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‘Life tried to crush her, but only succeeded in making a diamond’
John Mark Green





PROLOGUE



London’s Ragamuffins by Lady Dorothy Harcourt
London 1900


They beg and dance for pennies outside West End theatres, selling bunches of wilted lavender in the summer, or hot chestnuts in the colder months, in their hand-me-down clothes so tattered and torn.


But who are they, these mysterious creatures, who emerge from dark, winding alleyways and slip into the shadows when mischief is afoot? Where do they come from?


My first attempt to find out more took me to the Seven Dials in Covent Garden, accompanied by my butler, who followed me at a safe distance. I had listened intently to gossip at Mayfair dinner parties denouncing the area as a Hell’s kitchen, a den of thieves, but I must confess, despite the obvious dangers, my interest was piqued.


Late one afternoon, I entered the warren of ordure-filled narrow lanes bordered by squalid tenements, in search of my subjects, rather like an intrepid explorer setting off into the jungle. Having been told to fear the inhabitants of the Dials: the thief, the boorish labourer, the wily second-hand salesman, the brawling brats and the loud, ill-dressed fallen women, my heartbeat quickened. But what I found was a way of life so honest in its poverty-stricken state that it was quite touching.


Yes, people are poor, but haven’t we had enough of paintings of pitiful mites with sad, sunken eyes or half-starved mothers, clasping tiny scraps of humanity to their withered bosoms? I saw beauty among the detritus, like flowers blossoming in a fertile soil, which had yet to be tilled by decent society. I knew then I had to capture it all on canvas. My husband, Lord Wilberforce Harcourt, whose work you will almost certainly know from his exhibitions at the Royal Academy, has been kind enough to indulge my little hobby and provided me with the paints, easel, pencils and paper needed to carry out my research.


What, I wondered, as I perused the bustling street scene unfolding before me, of the other side of life? Of happy poverty! The roister-doister boys careering down the lane on their home-made carts, the girls skipping happily through the streets in torn pinafores and the merry mothers bouncing ruddy-cheeked babies on ample hips as they gossip together. I spied some women snatching a few moments to attend to their piecework, peering through the cracked windowpanes of their tenement sculleries as their little ones ran amok. The children were not wretched or miserable. They were enjoying playing in the mud! That is the London I believe people want to see. And so, dear reader, that is why I set about creating my first compilation, which I share with you now in this book, very modestly, for I am no great artist.


But, I humbly venture, I believe I have captured something of the spirit of the London of our day, the other side of life, that of the ordinary folk. And I would entreat you to entertain my folly a little longer, as I share the secrets of how I, a mere baronet’s daughter, captured them at work and play, my ragamuffins.


Firstly, you must watch, study them in their natural habitat. Keeping your footman or butler at a discreet but reassuring distance can provide the necessary feeling of security you may need to take that first step into a neighbourhood more familiar to those below stairs. Over time, they will come to accept your presence. And a good supply of ha’pennies in your pocket can go a long way to securing that first, crucial contact with the underclass!


A favourite spot of mine is near the fountain in Endell Street, a mere stone’s throw from the workhouse. I have spent many hours observing them there: young children playing in the dirt or struggling to reach the cooling waters of the fountain to quench their thirst, mothers weighed down with baskets from the slum laundry, husbands frittering their wages on penny bets on street corners and young girls, with faces so fresh and full of hope, that they are almost exquisite in their rags. I defy you not to feel captivated by them, as I was.


After many of those tentative forays, I would return, as evening fell, to the safety of my mansion in Mayfair. I sat in my studio with a good oil lamp, my pencils and my sketch book and revisited the whole scene in my mind’s eye. But something was missing, and I felt the first stab of disappointment that my artistic venture may have come to naught. Then, as slumber enveloped me that night, I realised that if I were to truly recreate them, to capture their essence, I needed living, breathing specimens, just as the botanist culls the plants from the jungle floor to study them more closely. Oh, I was filled with such energy the following morning, I was unstoppable.


My servants were dispatched at first light in search of the large hamper of rags I required to help dress my specimens in my studio, by frequenting the market at Petticoat Lane. The bundles were thoroughly fumigated, rendering them perfectly safe from fleas. Then, I, most daringly, had to venture once more into the Seven Dials to see who could be persuaded to sit for me and to recreate the vibrant scenes from my imagination.


As a brief warning to every budding artist, there may be many false dawns, no matter how many ha’pennies, pennies and even shillings you may part with to buy their goodwill. For the pledge by some wastrel to bring his chum who never washes, or the girl with matted ringlets, or the little boy with gaping holes in his boots, may lead to much frustration and disappointment.


Then, almost out of nowhere, she appears, a mischievous grin lighting up her freckled, heart-shaped face, with knotted raven tresses falling to her slender shoulders and just a glimpse of lily-white skin visible through a rip in her pinafore which is festooned with patches. Not for her, the constraints of bodices, ribbons and bows. And her feet! Her pretty little bare feet, stained with mud because her shoes no longer fit, and her mother has spent the housekeeping on gin.


She is older than she first appears, because she’s never known a full plate, or a full belly, giving her an almost luminous beauty, a waif-like quality. She is on the brink of womanhood but retains the innocence of childhood.


‘Wotcha, Missus!’


She is perfect. You have your model, your muse, and your work can begin!





CHAPTER 1



MARY
Seven Dials, London June 1898


The first time I clapped eyes on her, all dolled up in her finery in the Seven Dials, I thought she was one of those women who pretend to look for servants in the slums but who are really hunting for girls, to get them into trouble. They promise them a good job, with board and lodging and pay, whisking them off to houses in the country or abroad. But when they get there, the girls discover they are entertainment for some wealthy bloke and his friends to ruin with their wicked misdeeds, just for fun.


Oh, I won’t spare your blushes about that kind of funny business because it’s the God’s honest truth, and my ma told my eldest sister who told my middle sister who told me. The chimney sweep’s boy said it’d happened to his stepsister’s half-cousin, or maybe it was his full cousin, a couple of years back and she was never heard of ever again, the poor cow. And that was just because she got ideas above her station and left the Seven Dials and went off to work with one of the hoity-toity families down in Surrey instead of staying home to help her dear old ma, so the story goes. Well, it ain’t really a story, like I say, it’s gospel and I, for one, believe it.


Posh folks simply don’t mix with the likes of us.


So, when I was at the fountain in Endell Street, keeping an eye on my baby brother Jem, while my ma was taking the weight off her feet down the boozer, my heart skipped a beat as this well-to-do lady wafted by. I thought she was up to no good, with her fancy gown and her butler following along a few paces behind her. When she doubled back and started heading in my direction, well, I almost died of fright.


Her face was covered by a gauzy veil and her hat was the loveliest thing, with cream and pink flowers all over the brim and she smiled at me, like an angel, and offered me a coin in her gloved hand. It was a shiny one an’all. Silver.


I wasn’t about to be asked twice. It was a florin, two shillings, a king’s bleeding ransom, if you please.


I curtseyed as I accepted it because she was a toff and I thought she’d like that: ‘Thank you, Missus.’


And then I stuck it in my pocket in case she changed her mind and asked for it back.


She lifted her veil and I saw her eyes, which reminded me of the violets up in Covent Garden. They were framed by the darkest lashes, and her hair was curled in a fashionable high fringe. She didn’t look dangerous. In fact, she looked at me with kindness and that didn’t happen very often round our way, I can tell you.


‘Such lovely manners!’ she chuckled. ‘There’s another coin for you if you’ll show me around. What do you think of that?’


I shrugged and stared at my feet, which were bare and turning black as soot from the filth littering the streets. Now, I didn’t mind going barefoot because it was summer, and my boots had been pawned so that Ma could have her tot of gin. She worked in the laundry, and it was hot as holy hell in there and she wasn’t born to just slave her fingers to the bone for no reward. That’s what she told me as she yanked the boots off my feet and dashed off to the pawnbroker to put them in hock. But I was in no mood for long walks, and I had the baby to think about. He was quite happy grubbing about in the dirt, looking for something to play with. I’d have to bring him with me if I gave her a look around the Dials.


‘I’m sorry, Missus’ I said, sheepishly, sweeping some hair from my face, ‘I can’t leave my brother, see?’


‘Oh, how terribly sweet you are,’ she said. ‘Well, in that case, might I persuade you to come and visit me at my studio in Mayfair tomorrow?’


Blimey, maybe she was one of those child snatchers I’d been warned about!


I shook my head.


Some of the other girls near the fountain had stopped their game of skipping ropes and were making a beeline for us. It wasn’t every day of the week you got a toff in the Seven Dials.


‘Don’t be afraid,’ she soothed, ‘I’m an artist.’ She flicked open her pocketbook and showed me a couple of sketches she’d drawn of boys and girls from around the Dials, leaning on lampposts, playing in the gutter, dressed in pinafores and breeches that were every bit as tattered and torn as my own.


I wasn’t sure what to say because they looked very much like the sights I saw every day and I didn’t think they were anything special. In fact, it was a bit strange for a wealthy person to want to lower themselves by drawing a bunch of urchins like us. But I wanted to butter her up, in the hope she might give me another shilling. Or at least a ha’penny or two.


‘Very nice,’ I said politely, ignoring the poke in the ribs I was getting from the other girls, who were jumping up and down by my side, like a bunch of stupid rabbits, led by gap-toothed Polly.


‘Got any more coins, Missus? Have you?’ they chorused.


She beamed at them and murmured: ‘How charming!’


‘We’re nicer than Mary!’ they said, pulling at my hair. I swatted them away like annoying flies.


They were starting to crowd around my lady a bit too much for my liking.


‘’ Ere!’ I said, putting my arm out protectively to shield her, ‘Shove off, you lot! She’s talking to me.’


Her butler made to step forward to give them a clip around the ear, but she shooed him back.


‘That’s fine, Jenkins, no need. They are just a little enthusiastic.’


She really had no idea. They could all be proper little bitches when they felt like it, biting and scratching anything in their path. But I stood a full head taller than any of them and was noted for my left hook, which I’d learned from my da, who’d been a boxer before he joined the Merchant Navy and naffed off abroad. So I wasn’t scared of giving them a clump or two.


‘Well,’ she said, fixing me with those beautiful violet eyes once more, ‘might you come and visit me? I’d love you to sit for me.’


‘Sit for you?’


‘I’d like to draw you, to paint you … My name is Lady Dorothy Harcourt. I will pay you well for your time.’


I’d never met an artist before, let alone a lady. I thought the hoity-toity folk just sat around all day in their posh houses eating cucumber sandwiches and drinking tea.


‘But, I ain’t got anything pretty to wear …’


She laughed at that.


‘You are perfect just as you are, I don’t want you to change a thing. In fact, you must absolutely promise not to! No scrubbing yourself clean in the scullery or putting on your Sunday best. Do you understand?’


I didn’t have any Sunday best that I knew of. Religion wasn’t big in our house unless the Salvation Army were giving out free cakes, in which case I had been known to march up and down and sing along with the band, just for the hell of it. I’d even been known to sit through an entire sermon for a Chelsea bun.


‘Where’s your mother?’


I didn’t want to tell her the truth, that she was drinking gin in the pub down the road.


‘In the laundry, Missus. She’s a washerwoman. She won’t mind.’


‘Well, you can bring the baby too, if that helps. Your mother is expecting you to care for him while she is out at work, isn’t she?’


I nodded. Ma wouldn’t care where I was, or the baby for that matter, as long as she had a nice half bottle of booze at the end of the day to drown her sorrows. Maybe this way, I could get my boots back from the pawnbroker and still have money left over to keep her happy and in drink, because that way, life was easier.


Ma really wanted me to go to work as a laundry maid with my sisters, earning a pittance for getting an earbashing from Mrs Dean, who ran the place and ruled with a rod of iron. Her girls worked eight ’til eight, learning to sew neat letters and numbers with red thread on a white handkerchief to mark the customers’ clothes. I’d already proved my mettle at that, completing the work more quickly than all the rest, so she’d given me a pile of torn sheets to mend, and I did those too. Sewing was easy, child’s play. I’d always had nimble fingers.


But I wanted more than a life full of endless hours toiling in the laundry, either sewing letters, or with my feet sloshing in the water from the vats or my head bathed in steam. I’d persuaded Ma that the baby-minder wasn’t a good sort and it’d be better if I looked after Jem until he was old enough for school. We called her the Crawler, that old crone. She sat in a doorway at the end of our street, cradling little ones in her arms or under her skirts as the women went off to earn their pennies as charladies or worse.


Jem was a lovely baby, chubby-cheeked and curious, with big brown eyes, and I didn’t want him ending up like one of the pasty-faced, skeletal-looking mites that the Crawler had in her care. She snaffled half the scraps and milk that the mothers left for their babes; I’d seen her do it with my own eyes. And she’d let them wander in front of a cart or fall over in a puddle rather than get up off her backside and chase after them. She was more interested in slurping at her tin mug of stone-cold tea. Jem was such a sweet little bundle; I wasn’t going to let Mrs Dean get her bony hands on him.


Maybe it wasn’t right to want to leave the Dials and I didn’t want to end up disappearing like the chimney sweep’s half-cousin, but this lady did seem nice, and she was offering me easy money.


Her butler handed me a card with an address on it, in Mayfair.


I’d spent long enough in school to be able to read the fancy lettering. It said 7 Grosvenor Square.


‘It’s a short walk from Oxford Street. Be there, one o’clock sharp. And don’t be late,’ he said, looking down his nose at me. I could tell he thought I belonged in the gutter and had no business up in his mistress’s mansion. But she had other ideas.


I gazed at her departing back as she picked her way across the cobblestones, with her butler trailing in her wake, and felt little bubbles of excitement rising in my chest at what tomorrow afternoon would bring.


The other girls were tugging at my sleeves, begging me to tell them more about what the posh lady had said to me and trying to snatch the calling card from my grasp.


But I just smiled at them and kept my secrets to myself.


I’d had a glimpse of another life and I knew for certain I wanted to see more.


And nobody from the Seven Dials was going to stop me.





CHAPTER 2



ALICE
Elephant and Castle, London June 1923


Every day starts the bleeding same down our street, with the knocker-up rapping on the window, turfing us all out of bed in time to get to the factory.


My landlady has four of us bunking up in one room together in two beds, sleeping top to toe, and there’s always a dash to the lavvy in the yard before breakfast, which is a lump of day-old bread, a smear of margarine and jam. Strawberry, raspberry, apricots … I’m not fussy. I hate every single variety.


I can’t abide the stuff, you see, ’cos I have to spend all day bottling it. Once you’ve got over the initial thrill of the foreman rewarding you with a jar, after your first twelve-hour shift in the jam factory, you fairly want to tell him where to stick it from then on. The constant sickly-sweet gooey vats of boiling liquid seem to seep into your pores, through the ridiculous mop caps and white aprons we have to wear. When I was a kid, I’d have given my eye teeth for an endless supply of sugary jam, sticking my fingers in it and licking them clean. Now I’d rather carve my heart out with a spoon and eat that instead.


So, you may well ask, what on earth brought me here in the first place?


Well, that’s a long story, but suffice it to say, I’m finding it hard to ply my trade over the water in the West End at the moment. I like to liberate fine things from people’s pockets or, if I’m feeling daring, from the counter in some of the posh shops, like Selfridges or Gamages or Marshall and Snellgrove. Oh, don’t judge me. I grew up poor, around the Seven Dials, and most of the girls there learned to hoist a few bits and pieces just to survive. I’ve a good work ethic. There isn’t a day since I was a nipper that I haven’t pinched something – or tried to. That’s just the way I was raised. It was part and parcel of life for us urchins from those seven streets which lie just a stone’s throw from Covent Garden flower market and the theatres where the posh folk go.


I know their habits, the toffs, ’cos I’ve spent all my life since I was a nipper looking up at them from the gutter, watching them. I’ve made a study of everything, from their shiny boots to their neatly pressed trousers, listening to the rustle of their beautiful dresses as they passed me by. Would they really miss a silk handkerchief that they’d left trailing from a pocket? It’s more than likely the gent would have another gold fob watch and chain tucked safely in a drawer at home if he lost the one that he was so proudly sporting on his waistcoat, wouldn’t he? You get the picture.


When you’re a kid, and you’re small and nifty, it’s easy to dart away up an alley, to squeeze through the gaps in a fence or hide in a basket down the laundry when the boys in blue come looking. When you’re a young woman like I am, you’ve got to be a lot more crafty or you’ll end up with some cozzer holding you by the collar and the next thing you know, you’re in the nick. I’ve already done three months in Holloway for stealing some stockings from Selfridges up on Oxford Street and let me tell you, that experience was enough to make me sure of one thing: I ain’t never going back behind bars.


So, for the time being I have a respectable job, a mug’s job, down at Pink’s jam factory in Bermondsey. Oh, I’ve no intention of going straight for me entire life. For one thing, I don’t think I can stick it. Thieving is like an itch I’ve got to scratch, but this time, I need to be extra careful.


Now, don’t get me wrong. I’ve nothing against enterprising thieves, people ploughing their own furrow, taking what they need. But when someone starts trying to muscle in on my territory, it’s bound to get my back up.


I’d been looking forward to going shopping all week, waiting for Saturday afternoon, so I could cross the river and visit Gamages, one of my favourite shops, on account of the fact it’s stuffed full of goods that are easy to go walkabout, such as gloves, scarves, hankies and wallets. The assistants are always half asleep. Call it intuition, or a sixth sense, but as I was making my way around the counters, peering closely, picking up a few things to admire – just looking, mind you – I became aware of a presence, someone watching me from afar.


I spied her in the mirror when I was trying on a scarf.


There she was, watching me like a hawk through a pair of dark, beady little eyes. She wasn’t what I’d call pretty but there was something striking about her, snooty almost, as if she couldn’t help but look down her perfect little nose at me. Her face was small with cheeks like two rosy apples, and it was framed by black curls which she had half tucked up under a felt hat. There was a smile playing on her lips, as if she knew my game well enough, and was trying to catch me at it! She found it funny. I’d even go so far as to say she was sneering at me, like an imp with mischief on its mind.


She wasn’t a walker, one of those flat-footed matronly store detectives who stick out like a sore thumb in their tweedy jackets and well-cut skirts. She was too young for starters. No, I guessed she was someone out to take what chances they could. Oh, I wanted to wipe the stupid grin right off her face, so help me God, but I didn’t want trouble. That might end up in me getting chucked out; I didn’t want to draw attention to myself, not when I was trying to work out my direction in life.


My mind was racing. Had she been in Holloway with me? Had we glimpsed each other across the dining room as we ate in silence in our scratchy, brown sack-cloth uniforms, or took our daily exercise around the courtyard, glancing upwards to the sky, to freedom?


No, we hadn’t. At least, not that I could recall.


I stepped away, briskly.


And blow me down if she didn’t tail me up the staircase to ladieswear!


Now, I’ve always had a passion for ladieswear because of the tempting displays of silk stockings. They were my downfall, but they were also the lifeblood of my thieving operation. If I was quick enough, clever enough, I could stuff a few packets in my pockets without anyone noticing and get out of the shops fast enough to make a pretty penny on them down the pub. The trouble was, the last time I was at it in Selfridges up on Oxford Street, I wasn’t quite fast enough, and I got collared by some horrible cozzer. And that’s when I ended up inside.


It was just bad luck, I suppose. Now, part of me wanted to pinch something, to prove to myself that I still had the bottle for it, but that stupid baby-faced girl was putting me off. There she was, making a great show of rifling through some nightgowns that would have been ten sizes too big for her. She was a tiny thing, standing just over five feet tall, with a scrawny frame. If you didn’t catch the knowing look in her eye, she could have passed for a schoolgirl. I’d had enough of her being a nosey parker, so I dashed off towards the stairs but instead of heading down, to the exit, I went up a floor, taking them two at a time, heading to menswear. She’d never think of following me there.


But she appeared in the doorway only moments after I’d made my way past the tailor’s dummy in his evening suit. She skipped in, giving me a knowing wink.


I felt myself blushing with barely suppressed rage at her sheer blooming cheek and I started to rifle through a pile of silk handkerchiefs – lovely, easy pickings on any other occasion. I managed to get one inside my coat pocket but for some reason my fingers felt like fat, useless sausages, and I fumbled so clumsily that the old bloke who ran the men’s department began to walk towards me, looking like he knew full well what I was up to.


In a split second, he’d be on me. Then I’d be done for, even with his limp slowing him down. Suddenly, I felt a bony little arm poking me in the ribs and turned to see my baby-faced tormentor grinning at me.


‘Oh, there you are!’ she chirped, ‘Granny’s downstairs waiting, and we must get home in time for her pills, or she’ll have one of her funny turns.’


‘Sorry, Mister!’ she shouted at the assistant, pulling me away across the shop floor. ‘We really must dash. It’s a matter of life or death!’


He started hobbling faster and so we started running, arm-in-arm, towards the exit.


He was still calling after us, ‘Miss! Miss! Come back here!’, when we found ourselves scarpering down the back staircase and out into the bustling street, which was packed with Saturday shoppers.


My heart was racing as I shook myself free from her grasp. ‘What the hell do you think you’re playing at?’ I spat.


Her eyes were dancing with glee.


‘You should be thanking me,’ she said, extending a hand in my direction. I didn’t take it. ‘Without me, you’d have been caught!’


I scoffed, ‘Dunno what you’re talking about.’


‘Look,’ she went on, ‘I’ve seen you prowling around. I know what line of business you’re in and I was wondering if we could work together, as a team. I’m Kate Felix.’


‘I don’t give a toss who you are,’ I replied coldly. ‘And I’m doing just fine on my own, thanks. Just keep away from me.’ I felt inside my pocket and pulled out my razor, which I liked to keep for occasions such as these, to underline the gravity of the point I was trying to make.


‘Is that supposed to be scary?’ she said, breaking into a fit of giggles.


People started staring at us, which I didn’t like one bit. This girl had a knack of drawing attention to herself. I tucked my razor inside my lace handkerchief and back into my pocket.


Then, I grabbed her by the lapels of her coat. They were velvet, soft, and attached to a pricey woollen jacket, which was intriguing because she spoke like me, a Cockney girl, but the cut of her clothes was very expensive.


I found myself staring into her eyes, which were inky black, and instead of being filled with fear as I’d hoped, were inquisitive, as if she was willing me to do my worst, just so she’d know what it felt like. I began to wonder if she had a screw loose.


‘Listen,’ I whispered, ‘I don’t know who you are or where you come from, but you’d better stay out of my way because I don’t give second chances, and you’ve just used up your first.’


‘I thought you might say that,’ she replied, pushing her lips into a perfect pout. ‘But I expect I’ll see you around anyway. Think about it. We’d work well together.’


See me around!


I was still fuming about it when I started my shift on Monday morning at the jam factory. Her interference had nearly got me caught.


Life was hard enough without having some upstart trying to muscle in on my territory or team up with me, perish the thought.


There were so many other reasons she got on my nerves. I found myself making quite a list. What did she know about struggling to get by, with her perfect little angelic face? She had the kind of sweet looks that fellas go soft for. No bloke ever had a kind word to say to me and most of them round our way knew to steer clear of me if they didn’t want a thick ear for their trouble. It’s fair to say I don’t suffer fools. When I was growing up, I had an older brother in the Seven Dials who taught me how to fight with my fists. I learned the hard way that most fellas are only after one thing in this life and I, for one, am not interested in giving it to them, thank you very much.


I’m tall for a young woman, so they say, with a face that’s plainer than most, except for my green eyes, which even my old drunk of a mother admitted were very pretty, God rest her soul. My hair used to be my crowning glory, thick and wavy, but I had it all cut off in Holloway to stop the nits and now it reaches just about to my chin, which some of the jam factory girls think is daring and fashionable. To me, it’s just practical when you’re working all the hours that the good Lord sends. In any case, I hate the idea of having to wash my long hair in a freezing cold bucket of water in the landlady’s yard in the depths of winter like the rest of them.


Lily’s the worst. She’ll risk catching her death of cold just for the sake of her ringlets. She puts her lovely blonde hair in rags each night because she thinks Ernie the foreman’s sweet on her and is going to sweep her off her feet to a better life. We all know he’s been feeling her up in the storeroom in the tea break because she lets him. But I’ve seen the way he looks at all the other girls and poor old Lily ain’t as special as she thinks she is, even with her golden curls. But she won’t take a telling and she’s always been kind to me, so I suppose I shouldn’t judge her too harshly.


It ain’t really her fault, I suppose. That’s the trouble these days for girls like her who are the marrying kind. The Great War’s done for all the decent-looking blokes and all that’s left are the dregs. They strut around London like kings and princes because they know they can have the pick of the ladies. It takes nothing for girls to start throwing caution and their knickers to the wind because they fear they’ll end up on the shelf. Lily had her heart broken good and proper because her childhood sweetheart got shot to pieces going over the top just as the war was ending.


That’s how I first met her, when I got out of Holloway. She was gazing into the River Thames, with her eyes full of tears and a snotty hankie in her hands.


‘Penny for your thoughts,’ I said, standing beside her on Waterloo Bridge, as the grimy waters swirled beneath us. I’d been wandering around, looking for a place to stay and an honest way of earning my living until I found my feet again. I’d grown tired of doors being slammed in my face all afternoon.


‘It’s nuffink,’ she snivelled. ‘Something’s in my eye, that’s all. Not that it’s any of your business.’ She turned away from me to try to hide the fact that she’d been crying.


Now, I don’t know if you’ve ever got out of the nick with barely two brass farthings to rub together, but let me tell you, it puts you in a bit of a predicament. I had no idea where I was even going to lay my head, let alone where my next meal was coming from. I could tell by the way her clothes were clean and pressed and her boots were polished that she was a decent girl, who probably had a nice little job. And I needed one of those, so I was keen to strike up a conversation. But, truth be told, I didn’t like seeing a young girl looking so tearful all on her own on a bridge. I’d read the stories in the papers and heard the chatter around the pubs just like every Londoner about poor cows who’d chucked themselves into those freezing, filthy depths to end it all and who’d been fished out weeks later all bloated and stinking. I didn’t want that on my conscience.


‘A problem shared is a problem halved, and all that,’ I said brightly. ‘I’m Alice, by the way. What’s your name?’


That was when she started to blub, properly crying her little heart out.


‘I’m Lily, thanks for asking,’ she said between sobs. ‘And I just don’t see the point of going on without him. It’s useless.’


‘Now, don’t talk like that,’ I said, putting my arm around her, in case she got any silly ideas. ‘There’s always a brighter day up ahead. You have to get there, that’s all.’ That was just the sort of rubbish I’d heard the old lags in my prison wing coming out with from time to time, to give new girls a gee up when the reality of being banged up hit home.


But it only seemed to make Lily more upset.


‘Robert was only just nineteen! We were going to get engaged when he came back on leave from France but he never made it,’ she wailed, leaning on me for support. Her shoulders shook and tears rolled down her cheeks. ‘He died a hero only a few days before they signed the Armistice. His mum’s got his medals displayed on the mantelpiece, but she doesn’t like me going round there too often because it just makes the pain worse for her. They couldn’t even recover his body; it sank in a shell hole. I’ll never find anyone else to love or to love me back like he did. We went to all the dances together and he ended up being swallowed by No Man’s Land. It ain’t fair!’


Loss was etched on her perfect, doll-like features, ageing her.


‘No,’ I said, ‘it ain’t fair. I’m sorry. The war was a terrible thing.’


She pulled a faded photograph from the inside pocket of her coat and showed it to me. Robert’s handsome face stared out at me in his too-big uniform. It was such a waste of a young life.


Her voice fell to a whisper.


‘I’ve tried to go courting with other blokes but every time I do, I feel as if I’m betraying him, and anyway, I’m getting older, I’ll be an old maid before long and there’s no-one I really fancy, except …’


I caught a glimpse of something on her face, a look of hope.


‘Don’t feel guilty about falling in love with someone new,’ I said. ‘I expect Robert would want you to make the best of it, wouldn’t he?’


We began walking together, side by side, across the bridge towards the south side of London.


‘Well, there is someone who shows me a lot of attention,’ she said, brightening. ‘He’s an older bloke at work and he’s clever as anything. He’s practically the boss of the factory. But I expect he’s got his eyes set on someone better than me.’


It wasn’t long before she was telling me all about life at Pink’s Jam Factory and her blossoming feelings for Ernie the foreman. He sounded like an absolute prat but choices for girls like Lily were limited, so I didn’t hold it against her.


After a while, I felt confident enough to broach the subject closest to my heart.


‘Do you think Ernie’s looking for any more staff? I’m reliable, but the hat shop up in Hampstead, where I used to work, got sold to new owners and they turfed me out, so I need a fresh start.’


That was an understatement as well as a whopping great fib. The only hat shops I’d frequented were ones that I’d been stealing from. But I was desperate for a job, any job, just until I could get my confidence back. The soup kitchen and a park bench were my only alternatives, so the jam factory sounded quite alluring.


‘Oh, I’m sure I can persuade Ernie to take you on. He’s always moaning that some of the girls are right lazy cows, so if I put a word in, I bet you could start first thing in the morning!’ She seemed delighted at the prospect of having an excuse to chat to Ernie and was walking with a real spring in her step.


She gave me a reassuring nudge in the ribs, and I smiled back at her.


‘That’s really kind, Lily. You’re such a pal. No more moping about on the bridge, promise?’


She sighed, as if she knew that might be a difficult promise to keep. ‘I’ll try.’


We made our way through narrow, cobbled streets by the river, ignoring catcalls and whistles from drunken dockers falling out of the pubs nearby.


‘Well, this is home for me,’ she said as we rounded the corner into a terrace with pristine white net curtains at the windows and front steps that were almost gleaming, despite the rubbish blowing around the street. It was a place where people worked hard and were proud of appearances – the opposite of the Seven Dials where I’d grown up. I’d heard a lot of talk about these white curtain streets where the women toiled in the factories which were the larder of London; making everything from biscuits and breads to jams and pickles.


I shuffled my feet around aimlessly, clasping my little suitcase with my few belongings. Eventually, without me needing to explain further, the penny dropped that I was homeless. That’s when I knew that Lily had a heart of gold.


‘Come on and meet my landlady, Mrs Dally. I’m sure she’ll find you a space. I’ll tell her you’re my cousin from up North London way,’ she said with a giggle. ‘But don’t thank me yet,’ she said raising her eyebrows to heaven, ‘ ’cos if you can survive her cooking, you can survive anything.’


I laughed along with Lily but after a spell in Holloway, whatever Waterloo had to offer, I knew it would feel like paradise by comparison.


You know when you meet someone for the first time, and you just hate their guts? Well, that’s Ernie Sharp.


Lily’s Prince Charming’s even got a gammy hand from his time in the trenches. Oh, bloody hell, you’d think he was Lord Kitchener himself the way he goes on about his bravery and his war wound, but I reckon Ernie got himself a Blighty one, shooting off a finger so he’d get sent back from the front, the cowardly git.


He spied me the moment I hopped off the tram with the other girls from our lodgings as we made our way down Staple Street towards Pink’s Jam Factory and he started twizzling the ends of his ridiculous moustache. I’d scarcely had time to introduce myself before he was reeling off rules and regulations about tea breaks and talking.


‘Nattering is not allowed,’ he intoned, marching me past a row of miserable-looking girls pasting labels on an endless supply of glass jars, like a sergeant major inspecting his troops. ‘And I will dock the pay of persistent offenders. Ain’t that right, Mildred?’


Surely having a little chitchat to relieve the boredom of the thankless task wasn’t a sin, was it? It sounded worse than Holloway!


A sallow-looking strip of a thing glanced up at him with frightened eyes. ‘Yes, Mr Sharp.’ The look on her face said it all, really.


I was spared the stinking pot of glue and its gloopy brush in that airless workroom but if I thought I’d got off lightly, I was wrong. The heat hit me first as we made our way across the factory floor, and it was followed swiftly by a sickly, sweet smell that caught in the back of my throat.


Boiling vats of red liquid bubbled up ahead, and girls in long white aprons balanced precariously on wooden stools, sweltering, as they stirred the jam with wooden poles. Others took turns climbing up a ladder with large metal scoops to transfer the liquid to a sort of bath on wheels.


‘It goes without saying, you must treat the jam with the utmost care as it’s scalding hot,’ he said, waving his hand around.


‘Is that how you lost your finger?’ I enquired, spotting the top two-thirds of his finger were missing.


‘Oh, no,’ he said airily, ‘I got this on the Western Front. A small sacrifice for King and Country.’


There was an awkward silence. I think he was expecting me to congratulate him or show some kind of gratitude for his missing finger, but knowing there were real heroes like Lily’s sweetheart who hadn’t come home made his flesh wound seem pathetic. So, I gazed blankly at him.


This brought about another bout of irritated moustache twiddling and he pointed to another gaggle of girls, who looked a bit younger than me, sitting at work benches on the other side of the room. They were using ladles to scoop the hot liquid from the metal bath and pour it into glass jars, as if their lives depended on it.


‘You will start over there,’ he ordered. ‘I also dock pay for spillages, so be careful. We have a quota to fill, and I expect you to work fast. Lily is one of my finest workers, aren’t you, sweetheart?’


She gazed up at him adoringly, with limpid blue eyes, as a flush of colour as red as jam bloomed on her cheeks. ‘Thank you, Mr Sharp,’ she simpered.


Bertha and Gert, the two other girls from our lodgings, exchanged knowing glances as they caught the look on Lily’s face. They chortled to themselves, giving me a little wink that said they’d be teasing Lily about her soft spot for creepy Ernie on the tram ride home.


They were thick as thieves, those two, but being around them was useful because they were packers, built like brick shit-houses, and factories always had a pecking order. A few of the women on the work benches caught Bertha and Gert smiling at me, and that was enough for me to fit right in at Pink’s, so I needn’t have worried.


Bertha and Gert usually did most of the heavy lifting with the crates of jam because the fellas were always skiving around the back somewhere having a sly ciggie or a game of cards. Nobody ever messed with them, but back at Mrs Dally’s they had a softer side, teasing Lily to stop her getting into the doldrums about her lost soldier sweetheart and forcing her out to the pub for a drink now and again.


They were just the kind of girls I wanted on my side because I was a stranger in this part of town. When the factory whistle blew to mark the end of our shift, everyone huddled in their little friendship groups for the walk home and I was all alone for a few moments, feeling a bit lost in this new life I was beginning.


Until Lily appeared at my side, that is, brandishing a pot of Pink’s strawberry jam and her chirpy voice chimed, ‘Come on, Mrs Dally will be delighted at what you’ve got for your first day in the factory. It’s jam for tea!’


Despite all her troubles, Lily was cock-a-hoop a few days later as we trudged down Staple Street to start our shift.


‘Come on,’ I teased. ‘You look like you’ve found a pound! Spill the beans, what’s your little secret?’


‘Ernie says he might get me a promotion and move me to the inspection table,’ she confided. ‘But I’ve got to put in extra effort and up my quota.’ The inspection table girls were the luckiest of the lot because they were spared the searing heat of the jam vats and the mind-numbing boredom of label pasting. They just had to check the jam levels, the seal of each jar and that the labels were glued on right. Frankly, it was money for old rope.


‘Don’t be daft, Lily,’ I said, pulling on my apron and stuffing my hair up into a ridiculous cap. ‘You work faster than all of us already. He’s having you on. You’re already good enough to go up to inspection if you want. Go and ask the manager.’


She shook her head. ‘But it’s down to Ernie, you know that. And it’ll be more pay, more responsibility, so I’m pleased he’s thinking of me.’


Whatever lies he’d told her, she’d swallowed them, hook, line and sinker. I hated him for the power he had over her, over all of us, with his daft rules and endless regulations.


‘Has he told you to do anything else for him, in return for this new job?’ I said, scooping a ladle full of hot jam and pouring it into my first jar of the day.


‘Not exactly,’ she said, flushing.


I raised an eyebrow.


‘He’s a good man, Alice,’ she said hastily. ‘So what if he does want to get better acquainted? He’s got serious intentions, I’m sure of it.’ She murmured to herself, ‘I could do a lot worse than Ernie …’


Lily didn’t bother with her lunchbreak. She kept working through, while me and the other girls traipsed off for a corned beef sarnie. When we came back, she’d filled another crate load of jars and was wheeling a bathful of the hot liquor back to the workstation.


‘Steady on, Lil,’ I joked. ‘You’ll blow a gasket!’


She mopped sweat from her brow and flashed me a smile. ‘Ernie’s serious about the new job, Alice. He told me so in the store cupboard when you were off having lunch.’


Then she scooped up a ladle brimming full of boiling hot jam and started hurriedly pouring it into a row of three jars lined up in front of her.


I was about to make a joke about him having serious intentions about getting her knickers off when there was a sickening crack and shards of glass flew upwards, mixed with the liquid, as the jam jars in front of Lily exploded.


It all happened so fast, there was nothing I could do to stop it. She gave a gut-wrenching shriek. The girls next to me dropped to the floor, as if a bomb had gone off. I stood there, rooted to the spot, frozen in horror for a moment, before rushing to help my friend.


Lily covered her face with her hands, dropping the ladle and spilling what was left of the scalding hot jam down her legs, screaming in agony as she did so. She collapsed on the floor, clutching her face and girls came running from all over the factory to help, with Ernie huffing and puffing along behind them, yelling, ‘What the bleeding hell is going on over here!’ Someone threw a bucket of cold water over her, but it was too late, the skin on Lily’s face was red-raw and peeling off and she was writhing in agony, her hands clawing at her eyes. ‘Help me! I can’t see! I can’t see!’





CHAPTER 3



ALICE
Elephant and Castle, June 1923


Lily lay in the hospital bed, as pale as a ghost, her eyes swathed in bandages and her blonde hair stained a horrible brown by the iodine they’d put on her burns to stop them getting infected.


She looked like she’d strayed into the trenches in the Great War and been caught in the crossfire. Truly, it was a terrible sight and all the other patients lined up in beds in the ward kept peering at her, as though she was some curiosity in a freak show. Her cheeks were burned, her lips were red raw and peeling and she could barely utter a sound as I rushed to her side.


‘It’s Alice,’ I said, gently squeezing her hand to give her a bit of a gee. ‘Things ain’t looking too clever right now, Lil, but you’ll pull through. I know it.’


‘Everything’s gone black,’ she whispered. ‘Doctors say I won’t see again. I’m scared, Alice.’


Tears rolled down her face.


‘Don’t talk like that, Lily,’ I said. ‘You’ll get better, I promise.’


A great sob wracked through her body, and her hands began to shake. The matron, who was busy bringing a drink of water to the patient opposite, gave me a dirty look, one that said I’d better not upset Lily anymore.


‘I won’t, I won’t get better,’ Lily cried. ‘And Ernie won’t want me now, will he? Not like this.’


‘That’s not true,’ I shushed, holding up the roses I’d bought from the flower seller at the station, so she could smell their scent. ‘Ernie gave me these for you as a gift and sends his best love. He just can’t get away from the factory, that’s all.’


I was lying through my teeth. Ernie had barely given her a second thought once the ambulance had carted her away from the factory and off to hospital. In fact, he’d been more bothered about explaining the accident to his bosses and trying to make up for lost productivity.


Something in her voice changed.


‘Did he?’ she said, breaking into a smile. ‘They smell so beautiful, heavenly. Describe them to me, Alice.’


‘Oh, there’s half a dozen stems. They are roses, gorgeous ones, fit for a queen, and the petals are the deepest crimson. They are the finest that old Pearlie had on her stall. Ernie didn’t spare any expense. He wanted you to have the best blooms in London.’

OEBPS/xhtml/nav.xhtml




Contents





		Cover



		Title Page



		Contents



		Epigraph



		Prologue



		Chapter 1



		Chapter 2



		Chapter 3



		Chapter 4



		Chapter 5



		Chapter 6



		Chapter 7



		Chapter 8



		Chapter 9



		Chapter 10



		Chapter 11



		Chapter 12



		Chapter 13



		Chapter 14



		Chapter 15



		Chapter 16



		Chapter 17



		Chapter 18



		Chapter 19



		Chapter 20



		Chapter 21



		Chapter 22



		Chapter 23



		Chapter 24



		Chapter 25



		Chapter 26



		Chapter 27



		Epilogue



		Author note



		Acknowledgments



		About the Author



		Also by Beezy Marsh



		Copyright













Page List





		1



		2



		3



		4



		5



		6



		7



		8



		9



		10



		11



		12



		13



		14



		15



		16



		17



		18



		19



		20



		21



		22



		23



		24



		25



		26



		27



		28



		29



		30



		31



		32



		33



		34



		35



		36



		37



		38



		39



		40



		41



		42



		43



		44



		45



		46



		47



		48



		49



		50



		51



		52



		53



		54



		55



		56



		57



		58



		59



		60



		61



		62



		63



		64



		65



		66



		67



		68



		69



		70



		71



		72



		73



		74



		75



		76



		77



		78



		79



		80



		81



		82



		83



		84



		85



		86



		87



		88



		89



		90



		91



		92



		93



		94



		95



		96



		97



		98



		99



		100



		101



		102



		103



		104



		105



		106



		107



		108



		109



		110



		111



		112



		113



		114



		115



		116



		117



		118



		119



		120



		121



		122



		123



		124



		125



		126



		127



		128



		129



		130



		131



		132



		133



		134



		135



		136



		137



		138



		139



		140



		141



		142



		143



		144



		145



		146



		147



		148



		149



		150



		151



		152



		153



		154



		155



		156



		157



		158



		159



		160



		161



		162



		163



		164



		165



		166



		167



		168



		169



		170



		171



		172



		173



		174



		175



		176



		177



		178



		179



		180



		181



		182



		183



		184



		185



		186



		187



		188



		189



		190



		191



		192



		193



		194



		195



		196



		197



		198



		199



		200



		201



		202



		203



		204



		205



		206



		207



		208



		209



		210



		211



		212



		213



		214



		215



		216



		217



		218



		219



		220



		221



		222



		223



		224



		225



		226



		227



		228



		229



		230



		231



		232



		233



		234



		235



		236



		237



		238



		239



		240



		241



		242



		243



		244



		245



		246



		247



		248



		249



		250



		251



		252



		253



		254



		255



		256



		257



		258



		259



		260



		261



		262



		263



		264



		265



		266



		267



		268



		269



		270



		271



		272



		273



		274



		275



		276



		277



		278



		279



		280



		281



		282



		283



		284



		285



		286



		287



		288



		289













Guide





		Cover



		Table of Contents



		Start Reading













OEBPS/images/cover.jpg
BEEZY MARSH

.

Hsiitirtpirinh
HHAAALLLIa1s
31 4
ey "“u;uuuu.un
S
HHi

sttt
Tt NI T





OEBPS/images/title.jpg
Queen of Diamonds

Beezy Marsh

ORION





