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London




Prologue


London, 1853


They called it the Bridge of Sighs, because it barely passed a night without a suicide. That night was no different.


In the very centre of Waterloo Bridge, nine grim arches of new-cut granite arching over the freezing Thames, a figure climbed up onto the parapet. A young woman, and a slim one. The greedy wind snatched away her bonnet, and her red-gold hair streamed out behind her like a ragged pennant. She lifted her arms at her sides, like Christ on the cross. A passer-by, looking through the swirling mists at the figure with her raised arms and her halo of golden hair, might have thought her an angel. But she was no angel. She was a prostitute. Her name was Annie Stride.


Annie Stride looked her last on London with no regret. Her final breaths smoked before her face, the vapours swallowed by the swirling fog. Through the shifting ether she could see the water below – grey as steel and cold as charity, the reflected moon already drowned there. The jumpers did not last long, not in January. It was the cold that killed you, they said, never mind the water. Well, she was already cold. The one person in the world she’d given a damn about, the one companion who had spared her a kind word, shared a bowl of gruel, lent a bonnet, had stepped off this bridge three months past. And that, Annie reckoned, must’ve been about the time she got with child.


She’d thought at first that she’d missed her bleeding because of what had happened to Mary Jane – the shock and the policemen and the coroner and the pauper’s burial. But then she’d started puking and thickening, and she knew. 


She pressed her icy fingers to her stomach. You couldn’t see the belly yet. She could still tie her stays. She could still make her money, when she wasn’t too sick. But that wouldn’t last. And then what? Sit under the arches of the Adelphi with all the women she’d seen there, ragbags with babies under their skirts, begging for coins instead of making money on their backs? 


It had been a bad Advent and a worse Yule without Mary Jane. Shivering in their cold little loft above the Haymarket, Annie had been too sick with the baby to capitalise on the open-handed merrymakers – she could not buy a lump of white bread nor black coal. With the first of the month had gone the last of her money, counted into the landlord’s greedy glove, and in exchange for the short rent he had given her notice to quit. She had told him she had nowhere to go, but that had not been true. She did have somewhere to go. She could follow Mary Jane into the Thames. 


There was not, now, a soul to miss her, and she in turn would not miss this grim city. She would not miss the spiky form of the new Parliament, crouching like a dragon, where Big Ben had, just last night, rung the new year’s peal; nor would she miss the Inns of Court or the Bank or the ’Change. These fine establishments meant nothing to her save as hostelries for her many clients, places for them all to go during the day when she left their beds. Even the lamplighter lighting the lamps along the river could not bribe her to stay with his string of pearls. Annie Stride closed her eyes and let herself fall forward into space. 


For an infinite moment she tipped and fell – then a hand took her arm, hard, and pulled her back. Her battered boots slipped on the parapet and she would have fallen anyway had she not been lifted bodily down and set to her feet. A face below a smart topper looked earnestly into hers. She could see nothing but blobs for eyes, a smear for a mouth.


‘Madam,’ said the mouth. ‘What are you about? Such a desperate action!’


She didn’t think she had ever been called madam in the whole course of her life. She had sat dry-eyed these last three months from all the hardships, but now a simple word was enough to fill her eyes with tears. 


He let her go at once, all manners, as if propriety did not allow him to touch her. But Annie was used to men’s hands upon her, soft at first, rougher, hurting. And without the steadying hands, her knees somehow gave way beneath her and she fell against the cold stone of the balustrade. 


‘You are not well,’ said the fellow. ‘Hie! Cabman!’ He hailed a passing hansom with his cane, and wrenched the door of the carriage wide. ‘Please, madam. Take your ease inside for a moment. The night is cruel and you are half frozen.’


Numbly, Annie allowed herself to be handed in, and collapsed gratefully on the buckram seat. The gentleman took off his hat – for it was such a grand one he could hardly get in wearing it – and settled opposite her. 


The cabbie leaned down from his box, his breath smoking. ‘Where to, sir?’ 


‘Hold your horse for a moment, would you?’ said his passenger.


The cabbie settled into his greatcoat and tucked his hands into his armpits. The horse stamped and snorted where it stood. The traffic went around it and the cold Thames flowed silently below, and Annie studied the man who had saved her from a watery grave.


He looked much younger without the top hat – and lacking it she could see how handsome he was. He had thick brown hair with a curl in it, tamed with some pomade for an evening out, clear grey eyes, a fine aquiline nose and a curiously feminine mouth set above a strong jaw. His clothes were formal – tails and an opera cape. He looked as if he were on his way to a play or some such. Sometimes Mary Jane and Annie had played a little game between themselves to see if they could guess the profession of the men who came down to the Haymarket to stand them a drink in the public before other niceties took place. They became experts at this game, quickly spotting a banker or a man-at-law or a minor nobleman who had come to mix with the drovers and coopers to pick up a bit of tail. You could tell the toffs because they couldn’t stop themselves speaking gentlemanly even to a common whore, so bred into the bone were their manners. They didn’t forget them until the bedchamber, when they left them at the door. 


This fellow opposite her in the hansom was one of this sort, a toff. You could see it in the way he took off his kid gloves, finger by finger, pulling them at the tip and easing them off. He laid one on the other and offered them to her. They were warm, as if an animal still lived in the soft skin.


‘I will not ask you again what you were doing just now, for it has become clear to me. What has brought you to such a pass? Can nothing turn you from this terrible path?’


Not trusting herself to speak, Annie blinked her eyes and the tears dropped onto the gloves in her hand, darkening the light leather. She looked down at her bitten, dirty nails. She could not put the gloves over such fingers. She was not worthy to sit with this gentleman. She was nothing. 


‘What is your name?’


She shook her head. ‘No point telling you that. I ain’t going to be around long enough for us to get acquainted.’


‘Do not say such a thing,’ he reproached. ‘Can I convey you somewhere? To your home?’


She gave a bitter laugh. An ugly sound. ‘I don’t have no home.’


Her voice, too, sounded ugly to her ears, her East End accent betraying her true home, her first home. The vowels of St Jude’s Street in Bethnal Green. She’d lived there with her many brothers and sisters; her mother, who had a baby every year, and a father who put the babies in Ma and then blacked her eyes for falling pregnant again. By the time Annie was thirteen, she had eleven brothers and sisters and could barely remember all their names. That was when her pa had dressed her in her Sunday gown and taken her to the upper room of the Old George pub, where a gentleman waited. The gentleman told her he was her uncle and asked her to sit on his knee. Pa had been there, so she’d thought it would be all right. 


It wasn’t all right. Afterwards, she’d handed Pa half the money her ‘uncle’ had given her, and run away the same night with the other half. But she’d quickly discovered that there was no way for a girl alone to live in London except by doing what she’d done with the gentleman in the upper room of the Old George in Bethnal Green. She’d met Mary Jane, they’d worked the streets together, and she’d never allowed herself to look back.


‘Have you no one to care for you?’ asked the gentleman


‘I did have a … companion. A girl like me. She died, here, three months ago.’


‘At Waterloo Bridge? On … let me see, the first of October?’ He seemed truly shaken by her revelation, as if it somehow affected him personally. As though it was his own kin, thought Annie. ‘Gracious heavens.’


He seemed truly sorry, much sorrier than Annie had been when she’d learned that Mary Jane had been found drowned. Annie had been angry. She simply didn’t know why Mary Jane had left her. They hadn’t been happy, never that, but they’d made merry enough together, and dreamed of better lives. They would have a drink in the evening and put their coins together, and talk about their clients, those men who’d paid for it. They called them ‘The Bastards’, and laughed about them all: the criers, the talkers, even the hitters. Calling them names and laughing about them was all they could do – it was the only power they had. It made it all seem a little less terrible. 


Mary Jane had been more of a sister to Annie than any of the sisters that shared her bed in St Jude’s Street, with their sharp little elbows and their cold little feet. The two of them had always had enough to eat and drink, and a quart of ale or a posset at Christmas; sometimes a new bonnet, sometimes a feather pillow. At Yule, the bastards might buy them trinkets or gifts – not much, mind; things that were too mean for their wives but that would not cost so much money as to be missed at home from the housekeeping: tawdry brooches or cheap gloves. Yuletide was a profitable time for a likely girl, and Annie and Mary Jane had been readying themselves for a busy season. Mary Jane had seemed content – she’d been out most nights with a regular – and then one morning she just hadn’t come home, and instead of the scrape of a latchkey there’d been a dawn knock at the door and a constable standing where Mary Jane should have been.


Unknowingly, Annie had crumpled the kid gloves in her hands. She straightened them tenderly and laid them on the seat beside her. She was suddenly impatient to be gone – gone from the carriage, gone from this world. This gentleman had changed nothing. His kindness had not improved things; he’d just postponed the end. She reached for the handle of the carriage door. 


‘Wait.’ He laid his warm hand over her cold fingers. ‘It distresses me greatly that you should despair of life, particularly as you seem so young in years. You are – forgive me – seventeen? Eighteen?’


She had frequently lied about her age. She was slim, and not tall, so she often shaved some years off, as some of the bastards – like that first one – seemed to prefer their girls young. Now there seemed little point in fibbing. ‘I’ll be eighteen in June.’ She corrected herself. ‘That is, I would be.’


She could see that he registered her slip and saw some hope in it. The grey eyes held a darting intelligence. ‘I will not attempt to deter you. But if I could beg you … would you indulge me … could I ask for an hour of your time?’ 


Annie narrowed her eyes. She had little vanity, but she knew well enough that her looks were her living – did this gentleman really imagine she’d spend her last hour on her back? She raised her chin. She did not have to take offers any more; she would not eke out her life in some lodging house with this fellow, however handsome he was. She looked at him sharply.


He held up his bare hands before him, fingers spread. ‘I assure you, there is nothing improper in my request. There is something I wish to show you. An hour is all I ask. And after that hour, if you wish to be returned to this place, I will have the hansom leave you here, and I will drive away and not look back.’


His grey eyes were earnest, pleading. Annie was not used to entreaty – men usually did as they wished with her, supposing that their payment excused them from such niceties. She was touched. An hour, after all, was not so very long – if she was to live a further hour on this earth, it might as well be with a man who treated her with kindness. ‘All right,’ she said. ‘An hour.’


He smiled for the first time, and it gave his handsome face a charming, open expression. He leaned from the carriage window and called to the driver, ‘Trafalgar Square.’ 


The driver took his hands out of his coat, touched the horse with his whip and the hansom bowled across the bridge to the north, leaving the river behind.




Chapter 1


Five years, six months and one day ago


I go down to the beach and stand looking at the dark hunch of the HMS Captivity out on the horizon. It is very windy, so I don’t feel a fool saying what I’ve come to say; I know the wind will snatch my words as soon as they are out of my mouth. ‘Goodbye, Dad,’ I shout into the southerly. ‘I’m off to London.’ Then, in case by some freakish chance the wind carries my words to him, I add, ‘It’s your Mary Jane.’ I can’t see him, of course, but I know he’s there, six deep in some ratty bunk on board the prison ship. 


I wait for a reply, and the wind buffets me back; but there are no words carried upon it, and no echoes of Dad’s Norfolk accent. When he gets back, in ten years, I’ll be twenty-two. I’ll be a woman. And I’ll be a Londoner; I’ll talk differently to him.


I could’ve stayed here in Holkham after Dad got sent to the hulks, if only Mum hadn’t got herself hanged by mistake. And now I’m off to my aunt’s in Battersea. I’ll miss the Norfolk stars, but I suppose they have the same ones there. What I’ll miss most is the water. At least Dad’s got water, and plenty of it. I hope they have water in London. 


The hansom cab bowled into Trafalgar Square, scattering pigeons as it went. Annie looked without interest at the newly built square with its column and fountains. There were to be four lions about the column and a statue atop, but there was no statue yet, and only one lion, crouching below the column in solitary splendour. In front of the vast porticoed gallery a number of carriages queued, and the way was lit by great torches, the tall column throwing crazy shadows like the gnomon of a sundial. 


‘Is this what you wanted to show me?’ she said to her rescuer, dully.


‘Wait,’ he said. ‘Just wait.’


As Annie idly watched smartly dressed couples descending from the carriages, the gentlemen in tails, the ladies in flashing satins, and wondered where she was bound, the hansom stopped in the queue and her companion spoke to the driver. ‘You may go in front – they know me here.’


Annie was curious. ‘Where is here?’


‘The Royal Academy.’ 


Annie did not know what the Royal Academy was – as far as she took notice of such things, the new domed building in Trafalgar Square was an art gallery. The Royal Academy. Perhaps this place had something to do with the Queen? For one mad moment she pictured herself, just as she was, in her rags, bobbing a curtsey to Victoria herself. 


She lurched back in her seat as the hansom pulled in front of the other cabs and she was handed out at the bottom of the broad marble steps. People turned to stare, and she shuffled behind her companion as he tipped the driver; but they were not looking at her. They were looking at him. They nodded and smiled, they whispered behind their hands, and one small knot of people gave him a little burst of applause. He nodded and smiled in acknowledgement, and crooked his arm for Annie. ‘Come.’


‘But …’ It was enough to look down at her ragged dress – an old brown fustian, stained with God knew what. And the rest – no bonnet, her hair half unbound, dirty nails, and tear tracks down her grubby face. 


‘Ah,’ he said, and tactfully unhooked his opera cape and swung it about her shoulders, covering the offensive gown. ‘There.’ He gave his ready smile. ‘Now you are the Queen of Sheba.’


Annie took his arm up the steps.


Inside there were marble halls warm with crowds and candlelight, loud with echoing laughter and the tinkle of crystal. Servers with silver trays handed round little ranks of sherry glasses. Annie took one, drained it, set it back and took another, not caring for propriety. It wasn’t gin, but it would do. Her companion took a glass and sipped it, regarding her watchfully. She smiled tightly; she needed the liquor, for the eyes were looking again, this time at her, peering down their noses at the tattered clothes beneath the cape, the grubby face, the raggedy hair. But now the alcohol warmed her empty belly – the belly with the baby in it – and she stared back defiantly, not caring what they thought. 


‘Is this what you have to show me?’ she asked, suddenly brave. ‘All these toffs?’ She did not bother to lower her voice. Her companion shook his head. 


‘Wait,’ he said again. ‘Just wait.’


More steps, and then a vast room with almost every inch of its oak panelling covered with paintings. Some huge as a workhouse door, some tiny. At first Annie could see only colour: red-headed women in jewel-coloured velvets working at their tapestries and clasping flowers and reclining in meadows. The canvases were beautiful and placid, nothing to stir the soul. Then, in the far corner, away from the general throng, there were other, more troubling works – darker hues for darker subjects, subjects all too familiar to her. 


Here was a painting of a woman starting up from the knee of a bewhiskered young gentleman as he sat at a piano, her eyes clear with sudden realisation, hands clasped with resolve. It was a picture of the very moment that a woman of easy virtue realised the error of her ways. Here was another, of a woman shrinking away with shame as her fond brother found her working the streets, collapsing against a wall with an expression of shame and regret. A third, which was itself in three parts, like an altarpiece, showed a scene that was anything but devotional. The first panel depicted a woman prostrate under the accusing gaze of her husband, who crumpled a letter in his hand. Her two little girls, building a house of cards, looked round at their mother as her adultery became known, their house collapsing under their little hands. The second panel showed the same girls, some years later, living in a shabby garret, gazing at the moon and the rooftops from the smeared window. In the third panel, under the same moon, their mother, her fall complete, sat under the arches of the Adelphi Theatre, ragged playbills fluttering over her head and a baby’s feet sticking pathetically from under the skirts of her tattered gown. 


Annie gazed at the three wretched scenes and knew she was making the right choice to leave this world. She knew why her saviour had led her here: he had wished to show her the error of her ways. But his design had not worked. It had only served to remind her of the way her life would end up if she chose not to end it. It was all very well for the woman at the piano to spring up and repent and take work in a shop or factory, to forget her low ways and make a good marriage some day, in a town far away where no one recognised her from the street corner or the gin shop. But the third painting, the one divided into three, showed her that there was no way back from disgrace for a woman with a child. 


‘It’s no good,’ she said to her rescuer. ‘I know the life I’ve chosen. Why d’you think I want to leave it?’


‘I did not bring you here to see those,’ he said. ‘But this.’ 


It was one of the largest paintings, a vast dour canvas like a door into the dark. It depicted a drear scene of Waterloo Bridge, swathed in freezing fog, just as it had been tonight. All was exactly the same: the lamps lit along the south bank like a string of pearls, the Thames grey as pewter, with the drowned moon floating in it, the new Houses of Parliament crouching like a spiked dragon. But where Annie had seen this scene from above, the artist had depicted it from below – this was a view from underneath the arches, on the filthy shore of the Thames. And in the foreground, half in, half out of the water, was a girl in white. She was large as life, but she was quite, quite dead. And she was Mary Jane.


Annie gasped, and took a step forward, gazing at her dead friend. She reached out as if to touch her face, to close the staring eyes. There were shadowy figures in the background, but Annie only had eyes for Mary Jane. Her first thought, ridiculously, was that she had never seen her look so clean. Her face had the grey sheen of an oyster shell, her brown hair was darkened further with the water, her arms were spread on the shingle as if she embraced her death. A Sunday-school phrase came back to Annie: she was washed of all her sin. Mary Jane had always been somewhat of a slattern, never one for the carbolic; but here, in her white muslin, she could have been an angel. Annie lowered her eyes, unable to look any more. And saw, there on the frame, a little brass rectangle etched with the words: The Bridge of Sighs, by Francis Maybrick Gill. 


‘You see,’ said Francis Maybrick Gill gently at her elbow, ‘I was there. I was passing over Waterloo Bridge three months ago, just as I was tonight. I heard the hue and cry. I went down the steps to the shore.’ She turned to look at him. ‘The mudlarks had found her. Just children. They called the constables to pull her out. The constables gave them a halfpenny. When the coroner’s man came, the constable said, “Another one for you, Mr Brownlow.” Just like that.’ He shook his head. ‘Another one for you. I will never forget it. I gave the coroner’s man a guinea for a coffin, and they took the body away.’ 


Annie remembered the coffin of good hardwood – the coroner’s man had not cheated the carpenter, then. She had wondered, at that terrible little parish burial at St Leonard’s in Shoreditch, where the money for the coffin had come from. Working girls were usually buried in clapboard, lying together in rows like they’d been in life. She turned to the artist – she could have embraced him. She truly loved him at that moment, for the small office that he had afforded to a dead whore. 


The painting made the blood beat in her head – the thudding of a dying heart, the rushing river. How could one picture conjure all that noise and drama, and at the same time capture the calm on the shore, the lapping of the water, the excited cries of the mudlarks, the world-weary constable greeting the coroner’s man. Another one for you. 


Francis spoke again; low-voiced but insistent. ‘And when I crossed again today, and saw you on the parapet, well, I knew I could not let you jump. I was too late for her,’ he said regretfully, ‘but not for you. I did not know, of course, that you were acquainted with …’ He nodded to the painting.


‘Mary Jane,’ she whispered.


‘With Miss Mary Jane.’ His deference to her dead friend made her love him once more. ‘I was not able to forget her. I went home directly and took up my brushes. I abandoned my antique pretensions and my nymphs and dryads and painted something real for the first time. I could not let her be; I painted study upon study and then this canvas, as you see – and the result was that this is the first painting of mine to be accepted by the Academy. I owe your friend a great debt; and since I cannot pay it to her, I would pay it to you.’ 


Debt was a frightening word to Annie; it meant threats and bruises, cold fingers and toes, a grumbling belly, prison bars. She had often been in debt, but had never been owed one. ‘How?’


He took both her hands now and stared fervently into her eyes. ‘I want you to let me save you.’


‘What do you mean?’


He took his case watch from his waistcoat pocket. ‘Our hour is over. I am hoping that my work spoke to you as my words could not. So I must ask you: would you like to return to the Bridge of Sighs?’


She looked back at the painting. The paint swirled and swam before her eyes, and she thought she would faint; by some dark alchemy, Mary Jane was gone and it was a painted Annie who lay there on the shingle, her eyes as shiny and dead as pebbles, her hair water-dark, her mouth fish-wide. She blinked and the picture resolved itself: Mary Jane was back in place, but Annie was doused suddenly in a sweat as cold as Thames water. 


‘No,’ she stammered, dry-mouthed. ‘No, I will never go back there. But I don’t know where I can go.’


‘You can come home with me,’ said Francis Maybrick Gill.




Chapter 2


Five years and six months ago


Turns out they do have the same stars in London. I’m looking at them now.


The stars followed me all the way here in the carriage from Holkham overnight, keeping pace with the horses. Our parson had put me in a brougham with three ladies coming to London. ‘It is not seemly to travel with men, Miss Mary Jane,’ he said, but he didn’t explain why. 


London is dirty and cramped. Every inch of it is built upon. My aunt lives in ‘flats’, but I don’t think they know what flat means here. Norfolk is flat. London is high. Everyone lives on top of one another.


I miss air that is clean and doesn’t choke you. I miss the space, the sand, the openness of the beach. I have stars but no water. I’m in a place called Battersea but I haven’t seen the sea yet.


A different hansom cab took Annie and Francis north to Bloomsbury and the fine tall houses of Gower Street. 


Francis tapped his cane at the driver and the carriage drew to a halt outside number seven, a handsome frontage with a black door and a brass knocker and a fanlight overhead. He handed Annie down and the door opened at their approach. Francis gave his topper and gloves to the butler who’d let them in, a man far too well bred to do more than fractionally raise one eyebrow at the lady accompanying his master.


‘Bowering, have Mrs Hoggarth make some gruel – and make it thin, mark you. And a nice strong posset with three eggs.’


The butler nodded once and vanished, and Annie looked about her. The hallway was grand and long, the floor tiled with black and white like a chessboard. A broad staircase curved away around an unseen corner to the upper floors. A great mirror hung over an occasional table, and below it a silver salver sat upon the table, filled to the brim with overblown white flowers. Annie suddenly thought of Mary Jane – she’d looked as pallid as those petals in the painting. 


Francis saw her looking. ‘Camellias,’ he said. ‘They are actually the flowers of the tea plant.’ He looked her in the eyes. ‘Sometimes heavenly beauty comes from humble origins.’


She could have sworn he was talking about her, but then she caught an eyeful of herself in the mirror, a dreadful ragged creature. She had nothing to say to beauty tonight, nor beauty to her.


Francis led her into a small sitting room. After the stark black and white of the hall, it seemed a jewel box of a place, straight from Arabia. The walls were papered in oxblood red, with a golden filigree decoration. There were swags of midnight blue silk at the windows, and glowing lamps with panes of coloured glass. Francis placed her in a stuffed chair of topaz velvet with feet carved in the shape of elephants, next to a merrily burning fire. He drew up a carved stool to be next to her, and laid the back of his cool hand on her forehead. ‘You will do, once you have warmed yourself through and eaten something.’


Annie could not quite believe her surroundings. She’d been in elegant houses before, when fine gents had wanted a bit of rough; but they’d been panelled in walnut and painted in eggshell grey, muted and expensive. She’d also been in low houses ablaze with colour, but they’d been hung about with cheap gewgaws and fraying silks. She’d never been in a place like this, a place that was so colourful, so exotic, but so costly. It gave her the same dreamlike feeling of unreality that she’d experienced in the gallery – she felt as if she was not really here. Just as there she had changed places with Mary Jane on the canvas, here she felt as if she had exchanged lives with some other confounded girl who now found herself on the parapet of Waterloo Bridge. She looked at the man who had effected this change. In his cloak and topper he’d even looked like the magician who played at the Hackney Empire, swapping girls between his painted boxes with a flash and a bang. She felt the same slavish awe for him that she’d felt for that magician. 


‘Thank, you sir,’ she whispered.


‘You may call me Francis. I think you know that is my name.’


The little bronze plaque on the painting. ‘Francis Maybrick Gill,’ she said.


‘Yes.’


‘An artist.’


‘Yes. And you? Might we at last become acquainted, now that you will be in this world a little longer?’ His ready smile warmed her like the flames did. 


‘My name is Annie Stride.’


‘Then, Miss Stride, may I know something of your history? If I am to help you …’


‘Sir … Francis, you’re asking about something you might not want to hear.’


It was the right room for tales, this one, she thought; but all the tale-tellers she’d seen in etchings were dressed in big bloomers with bracelets up their arms and jewels hanging between their eyes, not in raggedy fustian with tangled hair and tear stains. They told tales about giants as big as houses, and elephants, and genies that lived in bottles, and golden palaces, not the shameful goings-on in St Jude’s Street and the Old George and the Haymarket. They drank sherbet and ate Turkish delight; her stomach was as empty as a drum and rumbled loud as a tattoo. 


As if in response to its call, the door opened and a little maid-of-all-work came in with a tray bearing a steaming bowl. She set the whole thing carefully down on a table that was not a table but a dark wood trunk inlaid with little triangles of brass. 


‘Thank you, Minnie. You may go. Oh, and Minnie: run a bath for our guest.’ The little maid stared at Annie with round eyes, gave a bob and fled. 


Francis turned to Annie. ‘How long since you have eaten?’


She shrugged ‘Can’t remember.’


‘Then better to take it little by little.’ 


He took the bowl of gruel from the tray, and picked up a silver spoon from where it lay on a snowy white napkin. He spooned the gruel into her mouth himself, and even in the colourful dream she was having, this seemed strange. It was not the gesture of a father to a child, but something else. Something about the spoon on her teeth, on her tongue, in her mouth, seemed overly intimate, so intimate that it almost seemed to belong to her old life, not this new one. Abruptly she was present in the here and the now, the dreamlike bubble penetrated by a silver spoon. The gruel slid down her throat, the warmth spread to her insides, and she forgot the strangeness of it as she began to feel full, a sensation she had almost forgotten. Then gratitude filled her up, too, almost to overflowing. 


When the gruel was gone, he set down the spoon. ‘Now, Annie, if you have the strength …’


She could not look at him. She took up the silver spoon and regarded her warped, smeared reflection. ‘I’m afeared.’


‘Afraid? Of what?’ he prompted gently.


‘That if you know what I’ve done, you will turn me out of your house.’


‘Miss Stride. Annie. I know that you are a … working girl. And I am of the opinion that women of your class are victims more of circumstance than their own design.’


‘I ain’t following you, sir.’


‘Francis. Tell me your tale, and I am sure you will prove my argument for me.’


So Annie told her tale, as briefly as she possibly could. She did not spin it out, or embellish it, as if she sat on silken pillows. Bethnal Green and Ma and Pa and all the brothers and sisters would not take her a thousand and one nights to tell. She didn’t even want to think of it all, much less say it. 


Francis let her talk, but from time to time he’d put in a question. ‘And were you educated at all?’ 


‘There was a school at the end of St Jude’s Street. But I only went till Ma had her fourth, then I had to leave to help at home. Learned to read and reckon, but that’s about it. And there was a Sunday school at St Matthew’s church where we learned a bit of scripture. We wasn’t holy, but Pa made us go ’cos he always had a heavy night on Saturday and wanted us out of the house Sunday so he could sleep it off.’


‘St Jude’s Street?’ Francis asked. 


‘That’s it.’


He smiled sadly. ‘Patron saint of lost causes.’


Annie huffed out her breath. ‘Reckon that’s me, all right.’


‘Not at all. Perhaps St Jude saved you tonight.’


‘It weren’t him that did,’ she said to him fondly. 


He seemed gratified. ‘Go on.’ 


‘When I was thirteen, I … ran away.’


‘Why?’


Annie hesitated. She’d told plenty of filthy stories in her time to the bastards, who wanted to hear fantasies about being ruined by the parson, or some duke, while they fucked her. But this story, the filthiest of all, she could not tell. She could not tell a good man like Francis why she really left St Jude’s Street and never looked back, no, not even to regret the smiles and the sticky handholds of her sweetest sisters. She could not tell him about what had happened when her father took her to the upper room of the Old George public house on her thirteenth birthday. She’d had a glimpse down the pit that night, and whatever she’d been forced to do since had not even approached the horror of it. She’d sworn even as she ran from the place that she would never tell a soul. So she lied to Francis. ‘There was no room in the house. Like the woman in the shoe, my Ma, you know that story?’ She was rattling on like a hansom, trying to cover the gap in her tale with another, but he did not probe her further.


‘I know it. So then …’


‘I took up with Mary Jane. She saw me wandering up the Haymarket. She told me I was pretty.’


Annie remembered the force of the compliment from the most beautiful girl she had ever seen, with hair so dark it had a blue sheen to it like a crow’s wing, and a milk-and-roses complexion, and dark lashes so long they fanned her cheeks. Mary Jane had offered her a sugar mouse – the only one in the paper bag she held. Annie had been flabbergasted. ‘The whole thing?’ She remembered the undreamt-of delight of having a treat to herself – something that did not have to be painstakingly cut into twelve with a paring knife and shared with her siblings. 


The sugar mouse made her Mary Jane’s slave; it was the first gift she’d ever been given, the first kindness she’d ever been shown, and as such was incredibly potent. So when Mary Jane invited her to take a walk, she’d clutched at the older girl’s hand as her sisters used to clutch hers. Annie remembered now that even the wondrous sweetness of the sugar mouse on her tongue was nothing to the sweetness of having a friend for the first time in her life. Even after they’d set up house together, she’d kept the little string tail of the sugar mouse for years in her trinket box, a precious relic in the worship of an older girl so certain, so assured. Mary Jane hadn’t looked like that in the river. All her self-assurance had been washed away. 


‘Mary Jane taught me everything.’ For a moment, the enormity of her loss threatened to overwhelm her. ‘Reckon she was my education.’ 


‘What did she teach you?’ Francis leaned forward on his footstool, listening, interested.


‘How to be with the bastards.’


‘Is that what you called them?’ His voice was gentle.


She nodded. ‘She taught me how to do what they wanted but not to let them have me. She taught me how to take myself away, how you could do those things and not want to kill yourself.’ Realising what she’d said, she hurried on. ‘Mary Jane knew what it was like to be brought low – she’d been in the asylum and had a brand to prove it. It was on the inside of her arm and she wouldn’t show no one. ’Shamed of it, she was – said the bastards wouldn’t touch her if they saw it, but she covered it with bracelets or sleeves and she did all right. We done very well together – one blonde, one dark. Then, on the first of October, she stepped off the bridge.’ 


Annie swallowed. She knew then that Mary Jane had never managed to keep herself separate – that the feeling of worthlessness, of wanting to end yourself, never went away. And when Mary Jane had left her, the feeling had come rushing in on Annie, without her friend to hold it at bay. A crack in the dam, collapsing inward with a rush of water, and no Mary Jane to keep the water out. 


‘And you had no warning that she intended to … take her own life?’


Annie swallowed. Him saying it like that seemed to make it somehow real. A wave of sorrow rose in her throat and for a moment she physically could not speak. Then she whispered, ‘Not a clue. She’d got herself a regular, she said, with a bit of tin to spend. Came home every night smelling of fancy perfume, waltzed in like there was music playing.’ 


‘And did she say where she’d been? Or who she’d been with?’ He seemed acutely interested.


‘No. Said she’d tell in good time. Just seemed sort of like she’d done something clever. Seemed like she was going up in the world.’


‘And how did that make you feel?’


Annie shrugged; she rarely examined her feelings, and much less often was asked about them. ‘I thought, good for her, didn’t I? I knew if she did well she’d take me up with her. I’d do the same. That’s what it was like, her and me. Like sisters, see?’


‘And then?’


‘And then she didn’t come home.’ There was the wave again, rising, rising. She choked it down. ‘Constable come instead.’


He nodded. ‘And what followed?’


‘Well, after the funeral, I was took bad. Thought it was the melancholy, you know?’ She couldn’t quite bring herself, yet, to mention the baby. ‘We hadn’t paid the rent in months – Mary Jane said it was no matter ’cos it weren’t unchristian to do a bunt on Christ-killers.’


‘Forgive me – Christ-killers?’


‘Jews. Hebrews an’ those.’


‘Ah. The Children of Israel. And I assume by “doing a bunt”, your companion intended that you were both to leave and find other accommodation with the rent unpaid?’


‘You catch on quick. But so did Mr Haft – that’s the landlord. He weren’t to be caught napping; he must have sniffed that that was my notion, and he came in with his key one night and took all my clothes.’


‘He took your clothes?’


‘Every stitch save what I was sleeping in. It’s an old trick, to stop you doing a flit. So, January the first’ – her eyes widened; it seemed a lifetime ago – ‘today I had to give him my last shilling.’ She’d put all her money into the landlord’s grubby fingerless glove coin by coin, counting it out, seeing him counting it, too, with his sharp little eyes, knowing it wasn’t enough. ‘I gave him everything I had, but I still came up short, so he made so bold as to give me notice.’


‘And he returned your clothes, I presume?’


‘Not he. He’s a crafty old stoat – he knew he could sell some of ’em; some nice bonnets and bits I had.’ Including the trinket box with the gifts from the bastards and, much more precious, the string tail of the sugar mouse. ‘He left me with this one old gown and one bonnet, and the wind took that. So having nothing else in the world, as you might say, I went from him direct to Waterloo, where you saw me on the bridge.’


Francis let a little silence fall, then shook his head sadly. ‘Not quite Scheherazade,’ he said. ‘So let me understand you – you are all alone in the world? There is no one with whom I could make pains to reunite you? No other friends or acquaintances? I could make enquiries of the authorities, ascertain whether your family still reside in Bethnal Green …’


‘No!’ she said. After what Pa did – Pa, that first, original bastard – she would not go back under his roof, not for a thousand pounds. ‘I ain’t going back there.’ She looked up at Francis through her lashes. So kind, so handsome, so gentlemanly, so opposite to Pa; yet she was about to end their acquaintance. She had to do it – there would be no hiding it soon. ‘I ain’t entirely alone. There’s one thing I left out. I’m … having a baby.’


His face went suddenly still – not with anger or disgust, nor yet pity; it was an expression she could not define. He seemed to think for a long, long moment, during which she became as sure as she could be that his next action would be to turn her out of his house. But as he got to his feet he merely said, mildly, ‘Very well, Annie. That is enough for tonight. You need your rest, especially in the light of the … of what you’ve just told me. Take your bath – I will have a room prepared for you, and Minnie will bring a posset up later. Minnie!’ 


Annie felt lighter than air as she rose, unburdened, and followed the little maid up the carpeted steps, and it wasn’t just the thick, fluffy pile underfoot that made her step so light. Even though she’d kept the darkest secret of all from Francis, she still felt better for telling him part of her history. Even to speak of Mary Jane was to ease, just slightly, the dreadful burden of grief. At the turn of the stairway, she began to smell a delicious scent of lavender, obliterating the sickly smell of the fat flowers in the hall. Minnie went ahead into a doorway that was belching steam like a locomotive, and Annie followed. 


The bathroom was worthy of – what had Francis called her? – the Queen of Sheba. The walls were panelled with onyx of varying colours, framed in polished copper mouldings. Chandeliers of rose and opalescent crystal hung from the ceiling, and a rich Oriental curtain, hanging from a golden rod, veiled a bath of rose-coloured marble with a roll top and the clawed feet of an eagle. At the opposite side of the room was a couch covered with a white fur of some beautiful dead thing sacrificed for the comfort of the bather. A rich Oriental peignoir, printed with silken roses, hung from the back of the door on a golden hook. A linen box holding warm Turkish towels stood next to an immense porcelain basin painted with designs of water lilies.


Annie stood in the midst of this steaming luxury in her dreadful dress, feeling like a stain on this spotless temple to cleanliness – a grubby smear in the centre of the room. She hardly dared move. She knew that with a touch she would ruin those snowy towels and gleaming mirrors. Even the maid, nothing more than a little tweenie in black and white, fitted here better than she. Minnie leaned over the bath and fiddled with the ornate hot and cold taps. As she turned them with an effort, a jet of boiling lava soaked Annie’s boots. 


It would have taken nothing less to move her from her rooted spot. Now she knew how to behave. She’d learned to fight like a cat on the street – to scrap, chin and elbows out, for every corner or territory, to rise to any slight, real or imagined. Men must be flattered and cajoled, but other girls – Mary Jane excepted – she could cut down with impunity. ‘Mind what yer doing!’ she cried, immediately on the attack. ‘What the fuck are you playing at?’ 


The maid straightened up at once, crimson with the steam and mortification, wiped her forehead under her cap and spoke for the first time. ‘I’m so sorry, miss. I’ve been here three months and I’m still getting used to that geyser – a right funny one it is.’


‘Damn near boiled me like a chicken.’ 


The maid bit her lip and said quietly to the floor, ‘You’ll find everything you need here, miss. I’ll wait till you’re done.’ 


Annie found herself alone, and regretted her sharp words at once. What was she thinking, savaging that little slip of a thing? She was instantly sorry, and tears threatened to rise again. She wanted to beg the girl’s pardon. She had not always been hard like this. Street work had made her dirty inside as well as out. Time to change. 


Hurriedly she kicked off her sodden boots and stripped off her soiled gown; she could not wait to be free of them. Would she could slough off her foul character as easily. She did not know what to do with her old clothes, so she kicked the grubby little pile under a chair. She kept on her bodice and bloomers and stepped into the water, which was sprinkled with purple heads of lavender. She had only ever washed at the shockingly cold street pump in Bethnal Green, or had a bath before the fire in St Jude’s Street on a Saturday, which, by the time the water got through eleven children to Annie, was almost as cold. In her lodgings with Mary Jane, there was never more than a washstand, or an ancient geyser if they were lucky, and they had to wash themselves piecemeal. There was never a full immersion; never, thought Annie with a shiver, till the end, and the Thames. 


She sat in the water, her dirty linens soaking. She still thought in some confused way, even after all she’d done with the bastards over the years, that bathing naked was somehow indecent. Suddenly disgusted, she stripped the sodden clothes off with an effort, and threw them down on the cork mat by the bath. Now she lay back in the brimming tub, luxuriating in the lavender-scented warmth. Her hair spread about her, and lavender heads caught in it, and she thought of those girls with yards of red hair she’d seen in the Royal Academy, twiddling flowers and staring down from their gilded frames. She allowed the water into her mouth till she thought of Mary Jane at the end, then she spat it out like the spout of a fountain. She rejected the water in favour of air. She was going to live. 


She struck a pose, just like those girls. ‘I’m the Queen of Sheba!’ she said to the chandelier above her head. ‘Yah!’ and the brilliants resonated faintly in reply. She let her hands travel to her belly: a little roundness under her touch, soft and springy like proving bread, despite her thinness. Her breasts, too, were tight and tender, and mapped with faint blue veins – belly and breasts both full with the baby. ‘Not tonight,’ she said aloud. ‘I will think on you tomorrow.’ 


She rubbed the lavender into her hair, feeling all the grease and dirt lift away, then sat up, water streaming from hair and face. She rummaged on the little marble shelf beside the bath, where there was a little rank of inlaid boxes. Here were various kinds of soaps, boxes of starch, bags of bran, perfumes, pastes, cold creams, carbonate of soda. She frowned at them. There could not, surely, be a Mrs Maybrick Gill, else Francis wouldn’t have brought her home. But there was everything here that a lady would need. Perhaps he had a sister. Or maybe – the thought made her laugh – he was a ponce. ‘Only I don’t think so,’ she said to the carbolic. This tendency, too, she had learned to divine over the years – for Mary Jane and herself, men who liked men were a waste of time and effort, and they’d learned to identify and avoid them. 


Annie proceeded to use every cream, paste and unguent she could find, until she was clean and oiled and smelling like an apothecary’s shop. Only then did she get out and wrap herself in the steaming towels from the linen box. The bath water was Thames grey, the wilted lavender heads floating like flotsam. She felt ashamed of her grime – must she sully everything she touched? – so she hauled out the plug before the maidservant could see it, and put on the peignoir. Wiping her sleeve across the looking glass, she regarded herself – all eyes and cheekbones and water-dark hair. She looked like a corpse. Frightened, she huffed at the glass to mist it again and obscure herself.


Outside the door the little maid waited sheepishly, and would not meet her eyes. She conducted Annie down a grotto of a hallway, which was painted a rich cinnabar and hung with gilt frames of religious and pastoral scenes and little mirrors. A handsome cabinet clock ticked loudly, but when Annie looked into its face, she saw not numbers, but signs of the zodiac dancing a reel round a central sun. Minnie opened a door and stood back, and Annie walked past her into her room. 


She had never seen a bedchamber like it – the walls were yellow gold and gave her the feeling that she’d shrunk to a sprite and entered the yolk of an egg. The bed was covered with a heavy silk coverlet of turquoise, and every lamp had fringing or crystal droplets clinging to it like dew. Francis’s house was a house where colour lived, thought Annie – colours you did not think could be friends or even neighbours all dwelled together in this happy amity. 


Minnie stood at the doorway, her hand on the handle as if for safety. ‘Miss,’ she said, ‘I’m sorry about before. Please don’t tell the master. If you leave your boots outside the door, I’ll clean them for you by morning.’


Annie went to her and caught the girl’s damp hand. ‘Truth is,’ she said gently, ‘I ain’t fit to clean your boots.’ 


Minnie almost smiled, almost nodded, then withdrew her hand and herself.


Annie walked to her bed, suddenly deathly tired. There was a hump beneath the coverlet and she put a hand upon it – the delicious warmth of a bedpan. Over the hump was folded a clean linen nightgown, its fibres warm from the copper. She’d always slept in her bodice and petticoat before, but could not face putting stained and crusted garments on her newly clean body. She supposed that she must wear this nightgown to sleep. It felt deliciously comforting as it slid over her body, and smelled of lavender. Before she had got with child it would have fitted her, but now her breasts were full and tender and stood forth like globes straining at the lacings. She squeezed out the long rope of her hair in the cotton cloth laid by the washstand and plaited it over her shoulder, damp as it was. Then she lifted out the bedpan and placed it on the floor, and got between the fine linen sheets. She did not want to be in the dark, not tonight, so she left the lamp burning. 


She was almost asleep when there was a soft knock at the door.


‘Yes?’ she called, suddenly wide awake and not knowing what to say – privacy was a novelty to her. She expected the little slipshadow of a maid, and hoped to make further amends, but it was Francis himself, holding a glazed posset pot, with a napkin over his shoulder.


‘May I?’ He stood at the threshold like a bridegroom, and she beckoned him in with a small smile. He drew up a chair beside the bed, averting his eyes from the fold of the covers that did not quite cover the portion of her bosom exposed by the nightdress laces. ‘Take this all down,’ he said, ‘but slow. Small sips at first.’ 


Annie took the posset pot from his hand, threading her thumbs through both the handles and lifting the spout to her lips. The posset was warm and sweet; she could taste the hot milk and the nutmeg and the wine, and something else, another heady flavour that she could not place. The creamy concoction went right to her innards and warmed her from within. 


‘Good?’ he asked.


She nodded, drinking still. 


‘It is a recipe of my mother’s.’ He watched her fondly. ‘I want you to sleep well and lay your worries aside. In the morning we will talk about your future.’


‘And the baby’s,’ she said.


He looked down. ‘Yes, of course, the … that matter also.’ 


She soon drained the vessel, and he took it, still warm, from her hands. She looked up at him, full of posset and gratitude. He was a good man, and God knows she hadn’t met many of those in her life. 


She threw back the covers and raised herself on her elbow in a practised way. She knew how to lick her lips, and widen her eyes, and push out her tits to make a man harden. One of her full breasts fell forward against the lacings of her gown. His mouth dropped open a little, his eyes flared and he put out his hand. It was working. She was grateful, so grateful to him, that she wanted him to climb into the bed, and then she could show him her gratitude the only way she knew how. But he merely reached for the coverlet and pulled it over her body. 


‘Good night Annie,’ he said softly, and left the room on silent feet.




Chapter 3


Five years, five months and seventeen days ago


There’s a little place called ‘the area’ outside my aunt’s house. It’s surrounded by railings that look like iron bars. I hold the cold railings in each hand and look out through the bars, wondering if this is what it’s like to be Dad on the prison ship. I can look up, though; he can’t. 


And when I look up, there are the stars, and I can imagine myself back on Holkham beach, where there is space, where I can breathe.


A man passes by, with a topper and a cane and a frock coat. He stops and tips his hat to me. ‘Stargazing again, young miss?’


He seems friendly and well spoken. He is in his middle years, with a wide girth, and grey at his temples, about the same age Dad would be now. ‘I like the stars,’ I say shyly.


He smiles at me. ‘So do I, and no wonder. My name is Starcross. So, you see, stars are part of my destiny.’


‘Pleased to meet you, Mr Starcross,’ I say, just like we do at home. ‘I am Mary Jane.’


He can’t shake my hand, for I am in my little prison of railings. But he does something funny – he puts his cane through the iron bars and I shake the silver top of it. We both laugh.


‘You are not from London, I think, Mary Jane?’


I shake my head. ‘Norfolk,’ I say.


‘Upon my word,’ he says. ‘One of my very favourite places. Do you know Hunstanton?’


‘Do I?’ I say, delighted. ‘It is only a little way down the coast from Holkham, my home.’
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