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Sand turns traitor, and betrays the footstep that has passed over it; water gives back to the tell-tale surface the body that has drowned . . .


From No Name by Wilkie Collins





 


In Which We Are Introduced To Pearl And Learn


Of Those Momentous Events That Occurred


At The Time Of Her ‘Finding’


Article taken from The Times newspaper: May 1850


MYSTERIOUS DEATH. – Late on Thursday evening, Mr. Davies, deputy coroner, held a lengthened enquiry at The Eight Bells public-house in Chelsea, touching the circumstances attending the death of an apparently respectable woman, name unknown, whose body was found floating in the River Thames off Millbank on the morning of Monday last. It appeared from the evidence of the witnesses examined, that about midnight on Sunday the police patrol saw a woman whose dress exactly corresponded with that worn by the deceased, who appeared to be carrying a bundle of cloth while walking along Cheyne Walk in the direction of Battersea Bridge. William Taylor, also of the Thames Police, stated that he had found the deceased at around 6 o’clock on Monday morning. The woman appeared to be about twenty years of age, five foot six or seven inches high, very thin with fine features and abundant fair hair. Advertisements, with a description of the body and the articles found upon it, had been inserted in several of the papers, but as yet no relatives or friends have come forward for identification. On the body were found expensive articles of dress. There was no hat or bonnet. A black velvet cloak was trimmed with black ostrich feathers. A cream silk dress had beneath two petticoats trimmed with lace, both white. Stays were fastened in front by steel clasps below which were a white muslin chemise and white silk stockings. There was no money found on the person. All pockets had been filled with coals and bits of wood apparently collected at the water’s edge, leading to the belief that the deceased had committed suicide. Mr. Baker and Mr. Hodgeson, two surgeons of Chelsea Royal hospital, by direction of the deputy coroner, made post mortem examination of the corpse upon which no injuries were found. The whole of the organs were found quite healthy though the condition of the womb indicated a recent childbirth. The lungs indicated death by suffocation. The jury, in the absence of any clearer evidence, returned a verdict of ‘Found drowned’.




PEARL


Deep with the first dead . . . secret in the unmourning water of the riding Thames


Dylan Thomas


That May night of my ‘birth’, of my finding, many marvels and wonders were seen, and every one of them noted down in Mrs Hibbert’s Book of Events. Thus –


There was a cabman who worked Cremorne Gardens who, come to the end of his shift for the night, was about to head home across Battersea Bridge when he saw an angel flying by. In the moonlight her ebony wings glistened silver, snapping and billowing out through the air, and two black feathers floated down to brush, like a kiss, against his cheek.


A warehouse nightwatchman at St Katharine Docks swore blind to have heard a mermaid’s song, and such a sweet melody it was, ringing clear as a bell through the dense fogged air. A waterman down Wandsworth way claimed to have seen a nymph that dawn. He told how her hair shimmered over black waters, a rippling fan of gold.


And then, there was the comet, described by so many that night; its tail a streaking fire of light as it followed the sinuous bend of the Thames, until its arcing trajectory plunged far out in the sea beyond Margate, at which point there was nothing left to see but a rising plume of fizzing steam.


I doubt that any such tales were true; more likely to have been conjured up by Mrs Hibbert’s warped genius – Mrs Hibbert, pronounced Mrs ‘eebair’, who held court in the House of the Mermaids, a most prestigious Chelsea abode which overlooked the River Thames, from where she concocted fantastical bait with which to lure the clientele through the doors of her maison de tolerance. And with every one of them being toffs – aristocrats, barristers, men of the cloth – to retain their investment in her house she indulged those gentlemen’s every whim. She offered a glittering palace of dreams where they could dab the finest whores who played the part of dutiful wives, but without any matrimonial bonds.


Privately, she called them dupes. The things they will believe, ma chère! But then she was very persuasive and I was never more beguiled than when hearing my very own story told, with Mrs Hibbert’s dulcet tones as soothing as any lullaby – You were sent to us from the mermaids.


I used to squeeze my eyes tight shut to try and imagine the scene that night, as glassy as a daguerreotype, a picture exposed in the melting dawn when the street lamps flickered like smouldering ash, when the river was blurred with silver mists.


And now, almost twenty years later, I have made my return to Cheyne Walk, where the winter air is a cold damp gauze, so thick that when I lift a hand it could belong to anyone, I could be standing anywhere, and nothing else alive to hear but the muted snorts and clanging stamps of the horses hitched to a waiting cab. And through their jingling harness song comes Mrs Hibbert’s whispering, the hiss of a memory long since passed that still has the power to pierce my heart, which is suddenly beating so very much faster, and I find myself dizzy, having to lean forward, hands clutching the splintering jetty rail, ears filled with the slip-slopping song of the Thames – as if Time itself is ebbing there.


Those swirling small eddies around wooden piers create a dreamy hypnotic state and gradually my heart is lulled, and gradually it starts to slow, a solace not unfamiliar to me though more usually found in a sticky brown syrup rather than the mud and the filth of the river. But I must try not to think of that; the tincture’s slow burn in the back of my throat, the tingling fire as it sings in my veins, and how it may still be weaving its dreams, because when I lift my eyes once more the sky has grown dark with a million stars and the milky light of a low full moon is gleaming down on Battersea Bridge; the looming carcass of mouldering wood which creaks and groans as if alive, and through that almost animal sound I hear it so clearly – the fluttering snap of some feathered wings, the sudden hollow splashing thud, the wailing horn of a distant tug as mournful as any funeral bell.


Why does that blast make me shiver? Does it tell of another bride for the Thames, another poor wretch who has been sucked down into his cruel embracing arms until there is nothing left to see but a bubbling phosphorescence of death – as thick and grey as Satan’s seed? Has such an event been spied by the mudlarks, those foragers heading towards me now? They look like some ghostly Greek chorus wreathed in rags of drifting fog, crooked backs hunched beneath their bulging sacks as, oblivious to the noxious stench of oily floating turds around, long hooks prod and scrape through the oozing ditch to glean lumps of sea coal and iron and wood; the pitiful harvest on which they live. Do they see what looks like a diamond of light, the spectral orb of a lantern affixed to the bobbing prow of a scull now emerging from under the bridge’s gloom? As it draws nearer I find myself thinking – how strange, how incongruous it is that the man who toils at those clumsy oars should be wearing what looks like a fur-collared coat, and perched on his head is a tall silk hat which, despite the brim falling forward, concealing the upper part of his face, cannot disguise his identity.


I would know this gentleman anywhere. Tip Thomas – Mrs Hibbert’s ‘fancy man’, her procurer, her pimp, her scavenger – who now, with his paddles being set down, pushes back the brim of his tifter (that sly little ‘tip’ for which he is named) while fixing me with the scheming leer that betrays the mask he prefers to show; the clear blue gaze of the pretty boy who could charm all the birds right down from the trees, who barters with punters and tickles the whores – who might now be charming the fish from the sea. Or has he been looking for mermaids again? Or has he been dredging up the drowned?


Tip once told me such business is lucrative, with rewards coming from the authorities, better still from the medical men who are always in need of another corpse, another fresh body to pin on their tables, to rip and dissect then stitch back up; no more use, no more soul than a sewer rat.


Tip is as cunning and quick as a rat. One lurching dip and his craft is moored, and he stands in the shallows at its side where the sluggish tide is rising round. He pulls a small silver flask from his pocket, deftly unscrewing its lid, knocking back a long slug then exhaling a sigh as the bottle is stoppered and stashed again. ‘It helps keep up the spirits, dear.’ And now, with his courage quite restored – slowly, almost tenderly – Tip Thomas stoops forward and lifts his catch, embracing what might be a bundle of rags, and while wading towards me, towards the shore, his pace is very leisurely – though what cause has he to hurry now, having found the thing he was searching for, able to savour each squelching step as his boots trudge their progress through gravelled sludge?


There is a moment I fear him lost, dissolved in the shadows beneath the pier’s boards until . . . Can you hear it, that shlump, shlump, shlump? That is the sound of Tip Thomas’s feet, a steady ascension up wooden steps. And look! He is here! He is right by my side, and the street lamp’s glimmer is lighting him up like a bauble on a Christmas tree. But what is this gift, this queer fish that he holds? Something soft and pale fleshed is nestling there, lodged between sacking and minky fur collar. And yet, there is no fishy odour. No metallic, glistening lustre of scales, nor the usual bloated decay of the drowned who stare through blind and jellied eyes. When Tip draws back his coat’s lapel to reveal his living treasure’s face I see it has eyes, green and glistening, and a tiny pink mouth like a shell that opens and whimpers and dribbles with slime before letting out a plaintive whine. And when that creature kicks and squirms the foot of an infant child is revealed – though you might almost think it a little frog, the flesh between toes so wrinkled and webbed.


Tip Thomas is not the least bit repulsed by such an odd deformity. He makes a low sort of shushing sound, and I try not to flinch when that rancid and gin-fumy breath of his prickles like ice against my cheek – when common sense tells me that it should be warm – when the very blood almost stagnates in my veins to hear his crowing mantra, ‘God bless your sweet little orphaned soul. Did she think I was going to let you go? A gift from Heaven you are to me. A pearl dropped into me waiting hands.’


His hands? I wonder, what about mine? What will he do if I hold them out? Will he give her to me? Will he let me save this undrowned child from what is to be her destiny? But I must be taking leave of my senses even to contemplate such a thing, for this is Tip Thomas and he has no conscience, no bleeding heart for compassion to prick. Tip Thomas has only ever cared for what is waiting across the street, where behind iron gates and high brick walls that are topped with shards of broken glass an undraped window glows with light, and there, in its centre, as if on a stage, I see a woman’s silhouette – and the silhouette is lifting one arm, as if she is waving – or beckoning.


I know that is Mrs Hibbert. I know that she beckons to Tip, not me, because I am the ghost neither one of them sees. I stand in their future looking back to witness the time of my genesis. And that was a time passing strange, don’t you think, as strange as any myth they wove, when they called me the Wondrous Water Child, the Living Jewel from the Oyster Beds, Spawned from the Loins of Old Father Thames and the Fishy Womb of his Mermaid Bride?


But the truth always was more prosaic than that. The truth is that I was the bastard child saved from the river by Tip that night when my mother drowned herself for shame. And the only name I have ever known is the one Mrs Hibbert chose to bestow. And the very first memory I have is the sound of her lulling, lilting voice as she called for me to enter a room with lovely pictures all over the walls, walls painted with silvers, blues and greens, with fishes, and mermaids with golden hair – hair wreathed with ribbons, with stars, with pearls.


My hair was once yellow and curling. I wore a crown of shells. Beneath lace skirts my legs were bare, no stockings or shoes to hide my feet, the stubby wedges where toes should be, tingling and cold on the marble tiles. I wanted to run back upstairs to my room but I knew Tip Thomas was standing close, his lips twisted into a snide grimace between whiskers as pale as walrus tusks, and the daggers of his fingernails digging down through the flesh of my shoulders, and me more frightened of riling him than whatever was waiting in that room, from where Mrs Hibbert coaxed again – ‘Come, ma chère . . . ma petite nymphe.’


Mrs Hibbert held out her black-gloved hands and crooned through the mesh of her thick black veils, ‘Come play with my friends, my pretty Pearl.’





 


Those Historical Documents Pertaining To The


Births Of Lily And Elijah Lamb: The Twins Who


When Babes Were Deposited At The Doors Of The


Foundling Hospital


FREDERICK HALL, PUBLISHER


41 Burlington Row


London


May 7th 1855


AUGUSTUS, DEAR FRIEND,


I hardly know how to commence this post which is proving to be the most onerous task, and far be it from my intention to wish to cause you more distress than that you have already suffered during these past five years. It still fills my heart with grief and guilt to think I encouraged your dear boy to London to work with me in the publishing business. They say that fifty thousand souls were lost in that outbreak of cholera, and still no explanation known, whether the miasma of the air or the corruption of water supplies. Alas, I have grown too jaded to care what those quibbling scientists next debate. If only I could go back in time and offer myself to the pestilence, to give my life instead of his.


I pray now that God will steady my hand as I come to relate some further news that has bearing upon your son’s personal affairs, and by that a direct connection with you. Believe me, Augustus, for too many nights I have struggled with my conscience, debating whether it is right to burden you with such intelligence. And yet, I do feel that it is my bound duty to relate what has recently come to light – that during the year he spent in my house, Gabriel succumbed to the lure of romance. His actions were not without consequence.


The young woman in question went by the name of Isabella di Marco and, as you may surmise, was descended from Italian stock. I know of some details regarding her background, and for reasons that will soon enough be apparent, such as that in 1848 she left her homeland and set sail for England along with her father, himself an artist who had hoped for some prospect of work here in London. But he suffered a fatal seizure while their ship was still at sea. Isabella arrived here entirely alone, and being less than twenty years and of a most pleasing appearance then, was at no small peril of being abused by reprobates who seek to inveigle those innocents whose very trust and naivety mark them out as the prey for debauchery. Even so, the girl’s future was duly safeguarded when she happened to meet with a friend of mine – a virtuous man who had volunteered to work with the Dockside Nightbird Mission, a charitable Christian enterprise which strives to find occupation for all repentant homeless souls. I have two girls in the kitchens here, as amenable and diligent as those sent from exclusive agencies. But Isabella was a cut above, being refined and well educated, fluent in English and French as well as her native Italian tongue. When my acquaintance first brought her here he suggested she might be employed ‘upstairs’, helping to translate those foreign works that we often buy in from overseas – mainly short stories and travelogues to feature in the magazines which prove to be more and more popular, really the most lucrative business.


But I digress from the point in hand.


As I am sure you have now deduced it was through their mutual employment in the offices of Hall & Co. that an intimacy came to develop between the two young people. With both of them lodging in my apartments I should have been more vigilant to the signs of a growing affection. But the passions of youth flow very strong, and at times they can be devious, and though I believe they may have wed, events conspired to dash such hopes.


With the tragedy of Gabriel’s death, and that coming so close on the loss of her father, Isabella could not, would not, be consoled. Within a month she departed my house without so much as a parting word. And now, there is the further distress of having discovered the reason why – the shame which befell that poor sweet wretch.


You may ask how I happen to come by such news when over five years have since elapsed. My dear friend, I confess it is the result of the strangest of coincidences, which only makes me more convinced that Sacred Providence is at work.


Of all those charities I support the very dearest to my heart is Coram’s Foundling Hospital, to which orphanage I make an annual donation along with a great many books – many of your own titles among them. Only last week, when visiting, I was invited to stay on a while to observe the boys and their marching band, and afterwards the refectory where they partake of their midday meal – though I hardly consider such a show to be classed as ‘entertainment’. If I wished to see keepers throw buns to bears I would visit the zoological gardens. I do not find it dignified, no matter what Lady This or Lord That happen to be in attendance. As such I made my excuses to leave, though barely gone past the clerk’s office door when faced with two bawling infants and the nurse who struggled to hold them, who, when questioned, gave me the harassed reply that only that morning, the siblings – twins, a boy and a girl – had been returned from their foster home.


The smallest of the children here are farmed out until the age of five by which time they are deemed suitably mature to join the institution’s life. However, when in the Foundling the sexes must be separate. Boys in the west wing, girls in the east, and the chapel to separate between. And that was the knotty problem here, for the little girl screamed merry hell, refusing to let her brother go, clinging on to his arm like a limpet.


Of course, I went to offer assistance, only to find myself struck dumb when viewing those siblings’ features. So familiar were they – so sure was my mind that I made some more formal enquiries, though how tiresome and protracted they were, my patience and nerves stretched to breaking point while waiting in that office, and whatever discoveries then ensued not without a little bribery. But that is by the by. Corruption is blessed when the outcome is moral. The point is that armed with a good enough guess at the probable date of admission and the fact that twins must be somewhat rare, I found myself viewing the relevant file and in that the petitioning document where I read with the very heaviest heart the name of Isabella di Marco, and alongside that of Gabriel Lamb, he divulged as the children’s father, and the place in which he and Isabella had first come to be acquainted was listed as being Burlington Row, at the offices of Hall & Co. Finally there was the fact that Gabriel Lamb was now deceased, leaving the mother in no fit state to support dependent infants.


And that, my dearest friend, is why I am now obliged to pass on such momentous news, though should you wish to ignore it, fearing the consequential slur on your own good reputation, then you may safely be assured that your grandchildren are in excellent hands and that both will be schooled for respectable trades with which to support their future lives – the boy trained for agricultural work, the military, or the navy – the girl for domestic service.


I only urge you to swiftly decide on whichever course you think best to take.


I am, as ever, Your own True Friend,


FREDERICK


May 20th 1855. Adopted and removed from the Foundling Hospital, one male and one female infant, sibling twins, known as Elijah and Lily.


Name and Condition of the person adopting the children – Mr Augustus Lamb, widower. Occupation, Author. Residence, Kingsland House, Kingsland, Herefordshire.


References:- the Reverend John Preece, Bloomsbury, and Mr Frederick Hall, Book and Magazine Publisher, Burlington Row, London.




LILY


Clear and cool, clear and cool.


By laughing shallow, and dreaming pool;


Cool and clear, cool and clear,


By shining shingle, and foaming weir;


Under the crag where the ouzel sings,


And the ivied wall where the church bell rings,


Undefiled, for the undefiled;


Play by me, bathe in me, mother and child.


From The Water-Babies by Charles Kingsley


Received: A Blank Child. Those four little words headed up the receipt given out whenever an infant was left in the care of the Foundling Hospital, become a blank canvas from which to erase every trace of inherited sin and shame.


Only today did I find our own, and the letter once penned by Frederick Hall, along with the adoption slip made out in the name of Augustus Lamb – Augustus Lamb, his dearest friend – Augustus Lamb, our grandfather – the man we always called Papa.


Now, all of those items are battered and yellow, having been hidden away for years in a box of antique ivory, concealed in a notebook with thick marbled covers, covers with colours all swirling like water – a remnant from those days gone by when Papa still used to write things down, beguiling the young with his fairy tales, the adventures through which his mind constantly swam – although now his mind is a murky confusion where the world is viewed through a shifting lens, and no matter how often he tries to reweave them the threads of his memory dissolve. What ran with luminous colours before has dried to a trickle of thick grey sludge; as black as the ink that filled his pen, that now lies unused, impotent on his desk.


‘Lily, is that you?’ Papa’s earthbound voice is croaked with sleep. ‘What are you doing over there?’


I look up from his desk with a nervous smile, feeling guilty for prying where I should not and hurriedly slipping that handful of papers back into the covers of the book – because Papa seems angry to see me there, and so I try to reassure, ‘You’ve been dozing, Papa. I’ve been looking at all our old treasures.’


This ivory box contains the charms which once inspired Papa’s dreams. A white scallop shell. A child’s milk tooth. The shadowgraph picture of a fern: a silhouette drawn by the pencil of nature, leaving white where there should be blackness, leaving black where there should be white – an alternative version of the truth. There is a beetle’s metallic gleam. A goose’s quill. A dragonfly, its green wings a delicate webbing of gauze, so fine they would crumble away into dust if anyone dared to touch them now.


Papa has no inclination to try. He only grunts his stern reply, ‘Burn them, Lily. Burn them all!’


Of course, he does not mean it. He is confused again. His gnarled and trembling fingers pluck at the shawl that lies across his lap, and his rheumy blue eyes are staring out, well beyond the world of the ivory box and into the artificial gloom – though goodness knows what he can see when so little light ever enters this room owing to the many layers of dust that have settled like ice on the windowpanes, and the ivy that smothers the house façade, penetrating the mortar and rotting the frames, even the wainscoting nailed to the walls. Month by month it encroaches more. One morning I fully expect to wake and find ourselves trapped in its dark embrace; imprisoned inside our own castle, locked up in a fairy tale. And perhaps that is what Papa desires, to sleep and forget for a hundred years. But I do not, and so I plead while standing and walking to his side, ‘Can we not cut the ivy back this year?’


His answer is always the same, though remarkably lucid and prompt today. ‘You may do as you wish when I’m gone. I like it like this. It keeps the outside world away . . . and what about the birds . . . the nests? What about the rose?’


Ah yes, what about the rose?


Some years before she died, long before my brother and I were born, long before Papa came to find us in London, his wife had planted a climbing rose, and however short-lived its blooms may be, the big blowsy petals as white as snow have stems inextricably entwined with the vigorous growth of that monstrous vine. How could we think to chop it down? How could we think to cause Papa distress when it is all that he can do to cling on to what’s left of past happiness, though he rarely ever mentions his wife, and the same with Gabriel – their son – both of them sleeping side by side in a grave in the village churchyard.


One time, when Elijah and I were small, only living in Kingsland a very short time, I remember standing in front of a grave as Papa explained that from that day on our name would be Lamb, the same as the one carved there on the stone before which he placed a single rose, afterwards taking our hands in his as he knelt in a quiet contemplation – which seemed to go on for a very long time – and soon growing bored and restless with that, I gazed to the top of the church’s grey tower where an old iron weathercock was perched. I liked to see it spin around, but that day there was barely any breeze, nothing to disturb the humid air that circled Elijah, and Papa, and me, that seemed to hold us in its spell, until my brother suddenly asked, ‘Is our mother buried here as well?’


‘No.’ Papa’s voice was blunt. No fanciful stories to weave that day. ‘I’m afraid no one knows where your mother is.’


‘So . . . who gives her flowers?’ I thought, but did not say the words, already sensing Papa’s response. She had no grave. She had no face, not in the way our father did, because every day we could look at him in the oval-framed portrait that hung on the wall right next to the desk where Papa worked. And Gabriel had been such a pretty child, the same age as us when that picture was made, with curling fair hair and the palest grey eyes – eyes very much like Elijah’s were. But apart from that one distinction our decidedly darker appearances must surely have favoured our mother instead, and reminded of her by Elijah’s words, I felt a burning ache in my throat, dragging my fingers away from Papa’s and ignoring my brother’s plaintive shouts when running past weathered stone angels and crosses, on through the whine of the churchyard gate, and over the field, then the rickety bridge that spanned the stream at the end of our gardens – and from there I burst in through the open door to where Papa’s housekeeper, Ellen Page, was taking a nap by the kitchen range.


Her frizzy white head was lolling back. Wrinkled cheeks were two mottled slabs of meat either side of a mouth that was drooling and slack – whereas, when awake, it was always clamped in the thinnest thread of a smiling grimace, not due to any lack of warmth but because Ellen Page was adamant that: ‘there’s no Tom, Dick or Harry shall see how deficient my ivories’.


But Elijah and I had seen them, being obsessed with teeth at the time, having just begun to lose our own. One day we’d found her snoring, when we’d left Papa working and went to the kitchen, tiptoeing close to Ellen’s chair, inhaling her sour and peppery breath and the rising reek of mustard and lard from the embrocation she often applied for the easing of her rheumatical knees. Holding our breath, we peered inside, between the lips then hanging loose. We poked with our fingers and prodded her gums. All pink and slimy with spittle they were. And we counted five black rotting stumps – those same stumps to make a rare public appearance on the day when I came running back from graveyard, when Ellen woke with a snuffling grunt before scooping me up to sit in her lap while she dabbed at my cheeks with her apron hems, and her voice, which was usually stern and gruff, only crooning when she smiled and asked, ‘Why . . . what’s this, Little Lily? What’s happened to make my best girl cry?’


I spluttered an answer through snot and tears. ‘Papa took us to visit our father’s grave, and then . . .’


‘Ah, your father . . .’ She heaved a great sigh. ‘Gabriel was the dearest child. If only he’d never grown up and left us. And his mother, Rose Lamb . . . a mere slip of a girl when she died, she was. A good twenty years younger than Mr Lamb . . . the most gentle of souls who walked God’s earth. I dare say that’s why God claimed her back, another angel to grace his clouds, though his greed nearly sent your poor grandfather mad. I’ve never known a man to grieve as he did when she lost her life like that . . . so soon after bearing their only child. And now, Rose and Gabriel joined again, sleeping fast within that grave.’


‘But . . .’ I tugged at a strand of hair that was dangling loose from one of my plaits, sucking it hard between my lips before continuing with my thoughts, ‘If they’re only sleeping, why can’t they come back and sleep here in the house? Why do dead people have to go under the ground?’


‘You’ll swallow that hair and clog up your lungs. It’ll wrap itself around your heart – tighter and tighter until it stops beating . . . and then you’ll be under the ground as well.’ Ellen let out a wheezy groan and I feared her lungs were full of hair when she set me back down on the red-tiled floor, smoothing the creases out of my skirts and giving my skinny rump a pat before struggling to stand herself and say, ‘And haven’t I got enough washing to do! Who wants mouldy old bones hanging round in the house, rotting and festering under the sheets? When a body dies, the soul flies out and . . .’ She paused for a while and stroked my head, before hobbling off towards the sink, glancing back over her shoulder to say, ‘and of those of us left to toil below I shall need to get on and look sharpish, my girl. Mr Lamb and your brother will soon be back and I’ve not even started to peel these spuds. Here I am nattering, letting things slip, getting slower with every passing day. Never grow up, Lily. Always stay young. This old age and decay is a terrible thing.’


This old age and decay is a terrible thing. Such words meant all too little then. How could they when I was new and eternal, when the world turned around me – me and Elijah. But I think of them very often now, especially here in the study where my heart sinks to see the damp seeping in and the peeling of the papered walls, and a wet black mould is rotting the drapes, and I fear for the books piled up on the shelves; so many spines with Papa’s name.


Sometimes, at night, when the doctor has been to give the injection to help Papa sleep, allowing his frail body to lay off its shaking, I have taken to coming back down again, led on by the flickering light of my candle and the wuthering wind that moans soft in the hearth. An eerie sound it is. When I was a little child I used to think it was calling my name. But I am no longer so whimsical. I barely even notice it, my disembodied chimney friend, the accompaniment to my lonely task of pulling the books from Papa’s shelves, dusting the covers, then flicking through pages as I search for the signs of insidious worms; silent as the illness that eats through his mind, silent as the spiders that watch from their cobwebs which drip like lace from the ceiling rose, its plaster still stained a tarry brown from those years when Papa worked below while puffing and sucking his pipe of tobacco.


Now that pipe is unplugged and cold. It lies on his desk, at the side of his pen, like the relics of one who is already dead. But Papa’s spirit is fighting on, sometimes swimming up to the surface again, and then we have much better days when we think of new stories, and I write them down, and on good afternoons we might walk through the gardens, even as far as the stream at its end, and if he is tired or stumbling there is always the big bath chair to push him through the country lanes, even as far as the village again – though Papa increasingly gets upset, the outside world too quixotic for him.


Last week when a stranger passed by on his horse, Papa thought him a knight off to slaughter a dragon. He thought the decrepit old yellow dog that lies outside the Angel Inn, its head on its paws, its tail thumping the ground – the most benign of greetings for us – was the monstrous hellhound Cerberus. Papa struck out with his stick, only thinking to try and protect himself, but the creature cowered and whined so loud that those villagers drinking inside the bar, who had always been courteous before, came running outside to curse and berate, saying high time we put the old man away.


Can they really think him mad? Would they lock him away with the lunatics? Such a prospect only fills me with dread for I have seen what goes on in these places. And the doctor assures us it won’t come to that. And Papa is still the dearest old man with the kindest heart I am blessed to know, and every day I pray to God that he goes on believing that I am his friend – even if that friend is disguised in his mind as an angel – a princess – a mermaid.


And now, there is only the sweetest smile when Papa lifts his trembling hand, his fingertips fluttering over my cheek, when he says, ‘My Lily . . . my own little Lily . . . what would I have done without you and Elijah? You brought me so many treasures. You saved me from drowning in myself.’


I bend forward. I kiss his cheek, white-stubbled and scratchy against my lips, and my voice nearly breaks when I make the reply, ‘It was you, Papa. It was you saved us. Me . . . and Elijah.’


‘Saved?’ In no more than that short space of time, his yellowed, bloodshot eyes grow dim. ‘Elijah? Who is Elijah?’


I draw a deep breath and I take his hand, and I speak as I’ve done so often before, in the language he likes to hear the most, ‘Once upon a time . . .’


Once upon a time, when I was no more than five years old, I found myself gazing up at a man with dishevelled grey hair and sparkling eyes that were spilling with tears as he stared back down, and although I have no recollection of uttering one single word I really didn’t need to speak because my brother was there at my side, my hand clutching on to his for dear life as we stood in an enormous room with very high ceilings and very dark walls, walls covered all over with great gilt frames where I felt myself quite overwhelmed, struck dumb while my brother’s fluting tones voiced what was then our mutual thought, which was simply the question, ‘Who are you?’


‘I suppose you must call me your grandfather.’ On that answer the man’s face cracked wide in a smile. But then everyone smiled when they looked at Elijah, for even as a little boy my brother was very beautiful, with his glossy dark hair and his plump honeyed cheek, and so cheery a disposition then.


I never possessed my brother’s charm, and even though people used to say that my features might resemble his it was always as an afterthought. There were too many subtle differences, and the tiniest differences alter much. To this day I still recall the shock when I first saw myself in a photograph because that little girl, all grainy and blurred, was much thinner than I could ever be, with a cast of suspicion in narrowed eyes, and the hair that fell straight around her face was lifeless and lank when compared to her brother’s – although Papa insisted the camera lied, that in the world of reality my hair ‘always shimmered like ribbons of silk’, and my eyes ‘sometimes brown and sometimes green, were flecked with drops of molten gold, like a shower of rain on a sunlit day’.


Dear Papa. He could be very fanciful, but even that quaint, queer turn of phrase did little to console the child who wanted her eyes to resemble her brother’s; a liquid silver, very pale. And she wanted a nose a little less snub, and a mouth less likely to purse in a frown whenever she stood on tiptoes and peered into one of the mirrors that hung like veiled windows in Papa’s house; the windows that once you smeared a hand through all the layers of dust and grime (that Ellen Page too rarely cleaned) always refused to lie.


And then there were other hidden reflections, the secrets unfolding one page at a time, half-truths that would take many years to tell – with Papa resolved to keep us cocooned, well away from the rest of the outside world. So, the only friends we really knew were very much older than ourselves, being Papa, and Ellen, and then Uncle Freddie, who came to visit every May to celebrate our adoption month – no one knowing the actual date of our birth.


How we loved to see Freddie walk in through the door, not least because those occasions heralded great improvements in Ellen Page’s culinary skills when she slaved at the kitchen range for days, baking cakes and all manner of fancy things, though as years passed by I began to suspect that the true extent of her enterprise was based on something more profound than mere hospitality. Ellen was a spinster, and Freddie was a bachelor who possessed an imposing, rakish style to which, even I, a little girl, was not entirely immune.


Unlike Papa, whose own unruly locks had been grey since the very first day we met – with Freddie a good decade younger, his hair was still as black as jet, cut short to his head and slickly oiled, except for two wings of silver that grew at the side of each temple. Ellen said that was most distinguishing. She thought the same of his moustache, being as close to a work of art as any whiskery thing could be. When Elijah and I were still small enough to clamber up his trouser legs, we would sit on Uncle Freddie’s knees and twiddle the stiffly pointed ends into the most elaborate shapes, at which our uncle only laughed, quite prepared to tolerate those acts. But then Freddie held such affection for us, and the visits he made to Herefordshire must have taken a considerable toll on his personal and business commitments – although he never stayed the night but lodged in a Leominster hotel, ready to catch the early train to London the following morning.


One day a year. That’s all we had, but a day of great excitement it was, for Uncle Freddie never arrived without being armed with wonderful gifts: tops and marbles, kaleidoscopes, a Noah’s Ark for Elijah once, with all sorts of carved wooden animals, a great many of which ended up on display in the rooms of the doll’s house he gave to me – along with the miniature furniture, and the miniature porcelain people too: a gentleman with a black moustache, and his black-haired wife with her rosy cheeks, and their two little children, a boy and a girl, both as near in size and shape as twins. The perfect family.


But our household was not in that ‘perfect’ mould. A wonder we ever survived at all, with Papa always engrossed in his work, and having very little sense when it came to life’s practicalities, such as when to eat or when to sleep, and the need to wash and the need to dress, at which Ellen Page would mutter on, ‘If not for my tending and administrations, waiting hand, foot and finger on you, Mr Lamb, then you’d probably fade away into thin air . . . you three would be knocking on Heaven’s Gates.’


To be honest, we thought she would win that race, always moaning and groaning about her age. And Papa could be an awful tease, once saying he’d seen the church registry and there it was clearly written down that Ellen Page was one hundred and ten! Well, Elijah and I could not believe that anyone lived as long as that – unless they were in the Bible and sailed on Noah’s Ark, unless they dabbled in wicked spells, their souls being sold to the Devil in Hell. And Ellen did have a long hooked nose and a wart growing out at the side of that, and a bristly hair on the end of her chin. And when she was angry and pointed her finger you felt as if you were being cursed.


She pointed at Papa at least once a week, usually when she threatened to leave, shouting, ‘Mr Lamb! You show no respect . . . and I wouldn’t be here at all, you know, if not for your dear wife’s dying wish that I should take good care of you . . . and what do I get for my loyalty, but these raggle-taggle gypsies to keep, and where you got them . . . well, let’s just say that with all of the gossip around these days it’s as well I’m past the breeding age, and . . .’


Once Ellen started she’d never stop, and should Papa ever dare to suggest that he hire someone more ‘biddable’ she would only start to sniffle and cry, asking how he could think to consider such things when she had become so attached to us, at which Papa would shake his head while exhaling a weary sigh of relief – or was it exasperation?


Still, whether Ellen was a witch or our very own Angel of the Hearth, she exerted some power over Papa, for following one of her worst tirades – I think that episode with her teeth – when she said that Elijah should go to school, ‘up Lucton way, like Gabriel. He can board there and learn his manners, and what’s more he’ll stop leading his sister astray. Never known such a girl for trouble and scrapes . . .’ well, in answer to that Papa gave a nod and then stared at the portrait of his son with the gravest expression on his face. ‘I see I shall have to consider this.’


A horrible claw of cold spiked fear was gripping and twisting in my bowels. I stamped my foot and shouted, ‘No! You can’t send my brother away to school!’


But Elijah, he said nothing at first, only reached out to hold my hand, his own then shaking, gripping hard when he looked up at Papa to make his plea. ‘Let me stay, with you and Lily. I like it here at Kingsland House. I promise to leave Ellen’s teeth alone.’


Papa said he would think on the matter some more – that every bad act had a consequence and that was a lesson we needed to learn – and a night of little sleep ensued during which I fretted terribly until Papa rattled my bed the next morning and then did the same to Elijah’s, telling us both to wash and dress, to go down to the kitchen for breakfast, and then to sit at his study desk while he peered over half-moon spectacles (that always slipped down to the tip of his nose) and announced that a verdict had been reached – that Elijah should stay at home with me, with both of us spending every day taking our lessons in Papa’s ‘school’.


We were so relieved and grateful, really the most assiduous pupils, and Papa taught us all those things that useful children ought to know. He encouraged us to write and draw (Elijah had such a gift for art), our best efforts stitched into little books and placed on the shelves beside his own. But when our studying time was done, when the big marble clock on the mantel struck out its twelve long twanging chimes, Papa would shoo us on our way, leaving him there to work in peace, lighting the pipe only ever smoked when he set about his writing work. There at the desk he would puff and suck while we sniffed out the yeastier fragrance of Ellen Page’s fresh-baked bread, wolfing down buttery slices that were melting with dripping or sugar or jam before running out to the gardens to play, only blowing back in much later on if it rained, or if we were hungry again, when Ellen would groan at the state of our clothes, or crush up brews of snails and worms to smother all over the bruises gained when climbing walls or the branches of trees while searching for Treasures and Magic Things – things with which to inspire more of Papa’s tales. There might be a bird’s nest with blue speckled eggs, or the fragile skeleton of a mouse. Or the dewy white bud of a rambling rose.


It was on such a mission, one day in spring, that our mermaid obsession first began. I think we were eight or nine by then, and the weather warm and so cloying with pollen that it caught and tickled the back of your throat. Elijah was running on ahead, leading me across the lawns and into the darker, denser parts where the overgrown bushes created a tunnel, where drifts of feathery dandelion seeds wafted slowly round our heads. Papa once told us those seed heads were fairies. But now we were older and wiser. We knew they were only bits of fluff and, anyway, that afternoon, our minds were fixed on more watery things.


Elijah had found an empty jar and knotted some string around the rim to create a sort of dipping trap, intending to place it in the stream. Until recently we’d avoided that place, mainly because of Ellen’s tale that if you happened to go too near you might hear the pitiful wailing cry of a lingering ghost from years gone by, when a village woman lost her mind and drowned her newborn baby.


Papa insisted it wasn’t true, that story only Ellen’s way of ensuring we didn’t go too near and risk becoming drowned ourselves – about which he seemed to have no such qualms. But I doubt anything could have stopped us, our curiosity inflamed after reading the latest magazine that Uncle Freddie sent each week, the one called As Every Day Goes By. That latest instalment contained a new story – the one about Tom, a little boy with whom we felt some allegiance ourselves, with him being of a similar age, and having no parents of his own, and never once attending school but living instead with Mr Grimes – a man who was nowhere as kind as Papa, who forced Tom to work as a chimney sweep, climbing into the darkest stacks where the air was smoky and made him choke. And, once, when employed at a big country house, Tom found himself lost in the maze of flues, emerging in a bedroom hearth where he really had no right to be, where he saw – the most beautiful little girl . . . Her cheeks were almost as white as the pillow, and her hair was like threads of gold spread all about over the bed.


What a lovely vision Tom thought that to be. But when the girl’s nursemaid stormed into the room and made a great fuss to see him there, and being smeared with so much black that he looked like a monkey instead of a boy, poor Tom had to jump through a window and scramble down the trunk of a tree before heading off through the gardens and fields, eventually coming to a stream where he tried to wash all the filth away. But somehow he must have fallen asleep, and perhaps he had drowned in that water because when he came to wake again his chimney-sweep body had disappeared. Tom had shrunk to be less than four inches long and his neck was frilled with a ruff of gills, turned into a water-baby – of which very many were said to exist, if you only knew how and where to look.


Elijah and I looked very hard. We were determined to find one. I lay on my front with my chin in my hands, peering over the edge of the shingled bank as I watched my brother scramble down, clutching that jam jar in his hands. Through the thrum of the zithering insects around I heard the soft rush of the stream below, and the thin bleat of sheep in the field near by, and I heard my brother’s excited breaths when he stooped to immerse his trap in the water, and very soon afterwards tugged it back – when I sprang to my knees, crying out, ‘Let me see! Let me see what you’ve caught.’


Very gingerly, he lifted the jar, holding it high to show me before setting it down upon the grass, where, once it appeared to be secure and with one of us either side of the prize, Elijah on tiptoes, me lying down, we pressed our noses against glass walls, absorbed in the living creatures there – not water-babies, just three little fish that darted through swirls of settling silt. And when that residue had cleared I could see right through to Elijah’s face, the curve of the jar distorting his features, making him appear to be under the water. One eye was magnified, too large, glistening, bright as a diamond, with lashes like spiders that crawled on his cheek, which was flushed, which was dusted with freckles and dirt, and while wondering if mine looked the same, lost in a moment’s reverie, my brother’s features disappeared.


I couldn’t imagine where he’d gone, sitting up very fast, feeling oddly bereft – startled to hear the voice that squeaked, ‘Lily . . . help! I’ve fallen into the stream. I’ve turned into a water-baby!’


What magic was this? With a thumping heart, I crawled forward and peered back down into the stream, where something went plop, and then again, a little splash of water.


‘Elijah!’ I gasped, my heart in a flutter of panic by then. ‘Come back to me . . . you’ll be washed away.’


‘Fetch the jar . . . I’ll try to swim inside.’


No sooner had I turned my back to reach for the jar as Elijah asked than I realised how suspiciously close my brother’s voice had been just then, coming as it did from under the bank where some of the rock had eroded away and formed a natural hollow – and where I suddenly recalled that Elijah had hidden himself before, one day when we’d played at Hide and Seek.


And that’s when I thought of a trick of my own, creeping back with the jar clutched in my hands and trying not to make a sound as I squinted down through a fence of ferns to see a small brown hand emerge, and that hand flung a pebble into the stream, and another plipping splish was made, after which I stretched out with both my arms and tipped the jar above the spot where I thought Elijah’s head might be – though only a dribbling spill it was, just enough to give him a bit of a shock, not so much as to risk the little fish.


‘Found you, Elijah Lamb!’ The giggles were bubbling up in my breast to see my brother’s expression then. Crawling out from his hiding place, he was blinking and pushing the hair from his eyes, the wetness gleaming black as jet as it clung to his lids, his cheeks, his mouth; the latter a great big ‘O’ of surprise before some of that water dribbled in and Elijah was trying to spit it out, spluttering, coughing, laughing too. ‘Ugh . . . that tastes disgusting!’


‘A real water-baby would like the taste! A real water-baby likes the wet.’ I set the jar back down on the grass, cupped my chin in my hands again and wiggled my feet back and forth in the air while Elijah began to busy himself with tugging at his boots and socks and then rolled up his trouser hems before standing and wading into the stream, an innocent paddle, or so it seemed, until he looked back with an impish grin and then began to kick about so that splashes of water were arching high, raining on me, on the grass around – which caused me to hurriedly shuffle away, all too wary of Ellen’s pointing ire if that morning’s clean clothes should be grubbed and spoiled. And when I was making that escape my elbow knocked the jar of fish, and I had to fling myself back down in an effort to set it straight again, and too late before I realised that my new white smock was soaking wet, smeared with stains of grass and mud. But seeing those three little fish, still safe, the flick of their tails and glinting scales, I soon forgot about Ellen’s threats because something so thrilling had entered my mind, I called down to my brother excitedly, ‘Stop splashing, Elijah . . . what do you think? Perhaps water-babies don’t really exist, but we could try and catch a mermaid . . . that is if they don’t only live in the sea?’


Elijah, whose feet were now becalmed, was half-smiling, half-frowning at such a suggestion until he replied with great certainty, ‘Last year, when Freddie visited, he said this stream runs into a river, and that river runs all the way to the sea. So, a mermaid could swim as far as here . . . if she wasn’t too big . . . if she wanted to.’


‘She might,’ I agreed through a moment of tentative creeping doubt, ‘if she swam too far . . . if she lost her way. Shall we take these fish to Papa? Shall we see what Papa says?’


As it turned out I was right not to fret. Ellen Page never mentioned the state of my dress. And Papa, well, the gift of our fish inspired him to write a new fairy tale, though when that was published up in a book he had to make it longer, and the ending became much happier. But this is the story he told that day –


There was once a lovely mermaid child who left her papa in his palace of shells in the depths of the darkest ocean. He had pleaded and begged for her to stay, for she was the most precious thing he possessed. But she had such a yearning in her heart to see the airy light of the sun and to feel its warmth upon her face. So, one day, when her father was sleeping fast, the mermaid swam to the top of the waves and played with dolphins and gossiped with gulls, and rode on the foamy backs of white horses – until they all dissolved away, being so very far from home and by then having come to the mouth of a river.


There, the mermaid glimpsed a dragonfly, a creature she’d never seen before, and she found herself longing to stroke its wings, which were coloured a vivid turquoise hue, like the blue of the sky and the green of sea, like an oily, lustrous, precious jewel – a jewel she might give to her papa.


Wherever that insect hovered next, the little mermaid followed it. She battled the river’s downstream flow, heading past ships and bustling towns, then into the quieter countryside where each day the banks grew narrower, where each day the water grew shallower, until there was barely enough of it left to cover the mermaid’s silver tail, which by then had begun to scorch away, for the hot summer sun was beating down, the stream dried to a ditch of gluey mud. She wept salty tears ’til she had no more, and those tears left a crusting trail on her cheeks, as if slugs and snails had been crawling there. Her breaths grew faint and her heart grew slow, and with its last beat she gazed up at the sky, where she saw the dragonfly again, and this time it hovered so very close that the tips of her fingers could touch its wings around which the air seemed to sparkle and whirl, a strange iridescence of glistening light, as blue as the sky and as green as the sea – in which she would never swim again.


Papa’s stories could be somewhat cautionary. The moral of that one was not hard to see. Better to be safe and stay at home, however beguiling the world might seem. But all through that summer our world was the stream, to which we returned most every day to dip our toes in liquid green and to stare at the ribbons of wavering light that shone on the water’s surface – where there might be the glint of a mermaid’s tail. And that hollow in the rocky bank, where Elijah had hidden himself from me, we imagined a sort of grotto where a mermaid might happily make her home, well away from other prying eyes, or the hard cruel glare of the midday sun. We decorated our stony den with old shards of china and bird-pecked snails – and when Uncle Freddie had seen it, a week later he sent us a basket, and that basket full of straw and shells, all smelling fresh, of salt and the sea, and attached to the handle a note which read: Something to entice your mermaid home.


What a cherished gift it was. We used the straw to make a bed upon which the mermaid might rest her head, and then we sorted every shell, going by colour and size and shape, which Elijah then glued to the grotto walls, and all sorts of patterns he made there; flowers and stars and suns and moons. But still our mermaid didn’t come.


And so, like two scavenging magpies, we sought yet more to coax her. We ‘borrowed’ a string of milky pearls from a dusty box in an upstairs room that had once belonged to our grandmother. We gathered twigs and fir cones and feathers. We paddled about in the water for hours until our feet were cold and numb, careful to step on no dead baby’s bones as we looked for the prettiest of the stones that lay in the oozy slime below. But when they were plucked dripping into the air, although some of them glistened like mother-of-pearl, gleaming the loveliest blues and greens, every one of them dried to the dullest grey.


A backward sort of alchemy.
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A strange and contrary thing it is that with the passing of the years I almost look forward to those nights, always the last of every month, when Mrs Hibbert entertains her most important gentlemen swells. To be honest, they all seem a bit dillo to me. There’s that red-faced lush, Lord Whatshisname, and Sir Rummy Old Cove who likes nothing more than to play a game of Blind Man’s Buff while wandering round in his underwear. Come closer, my dear. Come sit on my knee. Let me stick you with my little pin.


Mrs Hibbert says he’s harmless enough, but she won’t have me sit on anyone’s knees, whatever the needful they’re offering. She watches as keen as any hawk from behind those swaying veils of hers – though I always think she must see the world through the thickest pea-souper in history! Anyway, any nonsense, she’ll blow right up, and then what a hubbub and shindy there is! Cook says that when she’s in a mood not even the devil could hold up a candle. No one dares to contradict Madam – and the slaveys, what lip-lashings they get when preparing the house for those monthly events, when the hall’s marble floor is rubbed with milk, buffed up until it gleams like glass. And the kitchens, you can’t imagine how busy, with Cook toiling down there for hours on end, scraping and grating and whipping away, her temper and tongue as sharp as knives. But oh, so many lovely tastes in the hot sticky gloom of those low arched walls, with the air all fuggy from bubbling pans, and the sheets that drip on the ropes by the hearth – a hearth so big you could stand inside if not for the fire that always roars – for the laundry work it never stops, with the slaveys washing and pressing the linen, surrounded by wafting lavender scents as they chatter about the music halls. They often sing the latest songs, and when they do Cook’s cat will purr – the big ginger cat which sits by the range – though that creature is kind to none but its mistress, and best you never try to stroke for its claws will lash out and tear your flesh. More than once that creature has drawn my blood.


‘ ’E’s not a pet . . . ’e’s a mouser!’ Cook always used to chide before I grew wise to his fickle ways, when I would cry at the sting of my wounds until soothed by the taste of the almond cakes that she would stuff into my mouth, ‘to feed my hungry little bird’.


A wonder I am not as fat as a pig, just like Miss Louisa is these days, with her eyes of blue glass and her round pink cheeks and all those lardy puffing rolls exuding around her elbows and knees, and great squashy bosoms like marshmallow pillows that spring uncontained from the top of her corset, which is often the only thing she wears as she wobbles her way down the basement stairs – when those moments of peckishness come on between one visitor and the next. Louisa has many visitors. She is always in great demand, and to keep up her strength and her ample frame Mrs Hibbert has said that she may peck whenever, whatever it is she wants – iced cream and fruit puddings, pastries and honey; a veritable banquet every day.


But Cook does not like the whores coming down, preferring to send trays up to their rooms. Cook does not like Louisa at all, and Cook can be just as tart as a plum – such as today when Louisa was sitting beside the fire eating some sugar-dipped buttery bread, her thunderous thighs splayed over a bench, and all dimpled they were, all marbled white, and in the kitchen’s dingy light she looked what you might call Rubenesque. Cook had been staring a good long while before curling her lip and commenting, ‘You fuck for nothing but food. How Mrs Hibbert sustains your greed is a constant mystery to me!’


At first, Louisa gave no reply, only a long and arrogant stare. She slowly continued to chew her bread as if contemplating what best to say, which was, ‘I don’t mean to stick around here for long. I aims to find me a gentleman, like my mate Sally Hamilton did, when she married her German count . . . had three thousand pounds settled annually and her very own villa in Saint John’s Wood, and a nice little stipend for Hibbert and Tip . . . so everyone’s happy in the end. Everyone gets their retirement home, in Margate or Gravesend or Whitstable. And what’s more . . .’ she tilted her double chins, ‘in case you are still wondering, the men fuck me because they like me fat . . . they don’t want a skinny old drab like you, a raddled old witch whose best days are spent!’


At that point I thought it best to run, knowing that altercation might very well end in a punching match, an event which sometimes does occur when people get their danders up. But while I was passing Louisa’s side I made the mistake of reaching out to grab at a crust on the edge of her plate, and I thought she was trying to snatch it back, only rather than that she caught hold of my arm, a lopsided smile on those scarlet lips when, ‘Look at this darling, darling girl. Would you believe it . . .’ She grinned at Cook, as if they were now the best of friends. ‘This dainty little slip of a thing could have been me a few years ago . . .’ She jabbed a finger against my chest as if to emphasise her point. ‘Nothing more than skin and bone!’


Her free hand was cupping the back of my neck, pulling me closer when she said, ‘Come on, Pearly. Give us a kiss.’


Her pouting lips slobbered wetly on mine, greasy they were, and grittily sweet. I flinched back and wiped a hand to my mouth to spit out the taste while she carried on, ‘Don’t you go and take any offence, my dear. You’re welcome to have a poke at me and play on Cupid’s kettledrums. Aren’t you curious, to see how my diddeys feel, what you’ve got to look forward to one day, when you finally start to fill out a bit?’


Next thing she was pressing my hand to her breast, the flesh soft and doughy, repulsive to me, and perhaps that thought had shown in my eyes for she let my hand drop, and the malice barely concealed in hers when she asked, ‘How old are you, Miss Prim and Proper?’


‘Fourteen.’


‘Fourteen! Gracious Lud! D’you hear that, Cook? The nipper looks barely past ten to me!’ And then, ‘Oh . . .’ as blue eyes grew rounder, ‘will you hark at that. Am I green or what? Oh Lord, I’ll say. I’m as green as that cabbage you’re chopping today!’


The vast hams of her arms were lifted, hands dramatically smacking her mouth when she leered at me with a knowing nod. ‘So, Miss Silver Bells and Cockle Shells and Pretty Maids all in a Row is already over the age of consent. I’ll wager in the next six months that little muff won’t be as tight.’


‘Won’t you shut your head!’ Cook snapped her response, thrusting out her chopping knife, its blade glinting red in the light of the fire as it pointed towards Louisa’s face. ‘You know the rules as well as me. No more of this dirty, grubby talk . . . not when we’ve got Miss Pearl around. Mrs Hibbert doesn’t like it.’


‘Just saying . . . what I’ve heard from the horse’s mouth.’


‘From Madam?’ Cook enquired, less certain now, every tendon strained in her scrawny jaw.


‘No . . . you noodle, Mr Mary Ann . . . the queen who really rules this house.’


‘Tip Thomas, that posturing mandrake! She should flog him . . . and you as well!’


‘Well, that could be Madame H’s forte. The Cheyne Walk Mistress of Flagellation, though what a queer breed of man it is who likes the flick of the governess’s stick. Oh well,’ Louisa gave her lazy smile, ‘there’s one thing I’ve learned . . . it takes all sorts.’


‘It certainly does. And your sort should learn to shut her mouth or else get it filled with a knuckle pie and . . .’


I didn’t linger to hear any more, and really that was just as well because Mrs Hibbert was up in my room, already waiting to dress my hair. But Louisa’s words, that mention of Tip, still rang in my mind when, an hour or so later, I stood below the mermaid walls, where a table was littered with all that remained of Cook’s spiced beef, and béchamel fowl, and lobster salads, and turkey poulets, and the air was wreathed in the serpents of lust puffed out from the mouths that sucked cigars – through which fug I trembled as I walked, my crown of silk flowers and silver shells tinkling like fairy bells. I took a deep breath to steady myself when I read from the big leather Book of Events – which Mrs Hibbert placed in my hands, always opened at the appropriate page – That night of my birth, of my finding, many wonders and marvels were seen . . .


In truth, I know every word by heart, so often have I spoken them since Mrs Hibbert first taught me to read when I was only four years old, when, if I ever grew tired or distracted, and especially if I lifted my hands and tried to raise the hems of her veils to see what face might be concealed, she would tap at my hand and reprimand, ‘Curiosity killed the cat! Get on with your studies and always remember this, ma chère. To be pretty is never enough. We must strive to be extraordinaire! Only then can we hope to escape our fate.’


Well, whatever my fate might happen to be, tonight I was not extraordinaire. I stumbled too often over the words. All the time I was fretting and wondering, Why do these men come to look at me . . . to hear the story of my birth? Can it be true, what Louisa says?


I began to feel faint and very hot, and then Mrs Hibbert was at my side, leading me out, into the hall and up through the warren of service stairs until I was back in my crow’s-nest room.


I like my room. I feel safe up here. The walls are a trellis of rosebuds. I have a purple velvet chair in which I can sit to read or sew. I have a desk and shelves of books, and my closet spills over with lace and silks, with cashmere and mousseline de laine. My bed is something fit for a queen, being made of brass and very ornate, and that is where I obediently lay while Mrs Hibbert said her goodnight, setting my crown back on its hook before stroking my forehead and kissing my cheek, a caress always married with the scent of aniseed, or cloves or mint, and the smell of the gentlemen’s cigars, and something less pleasant – I don’t know what – infused in the brush of those chiffon veils. She gives me a spoonful of ‘Murgatroyde’s Mixture’. A sweet and syrupy tincture it is. She calls it Mother’s Blessing. Something to help our Pearl sleep tight, undisturbed by the house’s ‘goings on’.


But these days it seems to have little effect, even though I strive to make the pretence, whispering my sleepy goodnight, yawning and fluttering my eyes – and the moment Mrs Hibbert has gone I reach underneath my pillows and pull out As Every Day Goes By – which is now my favourite magazine with its stories serialised each week; with all those eerie real-life tales that appear beneath the banner that asks, ‘Is it Possible?’


Cook gives me all her old copies. Mrs Hibbert would tut if she knew. She prefers me to read things like Woman’s World with advice on fashion and etiquette, all the latest musical arrangements to play on the parlour piano or harp, with pictures of devoted wives who pose as angels of the hearth alongside their perfect children, inside their perfect homes. But Cook says we are all fallen angels here, and better not to dream of lives that have no bearing on our own – which is why I like As Every Day. And those pages are educational. The things I have learned. You would be amazed! Did you know there are hogs living wild in the sewers, breeding as fast as rats, and rats that grow to the size of dogs that would tear out your throat and drain your blood if you so much as dared to cross their paths? And tonight I was reading of Spring Heeled Jack – a supernatural being who once caused a spate of hysteria among half the women of London town, tormenting them with his blazing red eyes and his fingers like claws and a mouth that could vomit blue tongues of fire. Imagine being confronted by that! The ugliest of customers! A Murderer. A demon from Hell! Well, that’s what all the headlines said. But never once was that devil caught because of the springs that were fixed to his boots, that gave him the power to fly over walls, after nobbling his victims half out of their wits – and some of them really did go mad, thereafter committed as lunatics.


The stories are stashed back under my pillow. But I am awake. I cannot sleep. What is that creaking outside the door? I hold my breath when it opens up. A golden light comes trickling in. Watery circles lap over the ceiling. Watery shadows creep over the walls. I freeze at a jingle-jangling sound, a faint scratching patter across the boards, then the sudden weight on the end of the bed which causes the mattress to dip right down. For a moment there I almost scream. I am thinking – Jack has come for me!


Oh, this is no supernatural beast, whatever the aura of menace that seeps from his every pore. I know that dial all too well and I know that low and mellifluous voice when he spouts his soft enquiry, ‘Are you sleeping, or are you pretending again? Won’t you wake for the present Tip’s brought tonight?’


He’s always coming in at night bringing me his midnight gifts, posies of flowers, old books of verse, a wooden box full of Turkish Delight: sweet fragrance of honey, lemon and rose seeping out through the tissue paper’s folds. Those jellies melt upon your tongue like something sent from Paradise. But I only eat them when he’s gone. Only then do I stop pretending sleep, squinting through the narrowed slits of my eyes to make out his silhouette on the bed as he sighs and lowers his head in his hands, getting corned from the gin in his pocket flask before leaving his tributes for me to find, nestled like eggs in the folds of the quilt, the dipping little womb of silk that proves Tip Thomas was really there, not some goblin conjured from laudanum dreams.


I know when I am dreaming, all of those tumbling, dancing forms. I know I am awake, not dreaming now, while holding the sheets up tight to my throat, peering through the murky gloom and answering with as much hard brass as that in my metal bedstead, ‘Get out of my room! You’ve no right to be here!’


‘Oh, Pearl,’ he groans in mock despair, ‘we are an impertinent little minx. Why would you speak to your saviour so, the one who found you as a babe? Don’t you think it’s time to offer Tip some token of your gratitude . . . to warm the cockles of his heart?’


His hands are fumbling on the stand – hands with long nails – nails like knives – eventually finding the tinder box, striking it, lighting the candle stump. And, through the sudden flaring flame, I see what is perched on the bedstead’s end, the glisten of red in two brown eyes, eyes like a child’s, curious, round, but set in the face of a wrinkled old man. A thick-lipped, grinning, rubbery mouth. A head that is covered in tufts of grey where two pink ears are sticking out. It puts me in mind of an incubus, one of those little imps from Hell that sit on a sleeping maiden’s breast until every breath in her lungs is spent.


‘I don’t like it. Take it away.’ Hard to conceal the fear in my voice as my eyes are dragged from that monkey to Tip where, above the pale tusks of his moustache – Piccadilly Weepers, they are called – the sharply angled bones of his face are sheened with the faintest glisten of sweat, stuck with some strands of fine fair hair. Cook says that he gets her to help with its washing, scrubbing in ashes and yellow flowers, trying to lighten it up yet more. She says that where Tip and his hair are concerned he is as vain as any girl. She swears that he’s got all his minerals; that Tip’s lithe frame and elegant limbs might be perfumed and clad in velvet and lace, but his muscles are wiry and strong as an ox. She said she once saw him strike a whore who had dared to call him a nancy boy, who had laughed at the way he pinked his cheeks. She said that girl’s cheeks were soon blushing redder, dripping with blood from the scratches Tip made, which never really healed again, an infection set in with scarring welts. And, soon after that, she disappeared.


I am thinking of that caution now, of how only a fool would rile Tip, when he suddenly tears the sheets from my grasp, whipping them back so very fast that I am unable to struggle or shout, my mouth still open wide in shock when Tip murmurs, as if he is thinking aloud, every hushed word of his questioning given the gravest consideration, ‘Hmm . . . so she doesn’t like her gift! What it is to have a thankless child . . . sharper than any serpent’s tooth! These creatures don’t come cheap, you know. I had it stolen specially . . . one of Senor Rosci’s Educated Monkeys. It’ll jiggle its pizzle on demand. It’ll do it right now . . . would she like to see?’


Tip is grinning, his head cocked to one side. ‘Oh dear, have I gone and upset my Pearl? Why, she has turned as white as death. Still, some gentlemen like the consumptive type, the morbidly delicious girls. Or perhaps we could tie some wings on your back and have you play the cherub child, flitting around with a tray of cigars. In the New Jerusalem Company of Learning, Love and Liberty they have a girl who does just that . . . and a nice way to get yourself broken in, used to all the establishment’s ways.’


As if such threats are not bad enough, I nearly jump out of my skin with fright when something is dropped from Tip Thomas’s hand to rattle loudly on the boards – the chain attached to the monkey’s neck – though Tip doesn’t seem to notice the fact that his little ape has broken free. His eyes are intent on me instead, leering, yellow as a wolf’s when caught in the glim of the candle’s flame. Hook hands then lower to cradle my foot, to stroke the webbed flesh between the toes – that caress going on for a very long time, during which I hold my breath again and stare at the grime beneath ridged nails. The sight of them is vile, but compulsive. I almost swoon with the sheer relief when he lowers my foot to the mattress again, as gently as if it is made of glass, after which he reaches for one of my hands and asks, oh so tenderly, ‘Well . . . my sweet, it’s almost time. Tell me, does she have you prepared?’


‘Does who have me prepared? Prepared for what?’


‘Mrs H. Has she told of our plans to sell?’


‘Mrs Hibbert will never do that to me!’ I try to be brave, but inside I am quaking. ‘She says I am precious . . . as loved as a daughter.’


‘Oh, my naive little ladybird. None are so deaf as they will not hear. You know if the price is high enough Mrs Hibbert would sell her mortal soul. She would certainly sell a daughter!’


He drops my hand with a sneering grin and a horrible chill runs through my veins, but oddly enough that gives me the courage to ask what no one has ever told, ‘Am I Mrs Hibbert’s daughter?’


‘What’s this, are we growing curious? Has Pearl been trying to work it out . . . whose womb she might have sprung from . . . whose tit once gave her suck?’


Did someone give me suck? I’d never considered such a thing. If it was Mrs Hibbert, if she was my mother, then surely I’d know – surely I would remember.


My breathless brave response was made. ‘I know it’s all flam and fabrication . . . everything written up in the Book of Events.’


Tip chuckles softly when he says, ‘The sorry tale of a mermaid dead. And Mrs Hibbert might really be French. I might be the Queen of Sheba. It’s all to whip up the trade, ma chère.’ And then, somewhat more thoughtfully, still staring through pale and glittering eyes, ‘If Madame H is to capitalise then she must act without delay, leading you into her temple and laying you down on her altar of love, sacrificing your virgin blood to the devils she worships so fervently . . . Monsieur Mammon and Madame Amour.’
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