up, Daddy’s face softened. 

“Because you’re denying your daughter a marvellous opportunity. With a face like hers, she could be a model. Or an actress.”

Having always been teased about my appearance, I looked at the portrait a second time, but Ma barely gave it a glance: she knew exactly what she would see. “Her face is going to get her into trouble one of these days.”

Until then, she had never suggested there was anything wrong with my face. Certainly nothing that deserved the glare she normally reserved for insect-life.

“Who’s to say that won’t happen when she’s serving behind the counter of your shop at night? Or in service - where she’d be beyond the scope of your influence. It could happen when she talks to strangers in the hope of earning a few pennies. Think about it,” he appealed. “Would it be so very terrible if Lottie’s face appeared in an advertisement for Pear’s soap?”

My eyes brimming with hope, I saw only Ma’s age and prejudices reflected back at me. Mr Parker’s well-meant reference would have brought Lily Langtry to the front of her mind: an actress who became mistress to the Prince of Wales. If Ma told the story, she would have made it sound as if the cause of Lily’s undoing was advertising soap. “Run upstairs, Lottie,” Daddy said. “This discussion doesn’t concern you.” 

Shoulders tight and head low, I brushed between Ma and Daddy but, with my face and future being debated, I crouched behind the counter, straining to listen.

“Mr Parker,” Daddy began. “Lottie’s been prepared for a life in service. I’ll thank you not to go confusing her with horror stories. And, while we’re at it, what were you thinking of, inviting a child into your studio? I mean to say!”

“Mr Pye,” Mr Parker replied evenly. “Lottie and I had a business arrangement. Naturally, she was curious to learn about the equipment. From what I’ve gleaned so far, I think your daughter has enormous potential. I don’t say that out of charity. Although I prefer to think of myself as an artist, I’m a businessman first and foremost.”

“It’s not respectable.” Ma shuddered, thinking her proclamation self-explanatory.

“Forgive me, but I don’t understand your reservations. It’s a hard life you have in mind for her. I appreciate the fact that you’ve made plans, but plans can be altered. I know what I’d prefer for a daughter of mine.”

Ma, who was not accustomed to being challenged on matters of morals, raised her voice. “Then I can tell you don’t have any daughters, Mr Parker!”

There was a pause before Mr Parker spoke in a strangled voice. “I had a daughter, Mrs Pye. A wife and a daughter.”

It seemed that I wasn’t the only one who didn’t dare breathe in the expansive silence that followed. On all fours, I peered out from my hiding-place to see Ma’s chastened head bowed in a stance that felt all too familiar.

It was Daddy who finally felt obliged to speak. “I - I see. I’m terribly sorry, I’m sure.”

“Yes, well.” Raising a fist to his mouth, Mr Parker cleared his throat, but his voice was altered. He spoke hastily, as if he couldn’t wait to leave. “I’m offering to take Lottie under my wing. Come and see for yourselves what I have in mind for her. If, then, you don’t feel it’s right, I’ll bow to your judgement. But, please - I beg you - don’t dismiss it out of hand. Now -” He replaced his hat. “I’ve taken up enough of your valuable time. You know where to find me.”

Had he rehearsed it a hundred times, Mr Parker couldn’t have made a more convincing speech.
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“So?” Alfie landed heavily beside me on the sea wall then jumped down onto the beach below.

“I blame the King.” I sulked.

“The new one?”

I snorted air through my nose. “I was talking about King Edward!”

“But he’s dead.”

“Exactly!” I had always liked Edward VII for all his beautiful lady friends and his portly stomach. Shortly after Mr Parker’s visit, he succumbed to bronchitis and something called Smokers’ Throat on account of the thirteen fat cigars and twenty cigarettes he enjoyed daily. Then, hearing his horse had won the 4.15pm at Kempton Park, he collapsed. “Decisions about daughters’ futures can’t be made while the country’s in mourning. Apparently.”

“I didn’t think your Ma had any time for Edward.”

Relenting, I giggled. God was often asked to save the King in church. While everyone else was busy murmuring their amens, Ma had been heard to mutter, “Save him from himself, dear Lord.”

“Appearances.” I tapped the side of my nose. “I did think Daddy might decide to take me to London for the funeral.”

“No?”

“Just the usual.” I clattered down onto the pebbles. We had shown our respects by stopping the clock and shutting the windows. “More than adequate,” Ma had sniffed as she stood on a chair to drape a white cloth over the King’s picture that hung in the shop.

It seemed strange that ‘Bertie’ produced a son as solemn as George V. Perfectly content with his hobbies (naval career, stamp-collecting, terrorising his young family), the responsibility of ruling the Empire should have passed to his brother Albert, who had inherited all his father’s vices, and several more besides. A terrible blow to the newspaper men, nothing more scandalous than a bout of influenza finished Albert off. George married his dead brother’s fiancée, the unsmiling Victoria Teck, who was forced to call herself by her middle name for fear of being mistaken for the late Queen. 

“How can she just exchange one prince for another?” I asked Daddy. 

“It’s perfectly normal among Royals,” he explained. “Look at Henry VIII.”

“Hah!” Ma paused in her pounding of dough. “He was hardly an advertisement for marriage!” 

Still, George and Mary had produced six children, so it wasn’t as if they didn’t get on. Together, they presented such a fearsome front that they became known as ‘George and the Dragon’, and not a whiff of scandal surrounded them. 

By the time Ma felt a respectable period of mourning had passed, it was high summer, 1911, which distinguished itself by being the hottest on record. With temperatures grazing thirty-six degrees Celsius, attempts were made to maintain decorum. Alfie and I had questioned a shiny-faced youth, armed with a brush and a bucket of paste, who was covering advertisements for the latest that the Palace Pier Theatre had to offer.

“You can’t do that!” I protested.

“Oh, can’t I? This is an official notice. They’re to go the whole way along the seafront, and my instructions are to post them across anything I find in my path.”

“What do they say?” I asked, keen to learn what could be more important than music hall.

“Read it yourself!” he scoffed, setting his bucket down at the foot of a post. “If you can.”

We read and I covered my mouth while, beside me, Alfie hooted. “Women’s bathing costumes are to cover the area between neck and knees. Is this serious?”

“It’s to be enforced.”

“What about arms? Are they safe to look at? Show me your elbow, Lottie. Go on. Just a glimpse.”

“I’ll show you my elbow! How about this?” I caught him in the ribs with it and ran off squealing. 

But Alfie was right. Warnings about arms had been overlooked. Sleeves shrank from wrist to elbow. Whalebone corsets were abandoned in favour of a new-fangled contraption called the brassiere. To a display of arched eyebrows, skirts became marginally higher and tighter following the French fashion. Even Ma, conservative to the core, suggested I leave one layer behind when it wasn’t strictly speaking necessary, and for this I was expected to be grateful.

“And shirtsleeves will have to do for you, Sidney. Make sure it’s a clean one.”

In the private torment of her kitchen, where temperatures gave the fires of hell a run for their money, Ma loosened her top button.

The fish market packed up early, partly because of lack of custom but mostly because no one wanted their fish to smell… quite so fishy, for want of a better description. By midday, the seafront assumed a ghostly aura. A layer of shimmering air rippled low over the water. Few risked the painful hot-coaled dash from Bolla and Biucci’s Restaurant to dip their toes under a merciless sky. Hotel workers queuing at our counter complained that customers required access to their rooms during the day; that they were demanding unreasonable quantities of refreshments; appearing in dining rooms inappropriately attired. Whispers told of a general slackening of morals, only to be expected when necks and ankles were blatantly displayed. And as for the hours! Having slumbered through the hour reserved for mad dogs and Englishmen, requests for suppers grew ever later. “Little wonder no one’s sleeping at night!”

Rumours of strikes reached us from distant places such as Liverpool, and those who liked the sound of time off during the torrential heat of the day followed the lead.

“It’s those with their own businesses who suffer!” said Daddy, handkerchief never far from brow.

Ma ignored the beads of sweat on her own forehead. “Come along, young lady,” she scolded, undeterred. “Some people will use any excuse to be idle.”

I was placed on door duty, tasked with preventing the fetid stench that rose from the slums from seeping in.

“I hear fires are breaking out on the Downs.” Daddy wrapped a pie in greaseproof paper and exchanged it for coins. “Talk is, farmers will bring in the harvest early to try and save it.”

“Mr Peterson says the Boy Scouts are ready to respond to any request to help out.”

“Notching up good turns, whether wanted or not! Morning, Bill. What can I get you?”

Perhaps it was the heat, but Ma did something uncharacteristic: she displayed increasing self-doubt. The question of choice that Mr Parker had introduced was causing her anxiety. Taking his words to heart, it appeared she had reservations as to whether domestic service was right for me. But it was all I had been prepared for (having never shown the necessary aptitude for pastry). Although I loved Mr Parker’s portrait of me, I was embarrassed to find that customers were being invited to comment on it.

“She has the most extraordinary eyes,” I’d heard said. “I’d put her on the stage if I were you.”

I didn’t want to be ‘put’ anywhere. No one was going to be impressed by my ability to look sad on demand. I had read the posters, collected stray programmes that littered the promenade the day after a performance. They wanted singers like Marie Lloyd, sailing dangerously close to the wind with her double entendres, or Harry Champion in his crooked top hat, galloping to the end of Any Old Iron before the orchestra; buxom ladies given to high kicks and feathers; favourites like George Formby Senior dressed as a clown, whose chronic cough became part of his act: “It’s not the coughing that carries you off, it’s the coffin they carry you off in.”

As research into whether it was possible to contemplate life on the stage and remain respectable, Ma declared that we were closing up shop. If heaven was transported to Brighton, it would be illuminated with strings of lights and surrounded by the night sea. Its arches and façade would be borrowed from Moorish temples, its onion-topped domes left over from the Royal Pavilion. There would be a whisper of Arabian Nights, and a hint of the Raj. 

“Hello Kitty!” Ma was greeted by a regular as we stood outside the Palace Pier Theatre while Daddy queued at the box office. “We don’t normally see you here.”

“Time we saw what the fuss is about.” She was ungainly without her kitchen table for camouflage. I clasped her scarred hand as she lifted the hem of her skirt to climb the narrow steps coiling up to the gods. “Slowly does it, Lottie,” she panted.

As we took our velvet tip-seats, she complained of vertigo. By the time a man in top hat and tails swept onto the stage and announced, ‘Ladies and Gentlemen! Tonight, for your delight and delectation, it is my enormous pleasure to introduce to you, all the way from London…’ her head had lolled to one side. 

I leaned across Ma’s lap to enquire, “Shall I wake her?”

“I wouldn’t,” Daddy whispered. “She’s worn out. Can’t sleep in this heat.”

So while we enjoyed the show, not even the music from the orchestra pit or the raucous laughter from the audience caused Ma to stir. In moments when the atmosphere was potent with suspended breath, I could hear the crescendos and whistles of her slight snore. 

I laughed at things I barely understood, gasped at too-obvious tricks, clapped until my hands hurt, and swooned over an attractive young man, later to discover ‘he’ was a she. There was only one act that included children: three singing and dancing urchins in matching sailor suits. They drew approving cries from the audience, even when the youngest forgot his lines and ran wailing into the wings. And for a moment, I was that child, knowing his panic, fearing the hands that were waiting to cast him back into the glare of the spotlight. All around was a waiting sea of faces: eyes half-closed as they shook with laughter; lips pursed to whistle; hands raised to mouths like trumpets as people shouted what they mistook for encouragement. When my panic-infused eyes found Daddy’s, he nodded his understanding. 

Surprised to find she hadn’t fallen asleep with her head resting on the kitchen table, darning needle in hand, Ma swiftly recovered her sense of purpose, demanding, “Well?”

“It’s not for our little girl,” Daddy said firmly.

“No?”

With a downturn of his mouth suggesting disapproval, he shook his head. Ma was more than capable of conjuring up her own images of the horrors that might befall a child in this world of unnaturally late evenings and blinding lights.

“Well, then.” She expelled a frustrated sigh. “That was a complete waste of time and money, wasn’t it?”

Having hoped this might be the first of many outings, when I opened my mouth to protest, Daddy grabbed my forearm. “Not now, Lottie. Help Ma down the stairs. She’s not angry with you.”


11 - SIR JAMES’S STORY

SHERE, 2009

Shere was - and still is - my haven and home: a hiding place. My reputation as a recluse preceded me, the type of eccentric a village accommodates, provided they can wheel him out on high days and holidays. For me, Isambard was companion enough, our conversations often silent but with no less meaning for all that. It had been a long time since I had let anyone intrude on my life. The act of consigning Barnabus to the loft was symbolic.

A neighbour and his son had agreed to lend a hand, their price, a pint a piece.

“I’ve decided to retire him.”

“Grim.” The son gave his verdict as he struggled backwards up the stairs, one shuffling step at a time, looking at the head end.

“You used to love all that stuff when we took you to the Natural History Museum.”

“That’s where this old bird belongs!”

“Listen, son. I know a taxidermist who still does a roaring trade. Not so much the trophy market these days, mind.” 

“What, then?”

He winced on seeing Isambard below in the hallway, front paws on the bottom stair, and lowered his voice discreetly. “Pets.”

“You wouldn’t, would you?” The son looked at me aghast, as if it was exactly the sort of thing I would consider. 

“No, I most certainly wouldn’t!”

“Sorry, old chap,” I said to Barnabus as I shrouded his glass case in white, standing to pay my respects. I had placed him in the middle of my cobwebbed store of things I had outgrown but couldn’t bear to be parted with, while my mother’s boxes were gradually permeating every corner of the house.

Jenny hesitated at the threshold of the dining room, looking at the space the bird had occupied. “Where’s Barnabus?”

“I’ve put him out to pasture.”

Her troubled eyes returned regularly to the empty space, until I saw that it too was a distraction. Taking one of my father’s more impressive racing trophies down from a shelf, I planted it centrally on the sideboard. “Better?”

Only then did Jenny allow herself to enquire, “No, really. What did you do with him?” as if it were possible to commit another crime against a bird that had already been shot, stuffed and displayed as a warning to others of its kind. 

“He’s in the loft.”

“Because of me?” Concern had evolved into guilt that the bird had been punished in some way because of something she’d said. I could hardly point out that the poor thing was dead without causing further damage. But it struck me, not for the first time, that the absence of something - or someone - can become more significant than their presence. The hole someone leaves behind can be greater than the space they occupy in life. To attempt to replace a pheasant with a racing trophy, even one of similar proportions, is futile. 

Half an hour later, Jenny had recovered sufficiently to decamp from table to floor, sitting cross-legged. Curiously studious, she fanned fragments of my mother’s life in front of her, using an unfathomable filing system. The sight of her bare feet, toe nails painted black, against the red wool of the Wilton carpet troubled me. They seemed to breach an unspoken etiquette, the purpose of which appeared to have slipped from memory.

Despite good intentions, I was accustomed to living alone and, having no one to please but myself, enjoyed the tranquility. I have often found words surplus to requirements. Inadequate when meaning is required, exhausting when allowed to pour out one unguarded syllable after another. School-boyish hecklers at the Commons. Gossips passing judgement on things they barely understand. Jenny’s commentary on the discoveries she unearthed from my mother’s photographs - the clothing, the make-up, the period details - cluttered the quiet spaces inside my head. The pressure becoming unbearable, I found myself snapping, “Slow down a minute, will you?” and then feeling quite the fool. She had done nothing except display a little enthusiasm. 

The gaze that met mine was surprised but undaunted. I saw reflected in Jenny’s pupils an elderly man, looking considerably more old-fashioned than the faces in the black and white photographs. Having thought it would be good for me to spend time with a young person, the truth was that her youthfulness emphasised my age.

“Enough for one day,” she said, gathering the scattered debris and pushing herself up to standing. One hand on the back of a chair for balance, Jenny stepped lightly into her yellow flip-flops. As she prepared to leave, panic constricted my airway. 

Seeing my last chance slipping by, I said something unplanned. “I’d like to show you the results of my research, if you don’t have to rush off. I’ve found the beginning of the trail.” 

Jenny halted, raising her eyebrows very slightly. “You kept that quiet.”

“I wasn’t quite ready to share it.” I laughed at the realisation. “Sit yourself down at the table.”

Hearing my request, Isambard lay with his chin on Jenny’s feet. I felt a pang of jealousy as I fetched the photograph album I had been compiling. It was leather-bound, not the slip-in or stick-down-and-apply-cellophane variety, but good plain pages interwoven with layers of protective tissue. This was not by design on my part. I had asked Mrs Adams from the gift shop across the road to order something suitable, her stock of kitsch, Victoriana and childish line-drawings by grown men not being to my taste. After insisting as usual, “Do call me Elspeth,” she added. “I know exactly what you have in mind, Sir James.”

I doubted that very much. “Something plain,” I said. “It needn’t be fancy.”

“Nice and plain.”

‘Nice’ is her favourite adjective, one she employs as the first of a couplet. She may well be correct in her usage; to me, ‘nice’ is dispensable. If I am unable to find an alternative that is suitably innocuous, I find myself staring at the letters wondering if I have invented the word.

After reeling from shock at the price she rang up on the till with an unembarrassed flourish, I found the exercise of placing the photographs between the leaves, not yet committing myself to photo corners, strangely satisfying. It seems Mrs Adams knows me better than I realised. 

“Here we are.” I deposited it in front of Jenny, ominously closed, and was relieved to feel the damp warmth of Isambard’s breath as his chin came to rest on my knee. “Good lad,” I said appreciatively.

“British Racing Green,” she remarked.

I had thought Jenny’s swift diversion from motor racing on the day we first met meant she hadn’t been listening. I was pleasantly surprised to find I was wrong. “I can’t take the credit, I’m afraid. But you’re right. My father owned a 1934 MG Midget that was this colour. Beautiful thing. Did rather well in the M C Lands End Trials in 1935, if memory serves.”

“Shall I?” Her hands settled lightly on the edge of the album but then danced above it at a safe distance. “There was a driver who always raced in a green car, wasn’t there?”

“Green and yellow. That would be Jim Clark. Dreadful tragedy at Hockenheim.”

“That’s him. My granddad - the one who was a farmer?” We hadn’t touched on her relatives, but I nodded. “He met him at some sheep trials. Had no idea who he’d been talking to until this other guy said, ‘Do you know who that was?’ Pops said, ‘No, but he knows his stuff.’ The other guy replied, ‘Next Sunday, BBC, 1pm. I’d put money on him.’ Well, Pops was more of a horse-racing fan, so when he saw it was the results of the Grand Prix, he said, ‘I’m not wasting my afternoon on this rubbish!’ But just as he was about to turn the telly off, he noticed who was standing on the podium. ‘Well, I’ll be buggered,’ he said to my Gran. Got a clip round the ear for that.”

“How about that.”

“Right!” But she was still hesitant. “I don’t know why I’m nervous.”

We both felt it. “I think it’s how archaeologists must feel when they unearth buried treasure.”

“Perhaps this is your Staffordshire Hoard.” Very deliberately, Jenny opened the album and carefully lifted the tissue, a rustle betraying her slight shiver. She looked at the tinted photograph that lay underneath: a young girl of no more than twenty, auburn hair in ringlets, pale blue eyes. “Your mother?” Jenny asked.

I felt goosepimples rise on my forearms. “My grandmother, I believe.”

“Beautiful.” She breathed life into the whispered word.

I pretended to be insulted. “You’re surprised?”

Jenny laughed. “I mean, she was very beautiful.”

“Yes.” I studied the photograph again. “She was a young actress when this was taken.” Flipping it over, I pointed to the date-stamp on the back. “Turn of the century, see?”

Jenny put aside a tissue veil to reveal a photograph of a young girl, almost swamped by a feathered fan. “Look at her! She looks so sad.”

“My mother.” The words became entangled in an involuntary sigh. 

Jenny mouthed the shape of an O before turning the page carefully. Her eyes came to rest on an unsmiling mismatched couple, the man towering above the woman’s tiny frame. “Who’s this? Jack Sprat and his wife? They must be her grandparents.”

“No. From what my father told me - and it wasn’t much - my mother didn’t know her own family. Her mother was killed when she was a baby. She was brought up by a couple called ‘Pye’. I would imagine that’s them. ‘Salt of the earth,’ he called them.”

Under normal circumstances, I would never have called my father a snob. ‘Salt of the earth’ was how he referred to his chief mechanic or the men he had flown with during the war, his admiration genuine and unguarded. I never had the same impression when he spoke about the Pyes. They were unmentionable except when not doing so would have seemed peculiar. 

“Shopkeepers, by the look of them,” Jenny said, studying the man’s starched striped apron and bow tie.

“They ran a family business of some sort. I forget…”

“See here?” She pointed to arched lettering of the shopfront. “Traditional pies.”

“So it is. Your eyes are sharper than mine.”

In the next photograph, my mother was standing between a blonde-haired toddler, not yet grown into his own skin, and a gangling bellboy, arms locked by his sides and a puffed-out chest; his mouth clamped shut in an attempt to contain his store of energy. 

“Brothers?”

“No, she was an only child.”

“Parker’s.” Reading the signage, Jenny tapped the table suddenly and turned the photograph over to examine the stamp. “Lots of these photographs were taken there. Would they have been working at that age?”

“They should have been in school. Errands, perhaps.”

Jenny seemed disappointed that the trail ended, checking several pages ahead.

“That’s your lot, I’m afraid.”

She returned to a photograph of my mother, musing, “Do you see anything of yourself in her?”

“Not one bit.” I shrugged and closed the album firmly. “But I’m not at all like my father either. I sometimes wonder how I ever came into being.”

“I don’t. There’s an awful lot of her in you,” Jenny said decisively.

“Really?”

Later, while brushing my teeth in front of the bathroom mirror, I made a detailed examination of my face. Under close scrutiny it took on an unfamiliar quality, my cheeks distorted by the movement of the toothbrush. I detected nothing of the ten-year-old girl. Then, looking into my own eyes, I remembered that what had struck Jenny about my mother was her expression: “She looks so sad.” Was that, perhaps, the likeness she saw in me? Was I an old man deserving of pity? I always felt I had so much more to offer - if only someone had wanted it. Rinsing out my mouth, I spat. Now time, like the water I allowed to spiral down the plug, was running out. 
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BRIGHTON, 1911

Directing a day-tripper who had lost a button to a local dressmaker’s, I ran into Felicity. She was wearing the new style of skirt aptly called the hobble. Walking at any speed an impossibility, a small fair-haired boy was balanced on one hip and a brown paper parcel tucked under the opposite arm.

“Lottie! You’re looking prettier than ever.” She pulled on the arm of the little boy, who, despite her efforts, seemed intent on inserting one finger into a nostril. “Don’t do that, Harry. As you see, this is my son. And how are your parents?”

I could hardly forget how she’d made their acquaintance. I smiled blandly, offering a minimal response for the sake of politeness. “They’re well, thank you.”

But her sigh suggested genuine remorse. “You know, Mr Parker gave me such a ticking off. When he told me he thought your future was in modelling, I wondered… I don’t suppose you’ve been back to see him?”

The truth was that I had pressed my nose up against the studio window on several occasions, but the thought of disobeying Ma had prevented me from going in.

“Would it help if I talked to your parents?” Before I could think of a reply, she shifted Harry to her other hip, answering her own question. “No, why would they listen to me?”

I still didn’t understand why what was right for her was wrong for me. “Do you still have your photograph taken by Mr Parker?”

“That’s what puts food on the table. In fact, I’m on my way there now. He doesn’t really like me to bring Harry, but I couldn’t find anyone to watch him.”

“Can I come?” I asked and, when she looked as if her instinct was to refuse, I added, “I could look after him for you.”

“Why not?” Her ready laughter stopped suddenly. “But you’re to stay this side of the curtain.”

Mr Parker’s front office was just as I had left it - the smells of mustiness and chemicals pervaded. He, too, had replaced his Edward VII with a staring George V. Felicity made a face-shaped hole in the ruby velvet curtain and announced importantly, “Mr Parker, there’s a young lady here to see you.”

“Ask her what she wants, will you?” His bark reached us, a little fiercer than I remembered.

Felicity turned to wink at me. “I think you should ask her yourself.”

“Oh, very well! Find her a seat and I’ll be with you in a minute.”

On the brink of laughter, Felicity gestured to an upholstered leather chair. “Quick! Do as he says.”

After removing a pile of dog-eared issues of Punch from the cushion, I sat. Harry needed no encouragement to dive onto my lap, and I was glad to have someone to hide behind. Breath held, I watched the curtain being whisked aside, and Mr Parker appeared, adjusting his cufflinks, his customary smile now in place.

“Well, now!” he declared. “Look who we have here. Jump down, Harry, and let me take a look at Lottie. Are you here to have your photograph taken?”

“I’m keeping an eye on Harry,” I explained.

“If you’re sure you can’t be persuaded…” He shrugged dismissively, stepping into the studio to retrieve something. “Here’s a teddy bear to keep the boy happy. And you, young lady, can look at the latest Paris fashions.”

I had hoped to be invited into the studio, but the pictures that leapt from the pages of magazines more than compensated. Lean skirts with bold side splits revealed brightly-coloured stockings. Jewelled turbans sparkled. Dresses inspired by Ancient Greece dropped from shoulders and were belted under the bosom. Satin fabrics were described as falling like a ‘slow liquid’ around the body. These women seemed so exotic that it was impossible to imagine myself among them. But it was the advertisements that captured my imagination: ordinary women pictured using Pure Glycerine Matchless Cleanser, cough lozenges and health salts; children choosing Buchanan’s chocolate almonds; insisting their mothers purchased Alfred Bird’s blancmange. Surely not things that would bring shame on the Pye household. 

Some time later, Felicity appeared, securing her feathered hat with a pin. “You’ve been so quiet, I wondered if you hadn’t run off to see the Punch and Judy show.” She slapped Harry’s hand away from his nose, then pointed an erect finger close to his face.

Seeing Mr Parker appear behind her, I jumped up. “I’ve changed my mind. I’d like you to take my photograph.”

“Let me see,” he said, checking his pocket watch. “Do I take it you’re a paying customer?”

“Don’t tease!” Felicity chided. “Make sure he pays you, Lottie.”

“First, I must establish if there’s still a market for our young friend. I’m almost afraid to ask: do your parents know you’re here?”

“No, Sir,” I admitted.

“I see.” He scratched the coarse hairs of his beard and turned to Felicity. “Then, can I ask you to chaperone? I don’t want to stand accused of any wrongdoing.” He gestured towards the studio. “Shall we?”

Felicity brushed and arranged my hair, dabbing my nose with face powder while Mr Parker attended to the props. When I was pronounced ready, he declared, “Why Lottie, you’re as beautiful as any film star,” which I doubted. “Now, raise your chin for me like so. And look towards the corner…”

I remember that day as if it were yesterday. Felicity laughing. Mr Parker issuing instructions. Think of something sad! Imagine you’re petrified! You’ve just received some good news - how do you feel? To the right a little! Shoulders back! Harry tottering about at their feet, rushing from motorbike to yellow-toothed bearskin, finding a new use for his index finger as he pointed gleefully at each new discovery. Not once did I feel that I was doing something that wasn’t respectable, except that I thoroughly enjoyed myself. 

“Lottie,” asked Mr Parker. “You’re not related to your guardians are you?”

“No, Sir.” I was only too happy to tell the story that set me apart. “Ma rescued me after my own mother was struck by lightning.”

“That was never you!” Felicity turned to me. “It was all over The Gazette! No one knew who your poor mother was, did they?”

“Daddy’s still looking for my father. He advertises.”

Mr Parker’s expression was one of delight. “Do you know, I was about to suggest we invent a little background story for you? Every model should have a fabulous story.”

“I was discovered while I was working as a trapeze artist,” Felicity said proudly, swinging her skirts in demonstration.

“Tell me, do you think about your mother very often?”

Few people mentioned my mother except to speculate on her origins.

“Nathaniel!” As Felicity looked horrified I felt the opportunity for a perfectly good photograph had been wasted.

He brushed her concern aside. “Lottie’s not the least bit upset. Are you, my dear?”

“No.” I shook my head. “I think about her every day. And I say a prayer for her each night before I go to sleep.”

“Of course you do. Tell me.” He crouched down beside me. “How do you imagine her?”

“I think she smiled at everyone and was very kind. I’m always looking for a face to fit her.” It felt good to admit it was my mother’s face I searched for among the crowds, despite the fact that it would have made more sense to search for my father’s. Ma had only ever been able to describe my mother from behind. Then I remembered the couple I’d brought to Mr Parker’s studio. “Do you have a photograph of the first lady I brought here? The one with the beautiful smile?”

“No, my dear, they bought it. It was a great success.”

My eyes dropped, disappointed. “I wondered if my mother might have looked like her.”

“Hold that expression!” Mr Parker shouted, moving behind the camera and disappearing beneath the black shroud. “Perfect! That’s the one. Lottie, the lady you’re thinking of would be an excellent choice. I believe she was everything you could have wished for in a mother.”

Felicity’s expression changed as a new thought gripped her. “What if your photograph were to be printed in the newspaper? Then, if you look like your mother, someone might come forward!”

Mr Parker glanced at Felicity, his expression stern. “What would prevent just anyone laying claim?”

“That’s the risk her guardians have run and, so far, none have been made.”

Mr Parker cupped my face with both hands. “That’s because no one’s seen our Lottie yet. A photograph would change everything.” 

“But someone might be in a position to offer her a better life!”

“Are you suggesting it wouldn’t matter who took her? I don’t like the idea of her being passed over to strangers.” Finally, he turned to me and it seemed I was to be consulted. “Lottie, you’re not unhappy, are you?”

I hadn’t been brought up with the idea that happiness was important. Respectability; being well-behaved; keeping the good name of the family; regular attendance at church: those were the things that mattered. The thought of being taken away from everything I knew terrified me. 

“N-no,” I stammered. 

“Well, then,” Mr Parker said. “It’s better we present you to the world as the daughter of a someone, even if that someone is no longer with us. That way, we can be sure no harm will come of it.”

“But everyone already knows my story!” I protested.

“Then, we’ll give them a better story to talk about.” He frowned, bringing a finger to his lips momentarily and then pointing at me. “In your case, perhaps, it should be based on someone real.”

As I walked home with Felicity, Harry giggling hysterically as he hung between us demanding to be swung higher, she said, “Between you and me, I think Mr Parker sees you as his discovery. I don’t see how taking on a new set of parents is any riskier than getting married. And women marry men they hardly know all the time.”

“Up! Up!”

“Are you married, Felicity?”

“Me?” She laughed. “No!”

“Who’s Harry’s father, then?”

“Oh dear, now, it’s complicated.” She glanced down at him, his knees bent in anticipation of being hoisted into the air.

“Up! Up!” Harry beamed at her, milk teeth on display.

“We have each other, and that’s more than enough. Remember when we first met, Lottie? You told me people thought your mother was a prostitute. What made you say that?” 

“They said that being struck by lightning was God’s punishment.”

She laughed. “If that were true, he’d have got me first!” 

“Who else wouldn’t have family to come looking for them?”

“I have family. They come calling every time they’re short of money! Maybe your mother was just all alone in the world. It happens.”

“I want to do the right thing,” I said. “I don’t want to let Ma down.”

“You’re a good girl, Lottie, but in this world you’ve got to take care of yourself. Your folks aren’t as young as they were. They won’t be around forever. Think about it.”
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Mr Parker did his homework. Whilst developing my portraits, he came across a series of photographs of a little-known actress who had been reported missing in early 1901. Born in Bermondsey, she was christened plain Agnes Coin, but she had adopted the stage name of Rebecca Lavashay. At the time of her disappearance, she was on tour with the musical comedy Florodora, which had triumphed in London. 

Hailed the most beautiful women on stage, the original Florodora girls had married millionaires. This increased the attraction of the parts on offer; young actresses queued day and night to audition. Agnes was the least experienced among them and her voice wasn’t the strongest heard, but the priority was to cast six girls who were five foot four and weighed 130 pounds. As well as matching these requirements, something about Agnes’s eyes earned her a part. She didn’t disappoint. Given an audience, this shy novice was transformed.

The Brighton shows sold out within hours. In return for the promise of glamour and romance, audiences were prepared to indulge an unlikely plot, which globe-trotted from the Philippines to a Welsh castle. 

The Brighton chorus girls were wined and dined until they were almost too exhausted to rehearse but, as far as we know, none of them married millionaires. Much to the annoyance of the tour manager, his leading lady was forced to ‘retire’ from the show.

Scandal only heightened the tour’s success. Fortunately, every girl in the show knew the lead’s lines. Each was given the opportunity to audition in front of a paying audience. When the chorus line was reduced from six to five, spectators barely noticed the difference. If anything, the men’s lyrics asking the ladies if there were any others like them at home made more sense. As part of a group, Agnes had disguised her auburn hair. It was important that none of the girls outshone the others (or, rather, that they all shone equally). When her turn came to take the lead, her true colours revealed, the audience was charmed. A glowing review in The Gazette proclaimed her a bright young star. If the manager harboured any lingering doubts about who to cast as his leading lady, it was the queues of rose-laden men outside her dressing room that tipped the scales in Agnes’s favour. He knew what he had within his grasp - if only he could limit her expectations.

This didn’t make her popular among the cast. No one likes an overnight success. But Agnes had that rare thing you can’t teach: star quality. Her off-stage shyness translated into a dignity that failed to respond to criticism and, in time, might have earned their respect. It wasn’t to be. When Agnes failed to turn up for rehearsal in Bournemouth, the manager chided the company that she had been unable to cope with their bickering. Privately, he blamed the lure of London’s bright lights.

“But what if the real cause of her disappearance was the curse of the leading lady?” Mr Parker asked. 

Felicity smiled gently at my blank expression. “I think what he means is that Agnes fell pregnant.”

Certainly, there had been no shortage of suitors. Rejected by the remainder of the cast, if anyone needed companionship after curtain call, it was Agnes.

“Ma won’t like it.” I struggled to explain her opinion about the low moral character of actresses.

Pacing energetically, Mr Parker tugged at his beard: “What we need is a good tragedy!”

Tracking Agnes’s trail to London, Mr Parker discovered that her parents had died in the workhouse. Previously they had run a pub called The Lamb, but trade suffered after a violent brawl, followed weeks later by flooding from the Thames. Sued by the freeholder for outstanding rent, they moved into a simple room near the docks. Mr Coin arrived home most days empty-handed. Accustomed to the life, he drank what little he earned. When her parents could no longer afford to keep her, Agnes was taken in by a distant uncle who had lost his wife and was looking for a housekeeper. She ran away, preferring to take her future into her own hands. 

“I suspect the man was a brute.” Mr Parker reported causing Felicity to bite her lip. “With only her face to recommend her, and options limited, Agnes chose the lesser of two evils.”

“It’s too convenient.” Felicity was sceptical. “An actress who can be placed in Brighton seven months before her death, but wasn’t recognised? What about those queues of men?”

“People have surprisingly short memories,” Mr Parker answered. “In some cases, opportunely short. But given that we’re a holiday resort, our man may well have already left.”

Or - as I often thought but kept to myself - perhaps my mother wasn’t recognisable after her accident.

“So!” Mr Parker clapped his hands, a welcome distraction. “Are you ready to meet your new mother?”

My mouth feeling uncommonly dry, I swallowed, unable to speak.

“Put her out of her misery!” Felicity said.

“These are your photographs.” He began by laying them out on his desk, side by side. “And, these I acquired from a contact at The Gazette.” I shivered as, underneath, he laid out a series of portraits of the most beautiful lady I had seen in my short life: fragile, delicate, kind-eyed. My mind was cartwheeling: this was the face I had been searching for my entire life! 

“Ignoring the difference in your ages,” Mr Parker encouraged, “see if you think there’s a likeness.”

A clear resemblance seemed to leap out at me from the page. Largely, I admit, it was a case of hair length and colour, both of which might have been altered.

“Eureka!” he cried.

“Lottie.” Felicity placed one hand softly on my forearm. “This is a publicity story, that’s all. I wasn’t a trapeze artist. In fact, I’ve never even been to the circus.”

But, at that moment, I would have believed anything Mr Parker told me.

Two weeks later, an article appeared in The Sunday Gazette about the uncelebrated actress Agnes Coin, her disappearance, and surprising new evidence that had recently been unearthed. 

Returning from church at midday, we found Daddy at the kitchen table, the newspaper spread out in front of him. Tobacco flavoured the air, and I couldn’t smell the sea in his hair when I threw my arms around his neck. 

“You’re too old for that, young lady!” Ma scolded.

“Leave her be,” Daddy replied. “She’s my little girl.”

Tight-lipped, Ma paused in front of the age-dappled mirror to smooth her post-hat hair. “You shouldn’t indulge her,” she said, determined to have the last word. 

Daddy released the stem of his pipe from the grip of his teeth and tapped the seat next to him. “Sit down, Kitty. I have something here to show you.”

“I’ve no time for newspapers.” She knotted her apron tightly around her broadening waistline. “Dinner won’t cook itself.” 

Daddy had learned how to attract Ma’s attention, and it wasn’t by jumping up and down or raising his voice. “You’ll make time for this,” he said softly. Their eyes collided in understanding.

“Lottie, find something to do for half an hour. And for goodness’ sake, try not to ruin your dress,” she said. “I’ll just pay a visit, then I’ll be with you, Sidney.”

“Make that an hour, Lottie.” Daddy smiled as Ma’s footsteps retreated downstairs to the backyard. “Pay my regards to the sea for me. I didn’t get the chance this morning.”

“You’re not ill, are you?”

“I’m quite well, child. I just needed thinking time.”

Too old for kisses, too young for adult conversation, it was obvious I was becoming an inconvenience; one who ate too much, harboured too many opinions. Bypassing a young mother who was wearing out a square foot of paving-stone, patting the back of a wailing infant, I wandered downhill. Wind-chased clouds allowed intermittent appearances of strong sunlight, dappling the cobbles in fast-shifting shadow. En route to the arches, I filled my lungs with salty air as gulls looped and dived overhead. 

My ears burned as I saw Alfie West hanging around near the railings in a tight gathering of slouching, elbow-leaning boys. He straightened up, touching the peak of his cap. “Oi, oi, Lads! Here comes Lottie Pye in her Sunday best.”

Propelled by an unidentified hand, he staggered forwards into my path. 

“Hello Alfie.”

“Where are you off to at this at time of day?”

“The usual.” Barely-disguised sniggering escaped from behind cupped hands. Feet apart, I flicked back my hair defiantly. “Making myself scarce.”

“Want to do something?” he asked.

I shrugged, biting my lip. “Don’t mind.”

“There’s gratitude for you!”

Alfie saw the unwanted tear that had welled up, even though I turned away. He lowered his voice so that our bawdy spectators couldn’t hear. “I won’t ask no more if you don’t want me to. Just do me a favour and walk with me as far as the steps.” 

I swiped at my eyes. It was too much to be expected to explain the feeling of constantly battling change when nothing could be done to defeat it. Life seemed to be shaped like a curve, the future elusive. “It’s not that. I like you asking.”

“Then let’s skim some stones.”

Whistles squeezed out from between fingers followed us. Alfie shot a triumphant grin over one shoulder. As we launched pebble after pebble into a sea that was as grey as my thoughts (Daddy called it ‘rearranging the beach’) I asked, “What will you do when you leave school?”

“They say there’s a war coming.”

“Who says?” I laughed, it sounded so unlikely; barely pausing from the business of releasing another missile which sank with a hollow sound. 

“It’s been all over.” He shrugged as if the idea didn’t bother him. With the grace of a ballerina, he extended an arm and placed one foot carefully behind the other. We watched the stone skim the surface in a series of light bounces before it disappeared in a ripple that barely left a blemish. 

“Would you fight?”

“If I had to. I wouldn’t want to be the only one left behind.”

I shivered. “I’m glad Daddy’s too old,” I said at last.

“You’ll be fine, Lottie.” I wasn’t sure if Alfie was referring to war or the future in general. “One of these days I’m going to look up and see your name in big letters on a poster. And I’ll say, ‘Oh yes, I know Lottie Pye. In fact, I was there when she came to school with her petticoat tucked into her draws.’ That was quite a sight.”

“You liar! You never did!” I knocked him sideways with a firm shoulder shove. 

“Didn’t I now?” He rocked back against me, grinning. 

“Coming?” I asked, my feet scrambling against stones.

“I’m not done yet.”

“Suit yourself. I’m going home for my dinner.”

I scampered up the stairs near the Free Shelter Hall, passing through the centre of a loud bachelor party dressed in boaters, dickie bows and buttonholes, and holding cones of whelks and mussels. Looking back from a vantage point at the top of the railings, I saw Alfie propped up on his elbows, scanning the horizon. If I worried about the future, it was even harder being a boy. So much was expected of you.

I arrived home, not to the normal smells of the kitchen at Sunday dinnertime, but to the embers of a fire, two empty teacups and anxious faces.

“Sit down, child,” said Daddy, removing his pipe from his mouth. The bite marks around the stem were multiplying daily. “We’ve something here to show you.”

“Is it about the war?” I asked, looking at the newspaper on the table.

Ma’s cheeks reddened. “Who’s been filling your head with nonsense?”

“Alfie West -”

“Alfie West, expert of everything! That’ll be his father talking. It’s men who dream up reasons for wars and women who are left to pick up the pieces.”

Daddy appeared amused by Ma’s passion. “Spoken like a true feminist, my dear.”

For a working woman who held the purse strings, he couldn’t have chosen a greater insult. “Feminist? Not me! Giving us all a bad name.”

“Let’s not get side-tracked.” Daddy’s nervousness was apparent. There were damp circles of perspiration under the arms of his good shirt. His hand felt clammy as he took one of mine. “Lottie, you know how we’ve been trying to trace your real family. Well, I think you need to look at this. It’s an article about a young actress who was reported missing early in 1901. They assumed she’d taken herself off to London, so nobody looked too hard for her. But given her appearance and that she was beginning to make a name for herself… why don’t you just read it?” He turned the newspaper 360 degrees and I came face to face with the photograph of Agnes I had studied only weeks earlier. I was aware of two sets of eyes concentrating on me, looking for signs of recognition.

Pretending to misunderstand, with deliberate vagueness, I said, “She’s very beautiful.”

Daddy pointed to the words underneath and swallowed. “Yes, but does she remind you of anyone? Look at the description: ‘As part of the chorus, Agnes was forced to disguise her copper-coloured hair...’”

Ma reached out a hand to touch a lock of mine and drew her bottom lip in. She was strangely silent, as if she was none too keen for me to learn about my real mother. 

“It’s the dates, Lottie,” Daddy persisted. “Do you see? She was here nine months before you were born. It would make sense for an unmarried mother to return after the birth. To search for your father.”

Ma looked as uncomfortable as I had ever seen her at the reminder that my mother was unmarried.

I employed all of my acting skills. “You think this is my mother?”

“We’ll probably never know for certain.” Daddy shook his head. “But we think it’s worth contacting the newspaper to see if they have any more information.”

I nodded my consent.

“We wondered if Mr Parker might be able to help.” 

This was unexpected. My eyes flicked up in time to observe Ma loosening the collar of her blouse as if she was overheating. 

Daddy continued. “It would be best to go to the newspaper with a photograph of you taken from the same angle so they can see what we can see.”

The bell rattled and a familiar voice reached us from the shop. “Anyone home?”

“We’re closed!” Ma shouted down, her voice gruff, then, to us, she tutted, “What can Josie want?”

“What your friend always wants,” Daddy muttered, weary rather than annoyed. “Tea. Several cups of it.”

The approach of laboured footsteps suggested that she would not be put off her mission. “Have you seen The Gazette?”

Ma sighed in exasperation. “We’re looking at it now!”

Accompanied by huffing, a breathless Josie appeared at the door, one hand in the small of her back, the other brandishing a rolled copy of the paper. She barely gave my parents a glance: it was my face that interested her as she waddled over to the table. “I’ve known you all your life and there’s no doubt in my mind,” she said, jabbing the photograph with a finger, as if she were responsible for the discovery. Glancing at Ma, she said as an aside, “Tell me if I’m interrupting.”

It was only then that I realised how upset Ma was. “Lottie, I remember the day I found you, thinking you were the answer to my prayers. Whatever happens, we’ll always be your family.”

“You don’t know how lucky you are, my girl,” Josie clucked, taking a seat in front of the dying fire. “I don’t suppose there’s a brew on the go?”


14 - LOTTIE’S STORY

BRIGHTON, 1911

“I’m delighted you’ve decided to take me up on my offer.” Mr Parker greeted Ma and me in the office of his studio, both dressed in our stiff Sunday best on a Thursday. “Let me give you the grand tour.” He whisked the velvet curtain aside.

Ma, seemingly unimpressed by the treasure trove, looked at him with embarrassment. “I’m here as a customer.”

“I’m terribly sorry, I must have misunderstood. Do take a seat.” He drew back the comfortable chair at the small side table. 

Complying, she handed him the article, pointing to the photograph of Agnes. “Perhaps you can tell me how much it would cost to have a portrait of Lottie taken from the same angle as this one.”

“No, I insist.” Mr Parker waved her away when she reached for her purse, looking from me to the newspaper article and back again. “This is remarkable! They’re too alike for it to be a coincidence.”

“That remains to be seen.” But if Ma was wary to commit herself, she seemed charmed by Mr Parker. Holding the teacup that was offered at chest level, little finger airborne, she sat as if riding side-saddle.

“Faces are my business, Mrs Pye. At Art College, we used to draw a grid on the blank canvas to help us focus on each feature. I still see a grid in my mind’s eye whenever I look at a face, and I can tell you that the spacing of Lottie’s features is virtually identical to this other young lady’s. I have to say, she was a great beauty. Do you have any idea what became of her?”

“We believe she was killed - here in Brighton.”

“No!” Mr Parker stopped what he was doing, his face a perfect match for his funereal attire. “Do you know how it happened?”

“We can’t be sure.” Here, Ma appeared to blush. “But if Lottie is her daughter - and I’m not saying she is -”

“No,” he intervened.

“- I was actually there at the time.” 

Mr Parker lowered himself into a chair next to Ma, appealing earnestly. “You can’t leave me in suspense.” 

Lubricated by tea, she continued. “It was the lightning that got her. She was walking on the promenade with her baby in a perambulator.”

“But I remember reading about that! You were quite the heroine.”

Ignored, I toyed with garments on the clothes rail, gravitating towards a silk dress.

“Sadly, it was all I could do to rescue Lottie in time.” Ma put her teacup in its saucer and placed it on the table. 

Mr Parker followed her gaze to her lap. “Your poor hands!” he exclaimed.

She drew them into her sleeves, her tone now subdued: “My reminder that it never does to be vain. There’s not one of us who can’t say, there but for the grace of God.”

“Quite so. It seems doubtful that…” Lowering his voice, Mr Parker leaned towards Ma conspiratorially. “Lottie’s father will come forward. If he was a…” Pausing to frown and glance up at me, he reduced his volume even further. “…young man, it’s more than likely he would have a family of his own by now.”

Ma matched his whisper. “That’s not what this is about. It can be difficult for a child not to know where she’s come from.” She covered her mouth with a hand briefly to compose herself. “We’ve been the subject of the most distasteful gossip - by people who should know better.”

“I’d like to help, Mrs Pye,” Mr Parker said as he ushered us out. “I have contacts at the newspaper. No doubt they’ll want to publish Lottie’s story. It’s important it’s presented in a tasteful way. Why don’t you and I discuss this further when the photographs are ready?”

When I looked back through the door, I thought I saw Mr Parker wink at me before he pulled the blind down. The fish had taken the bait.

If Ma had thought that setting the record straight would end the gossip, she was mistaken. My class-mates’ reaction was similar to that of the cast of Florodora.

“You always thought you were better than us.”

Too proud to cry, I bit down on my bottom lip and held my head up, giving a good impression of just that. Only Alfie saw through my act.

“Ignore them,” he advised. “There isn’t a girl here who doesn’t want to be you and a boy who wouldn’t kiss you given half a chance.”

I laughed, letting down my guard, my head dropping.

“So can I?”

“Don’t be daft!”

“Doesn’t matter.” He shrugged. “I’ve told them all you’re my girl anyway.”

“You’ve got a big mouth, Alfie West!”

“How else could I make sure the others would leave you alone? Plus, they all like me, so they’ll have to talk to you eventually. Want to skim some stones?”

“Can’t,” I sulked. “I’ve got chores.”

As I dragged my feet along the seafront, I could feel people’s eyes following me, their whispers barely concealed behind parasols. I felt like thanking every single one of them not to stare. Alfie walked upright, meeting each enquiring look with an obliging grin. “See that?” he said. “You’re already half famous.”

“Don’t stare back!” I scolded.

Ignoring my concerns, he raised one hand in a wave. “I’m enjoying myself. Tomorrow, I’ll be no one again, but today I’m the boy who’s walking down the road with the girl from the front of The Gazette.”

I tried not to lift my eyes from the pavement. “I hate this,” I said.

“Better get used to it.” Alfie used the same arm to bring the traffic to a halt and then pretended to sweep the road in front of me, the ripe smell of horse manure blending with marine odours. “Now, promise me you’ll smile.”

I exaggerated the tilt of my chin and grimaced for Alfie’s approval but, after he had tipped an imaginary hat, I ran home. 

“Here she is!” Daddy announced my breathless arrival at the shop door to the small gathering who were examining my photograph while waiting in line. Some, it seemed, had just come to hear Daddy’s side of the story. I didn’t wait to hear the end of the question, “How does it feel to be…?” before I clattered upstairs and threw myself face-down on my bed.

Daddy knocked on the door a while later. “Well, then,” he said, perching on the other single bed under the eaves. The angle of his back would have been forced to mirror the slope of the ceiling as he addressed the pillow that covered my streaked face. “I’ve been proud of you today, Lottie. Business has never been better, that’s for sure. So what’s eating away at you?”

“No one would talk to me at school, apart from Alfie. Then everybody stared at me on the way home.”

“Is that so? I can understand why people might be looking, but why wouldn’t your friends talk to you?”

I came out of hiding. Light penetrating the curtain cast the evening shadows I privately thought of as being ‘the boys’. His focus on me, Daddy seemed oblivious to their presence. “Alfie says it’s because they’re jealous.”

“I see.” He scratched his head. “You do know that, if you have your photograph taken for the magazines, it might be like this all the time?”

Throwing my legs over the side of the bed, I adopted the best position for sulking: elbows on knees and chin in hands. “If I was a lady, I could wear a hat and no one would recognise me.”

“Then a hat it is!” His pipe rode up and down. “For now, you’d better go and help Ma before she explodes. She’s taken it on herself to make double quantities - that’s an awful lot of pastry. I’d ask you to stay home from school and help tomorrow, but there’d be no shortage of attention here.”

“Do you think I could get used to it, Daddy?”

The pipe was set aside for thought. “A soul can get used to anything if they put their mind to it. It’s whether you want to, that’s the question. Now, run along, scallywag, or neither of us will have a future worth worrying about!” 


15 - SIR JAMES’S STORY

SHERE, 2009

Jenny put the scrapbook containing the newspaper article down on the dining room table, her eyes low. 

“I’m sorry.” She turned away from me, blinking back tears, those that escaped taking on the colour of her eye make-up. 

“I didn’t realise you’d find it upsetting. Here.” I held out the cotton handkerchief that had been tucked into the breast pocket of my jacket, and she took it reluctantly. “Go on. I always have one at the ready.”

She was far happier when Isambard, sensing a change in the atmosphere, sacrificed his dense coat so that she could bury herself in it.

I chose to extract myself. “This calls for a pot of tea.”

While I was still busy in the kitchen, wondering if I was cold to have remained detached from my mother’s story, Jenny joined me. “Thank you.” She deposited the creased handkerchief on one side. “I should explain -”

The narrow space felt claustrophobic: a reminder of disappearing fingerprints, the smell of heavy tweed. “No need.” I felt the need to fight my way back to a space where oxygen was in greater supply, looking uselessly about for a rectangle of light to guide the way. “All over now.”

“No, I’d like to.” As Jenny struggled to begin, I loosened my tie and unbuttoned my collar. “You see, my mother died of cancer when I was eight. It’s not the same, I know. But I couldn’t help thinking what it must have been like for this little girl - probably the same age as I was when I lost my mother - to find her story after looking everywhere.”

I searched for the words of sympathy expected from one who has lived longer and to whom loss is an acquaintance of old. Instead a wave of irritation flooded over me: if my mother had really understood loss in the way Jenny suggested, why had she allowed history to repeat itself by leaving? But it wasn’t the time to talk about myself. I fixed my face into a serious expression. When I faced Jenny she was smiling - sadly, but smiling nonetheless: “We’ve got more in common than you thought. We both grew up without mothers. You didn’t know that, did you?”

The words escaped before I could think about them. “You’re terribly brave.”

“No.” She shook her head. “I’m not. They had to make me talk about it, and even now…”

I broke the silence. “Do you think it helps? All that talking?” 

She faced me across the narrow room, no wider than a passageway, leaning back on the work surface. “It’s got to, hasn’t it?”

“I don’t know. When I was a lad you were expected to keep your feelings to yourself. Saved you from getting worked up.”

“The whole point is to work through them,” she said, reaching past me for the tea tray. “Let me take that.” Before I could protest, she was walking back to the dining room, making light work of what would have proved a struggle for me.
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