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      A stretch of land, seven hills to the south, a sandy ridge to the north running east to west and another that heads north to south. The land, marshy in many places, downright boggy in others, with thick, claggy clay running beneath, folds itself into a shallow basin around a twisting tangle of river. It is a village and on the north shore there is an encampment with a ferry crossing, it is a site of hope and of loss.

      Now it is a town with a bridge, just one.

      Now a city, two big churches by the water, one rising right in the centre and another to the west.

      It is market gardens and trade, and still there is just the one bridge, ferrymen risk sinking their little boats from the weight of the coin they charge to row men from the chaste north to visit Southwark geese in the south.

      It is ships and shipping this city, docks that smell of trade and tobacco, sugar and spice and many things that are not nice, will never be nice, no matter how often the slave blood is sluiced away.

      Sailors and shipped-out soldiers journey on, the river taking them first east and then south to battle and to blood. The ships return with Empire spoils, while the men bring back stories they will tell only when whiskey or rum loosen the locked door of memory. Women wait out the night sweats of their men with horrors of their own, tales they won’t tell either, the miscarriages, the stillbirths, the abortions and the hungry mouths of little ones who lived, despite it all. The children who survive, yet never seem to profit from the ships or the trade or the wars or the churches or this new bridge or that bigger ferry or the widened roads or the train stations or the tram tracks or the factories that line the docks that line the river.

       

      A boy looks down from Nunhead to the city. He sees Highgate Hill in the distance. He knows the houses over there that edge the heath, they are comfortable and easy, with wide doors and wider halls, sunlit rooms. Beneath the hill and the heath he sees Camden and meaner houses, though not for long, for here are the great villas of Regent’s Park, white porticos and tall windows. Then it is town proper, elegant squares slowly edged out by streets of shops, the new department stores where behind every counter is a shop girl who wipes sweaty hands on a tired frock before she sells goods she could never afford. Here are the tight alleys and dangerous dead ends of the St Giles rookery, there the broad stretch of Oxford Street, Regent Street, and where it meets Piccadilly here is Mr Gilbert’s statue of Anteros. True, everyone calls the statue Eros, but our boy in Nunhead knows better, knows that this is Anteros, brother of Eros, the god of love returned, given back, love requited, with arrows that not only find their mark, but are welcome.

      Coming closer, the boy would walk, if he could, down the slope of Haymarket, stopping just before he turns into Trafalgar Square, looking above the tall theatres for Admiral Nelson’s hat. There it is, the peak of the tricorn, and the boy dreams himself around the corner and into the square. Careful of the carriages, the trams, he crosses to the four lions guarding the base of the column. He and his two best mates stood here once and listened to an old sailor, half a leg gone, cut away right above the knee, who whispered the secret of the lions’ paws, a secret every soldier and sailor knew, those that were Londoners. If you want to come home to the city, then the night before you head out, you must round the column, from north to east to south to west, touching each of the lions’ forepaws as you go. The three boys clubbed together to give the old man tuppence ha’penny for his story and round the lions they went, our boy reached for the back paws too, for good measure. Lads excited to grow up, to go to the world, lads with fathers who had sailed down to South Africa, grandfathers who went all the way to Kandahar and came back different men. These lads want to go out, yes, see the world, but they want to come home as well. London is home.

       

      London, but not this London, up town London. Home is the other side of the river. That’s Big Ben ringing out the hour and so the three boys have their task – ready, set, go. Running now, along the Strand, dodging trams and carriages, swiftly round the copper who doesn’t want dirty lads from the wrong side of the river running along his patch, doesn’t trust them far as he could throw them. A quick stop at St Mary le Strand, once round the church as they have promised they always will, it would be cheating just to turn the corner to the river, then fast over Waterloo Bridge to the south, to home. Real London, the London that is beneath. Beneath the fancy shops of the north side, beneath the big white houses with their bells and whistles and servants upstairs and downstairs and in my lady’s chamber, beneath the lower lip of the river that swells full and rich with the tide, shrinking back to mud flats and dirty docks twice a day. Proper London, that’s where our boy lives. Lived. Where he and his friends and their families lived, happily enough, hard enough, scraping a living but only just, crammed in tight one against the other, spreading out only on high days and holidays and then just for a day trip on the tram, back to the hearth come night, and the hearth cold unless they could scrape up coin for the coal.

      Haring down Waterloo Road, building works for the old-made-new station on the right, Old Vic on the left where the smart lads go to penny lectures and their mates stay behind in the pub laughing at them, bettering themselves indeed, what good is bettering yourself for the working man when there’s no one will give you a job once you tell them where you’re from? Home to where they’re from. Now the clock tower at the junction with Blackfriars Road. Used to be an obelisk here, for years, like Cleopatra’s Needle it was, come all the way from Egypt. All three of these lads would swear blind they remembered seeing it when they were very tiny, and well they might have, though it’s been gone a while now. Behind them now anyway, and here’s the real boundary of what is and what is not home, the Elephant itself, and Lord, how puffed they are, here’s the Underground station. The start, or end, of the Bakerloo Line is a fine shove for a boy who might be flagging, as is Spurgeon’s Tabernacle. Nearly there lads, nearly home. A swift sprint along Newington Butts, well and truly breathless by Draper Street, under the train lines, finally, finally, here’s Heygate with the big synagogue standing at a diagonal on the corner, then the Cuming and the library, now the dog-leg that is Larcom Street. And here they are, home. Home. Red faces, chests pumping, bare legs stinging in the wind. Not quite three miles and they’ve done it in under half an hour if the Town Hall clock is right. Course it is, this is the Walworth clock, course it’s right. Slap on the back, punch to the arm. Good mate, good lad.

       

      A boy, high up in Nunhead, a little further to the south, sees all this. Sees his friends and his family and his home. Sees London in the clay, and the sand, the paving, and the buildings, sees London in the river, all laid out beneath a flat summer sky.
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      Ida Shaw stood on her stall six days a week, and sometimes part of the seventh. She was twenty-eight, going on twenty-nine. She was married to Bill who wasn’t her first love, but was the love that lasted, the one that mattered in the end, the father of her three. Bill was the bloke she’d made her choice for, which made him hers.

      Ida knew all about choice. The goods on her stall were to do with fate and luck and chance and happenstance – to those that bought them. For Ida, any magic those amulets held was nothing but the power the buyers chose to give them. She wasn’t one for charms herself, had kept only a few in her time, had no great faith in the carved angel she kept under her pillow, but she liked that her mother had passed it on, from her own father who’d had it from his grandfather.

      Ida made part of her living from the ivory, brass and wooden trinkets, because the people of the lane and roundabout chose to put their faith in them, but for herself she trusted the medicines she made up, recipes for distillations, mixes and tinctures passed on from her mother like the carved angel. Ida’s faith, and her income, came from the medicines, and also from helping young women, some not so young, through their births. She fell for her first baby with Bill within a month of their wedding, and everything about that baby was quick, it came early, far too early to survive. She fell with Tom not long after, and he stayed with her, stayed in her, though he gave her a hard time birthing, that was for sure. Once she’d had her two little girls after Tom, Ida knew more than she needed to about giving birth. More, certainly, than some of the doctors that grudgingly came down to these streets, hands out for their payment before they’d even glance at a birthing woman, get their hands dirty. Ida didn’t mind getting her hands dirty, it was only blood and humanity after all. She knew that birth was about chance and luck and fate – and she had a living to make. So yes, there was the ginger and slippery elm bark mix she’d offer to a pale-looking young woman, no ring on her finger, or a harassed mother with too many brats hanging on to her skirt, women who would quietly sidle up to the stall and ask for it under their breath. Ida sold it with strict instructions only to take this much and no more, and to make sure they had a good friend close by for the next few hours or days. Ida sold medicines and charms, but she knew she was really selling hope, and she wished there was choice on offer.

       

      Ida’s Bill worked on the railway, he’d been there since he’d left school at eleven. Worked his way up from yard boy at everyone’s beck and call, to sharing a shift with the strongest, most respected fellows in the yard. Bill’s work meant there was often a big lump of coal or half a ham come home with him, fallen off the back of a wagon and stuffed into a spare sack or under his jacket. It meant they were better off than plenty around here. Luck Bill called it, choice Ida said, choice to pick that ham off a pallet destined for some elegant street on the other side of the river and a butcher’s counter where they were all yes please and thank you and don’t mind if I do milady, choice to risk the guardsman seeing him, and choice to bring it home. But even with this help, luck or choice, Ida was at her stall most days of the week, not least because they gave away so much of what they had. They gave to Aunty Sarah who lived over the way and wasn’t actually an aunty at all, not proper family, but she’d been so kind when the first baby was born dead, even though she’d had none of her own, held Ida’s hand when Ida thought the sun might never rise again. Aunty Sarah didn’t say a word as she pulled the curtains and folded the untouched baby clothes, and she was far more use in saying nothing than some that suggested it was for the best, or that God had his mysterious ways.

      Not that anyone said so when the poor little mite was wrapped into a tiny coffin made of an orange crate, and popped into the front of the hearse alongside Ida’s great uncle, dropped into the ground alongside him too. A funeral too pricey and not the done thing for stillborns anyway. Ida had heard that when a woman had a stillbirth in the hospital, half the time the wee thing was thrown into the hospital incinerator. Ida was never one for hospitals, too many sick turned dead in the hospital.

      They shared what they had with Ida’s dad too. He lived on the eastern corner of their dog-leg street, unable to work now, no matter that he’d like to, only in his late fifties, though his wife was gone ten years already, the growth had got her and they’d found it too late. His own trouble came of years working the docks. Since he was just a lad he’d been unloading spices and wool and tobacco, and so much of the dust gone into his lungs he could barely stand for more than half an hour at a time, and that on a good day. Then there was Bill’s sister Ena who lived upstairs with fist-happy Fred, swore blind she’d never leave him, no matter how many black eyes he doled out. Bill’d had a word, threatened to do more than that when the sound of Ena or the little one’s fear was too hard to hear, but it never did any good. Fred was one of those soppy bastards who were all, I’m so sorry and Lord, but I love you, and it won’t happen again, my honour, when he was on the ale at home, and a big old brute if anyone was stupid enough to buy him a whiskey down the pub. And Ena herself, fool enough to stay with him, because it was the soppy bastard side of him she’d married and she loved.

      So Ida worked her stall because she cared to do it, and because it made it easier to help out a bit, and because she liked the people she met on the stall. The chaps who came to her, red-faced and stammering, so that she knew exactly what they needed before they asked for it. She’d reach for a paper, measure out a few pennies’ worth of powdered celery into a twist, fold it over and over so that the smell, all peppery and tart, wouldn’t get into his clothes, and wishing him a good night no matter that it was just gone nine in the morning. Ida had no idea if it worked, she and Bill gave it a go one time, but Bill couldn’t stand the stink of the celery, and the drink she made it up in tasted no better, so the cup of dark liquid was thrown out into the yard and it was off to bed, just the same, good as it always had been between them, celery powder or no.

      Then there were the love-sick boys wanting to cure their bad skin to get a girl’s notice, and old ladies who stopped by the stall to tell Ida what she’d got wrong and what she ought to be selling now, it being harvest and time for making up hot apple poultices, or winter and why hadn’t she had her onions and brown sugar steeping a week by now? Ida listened, learned. She knew the country ways were long gone round here, but the country remedies might still work.

      Ida liked it when other women called her in as a wise one. It was something she’d never thought could happen after she’d lost the first baby, but then her Tom came, and the two girls, one after the other, ever so quick, and now she was one of the mothers. She’d been through the mill to get there, so she was welcome alongside to push against a sweating back, push through the strain to bring in the new life. In their turn, they appreciated the way Ida kept her tongue just as Aunty Sarah had when Ida herself needed silence. Ida was good at remembering what worked.

      On top of that, and Ida didn’t mind admitting, having the stall, having people come to the stall, them thinking she knew a bit, made people look up to her a little. It meant that sometimes, when she was selling a powder to cover a bruise, a charm to bring back love, she’d also whisper that perhaps there might be a choice to be made too, they might make their own luck. Often Ida felt she was fighting a losing battle with the people down the lane, all lucky horseshoes and four-leafed clovers and wishbones into the bargain, but it was a battle she’d not give up. Ida was all for choice and the difference it made, she’d be a suffragette if she had the time, and the money, which she didn’t. So she stayed on the stall dispensing hope and maybe, wrapped in a twist of paper.

      At packing up time each piece went back in the box it had come from, remedies in one, tinctures in another, a couple more to hold each of the charms, wrapped carefully and kindly. Ida said it didn’t matter if she believed in the magic or not, the stories that the charms held needed taking care of, not slammed in on top of each other, but kept separate, thin tissue between, wrapped up gently, just like the day she turned eleven and knew it was time to put away her dolls. Peg dolls they’d been, and on the morning of her eleventh birthday Ida decided to put away her dolls, she’d be off to work soon enough, it was time.

      Ida laid a sheet of old white tissue over a seahorse made of pink glass, all the way from Venice she’d told a customer this afternoon. It might be Venice for all she knew or Manchester, they had canals there too, didn’t they? Then she tucked away a few more of the blue glass beads for the babies, to keep them from coughs and colds, and if that didn’t work they looked pretty enough around a little one’s chubby neck. Lastly she lay down the most delicate of the pieces, sandwiched between two more sheets of tissue paper, a charm she’d held on to for years and would be happy never to sell, though she put it out on the stall every day. It was the Lord’s Prayer, all fine and copied out, words going round and round, on a circle of paper, no wider than the nail on Bill’s fat thumb. He was a big man, her Bill.

      Ida closed up the boxes, made sure they were tightly jammed, one against the other, and then yoked herself to the barrow. She enjoyed working the stall, truly she did, but some days, the sky grey and no one out for buying, Ida herself up half the night with a young girl in a slow labour and the baby another day off yet, some days she’d wish on all the charms in all their boxes that someone else might pull the barrow for her.
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      Edward Lovett walked along the street, and the people round about, shoppers, stallholders and barrow boys knew him. Not as a friend, he was different to them, a gent for a start, but they knew him. It wasn’t just the way he spoke that marked him a gent, there was plenty that told his story, before he even opened his mouth.

      When he stopped by Tilly Hunt’s stall, her pots and pans piled up in an old bath, the measuring cups and enamel plates neatly arrayed, she checked the careful turn on his sleeve cuff, the lovely lining as he reached out a hand to pick up this or that piece of old china. Tilly knew the coat was cut from a good piece of cloth, just as she knew that most of what she had to sell was tat, but she also knew the collector was not here for her usual stuff. Every now and then Tilly would find and keep aside a nice little piece of interest for the gent. If she timed it right, reeling him in, often as not holding back the piece until he’d looked all over her stall for the second time and was about to head off, she could make her day’s money in a moment and be off home early for her tea. Samson, the tinker she had an arrangement with – two arrangements, one business, one personal – picked up all sorts of rubbish on his rounds, bits and pieces he’d repair good enough for the market. Samson was not her husband, young Bert had gone in the Boer War, and the pair of them not even made a baby of their own before she lost him. Tilly still felt too wed to Bert to take on another man’s name, but she and Samson rubbed along well enough, were kind to each other, and he helped her out with a few nice pieces most weeks, neatly mended and good for another few years.

      Before Samson went to work on the goods though, Tilly would have a good turn-out of whatever he’d loaded on to his cart in a job lot, emptying cups and old jugs, taking the lids off teapots with broken handles, counting through buttons, scraps of cotton. When she found something she thought the collector might fancy, Tilly put it aside until he came back down the lane. Then she’d pass the time of day with Mister Lovett, whisper that if he didn’t find anything he fancied along the lane, then he should pop back to her on his way home. She might have something, perhaps. The collector would smile, and nod, and tip his hat. He knew he must wait for Tilly to produce her gifts, it was part of the game they played, a game he enjoyed.

      The hat he doffed was a good hat and Tilly noted that his nails were clean. The girls on the stalls all the way down the market liked that about him. The men were not so sure.

      Doesn’t look like he’s done a day’s work in his life, Samson would say, if he happened to be by the stall, bringing Tilly a warm pint on a cold day, emptying his cart before going back out into the streets, down the road to Camberwell and Brixton where the bigger houses threw out any amount of good wares far more often than anyone around here.

      Lovett carried a bag too, dark leather, his initials burnished in gold, the brass clasp nicely polished, no smears. He needed the bag, not just for the papers he carried to and from his work, but also for things he bought in the market. Tilly thought he might be a lawyer, that’s what all the papers must be. Her friend Ida said don’t be so daft, no lawyer would risk walking down the lane, what if someone he’d had sent down was coming the other way? Ida who had the remedies and charms stall thought the man had a look of one who worked with money, she’d seen the lines on his hand once, counting out his change. Charlie, Ida’s cousin, reckoned the collector was having them all for a laugh, no matter that he paid them for any old rubbish they could find a story for, and well enough too.

      Charlie Hatch whose butcher’s barrow was the best stall in the market, wasn’t one for trusting those he didn’t know. And what Charlie meant by ‘know’ was grow up alongside, be related to, married to. Everyone else was an outsider until time proved them otherwise. Charlie Hatch liked the sound of his own voice, all the costermongers did, of course, no point having a barrow if you couldn’t do the patter, but Charlie more than most.

      He had a pace to his walk, did Mister Lovett, a lick, but it wasn’t like he’d found himself in the wrong street, wanting to get away from there, not as many of his sort might. Not that many of his sort came down here anyway, or those that did only to pry and poke, to note down numbers in one of their big black books, mark Ida and Charlie and Tilly and Samson and all their families on the map as dirty and disreputable. Always the same questions – how many people sleep in this house? On this landing? In this room? And shaking their heads as if they couldn’t quite believe it, couldn’t imagine how dark it must be indoors, inside the room inside the house inside the courtyard. Mind you, most people round here knew not to tell the whole story. Who’d risk the landlord putting up the rent when he heard you’d turned the upstairs into two and what had been let to one family was now shared between two families or more, and both of them extending to grandparents and aunts and uncles?

      There were other people come too, down the Walworth Road, down East Lane, into the streets and the flats, their questions even more prying, the church types. Sometimes it could feel like the whole bloody lane was hemmed in by that lot. Church of Englanders of course, St John’s round the corner with its school right next door. Every now and then the high church lot would come by too, with their smells and bells from St Agnes up by the park, Kennington Common as was. There were the Wesleyans, the Baptists at the Tabernacle, Jews on Heygate Street and all. At least the Jews kept to themselves, not like the flaming Christians, all asking the same question, like it was any of their business.

      Have you been to church this week, month, year?

      Are you sending the children to Sunday school?

      Don’t you want them to get the Sunday school treat?

      And then the little ones would be grabbing at mother’s skirts and father’s knees, asking to be let go, wanting the saint’s card or the pressed flower for the missal. Wanting the sweet the Sunday school lady gave each of them as they left the lesson, more like. And the time it took in washing the kids and getting them tidied up for a lesson that would only be ignored, wasn’t that just time taken from looking after the babies, time lost from cooking or a moment to clear out the yard, scrub down the barrow? That lot thought they were bringing the babes to Jesus and that was all they cared about. Ida and Tilly and Charlie and everyone else with a stall down here wished their own cares were so small.

      Lovett walked with purpose, picking his way carefully over rotting fruit or fish heads, dodging the little hooligan from the passage across the way, the one who seemed always to be trying to steal a piece of meat or an old apple. He took his usual route, from one end of the lane to the other, they were used to him now, had heard the questions before. Some of those he stopped to speak with came prepared.

      Here it is sir, have a look at this my love, tucked away in my pocket, hidden beneath the shawl. Have a look here, you’ll like this little charm, I promise.

      Once the collector was spotted at the top of the lane, the word quickly ran along the street, the locals both ready and not quite willing to part with the keepsake, the talisman, the charm, not quite willing unless – well, if you’re offering a shilling, sir, then perhaps yes, perhaps, just this one time.

      And with each charm, each amulet, there was a story, a history, a promise.

      My mother had this from her grandmother, sir.

      This piece came from when we lived way out in Kent and worked the hops and the apples.

      This is real London, this is, proper London, proper London story behind it and all.

      It was worth more if he had to haggle.

      Lovett enjoyed the effort of the trade. His job description named him a bank clerk, and most of his work day was spent shuffling one file of papers into another. Here, in the lane, he welcomed the business of negotiating over a charm. Finally a deal was made and he would part with a few coppers for the amber beads, maybe even a shiny sixpence for the feather sewn into an arc of felt, each stitch embroidering health, wealth, long life, embroidering hope.

       

      Edward Lovett left his home every morning and journeyed to work crammed into a compartment with the same men, sitting together and still too close despite their elevated tickets, hats, coats, scarves, each item a piece of armour, shielding one man from his fellow. He worked in the bank, a respectable job, a situation that paid for the house in Croydon, had paid for two staff to help his wife run the home and a good education for his two boys. Other men would be satisfied, his wife – when she had still lived with him – had said this often, other men would be happy enough. Home, hearth, family, a garden, a good job. But he was not satisfied, he was hungry for something more. And it was this hunger to catalogue a magic that he didn’t believe for a moment, that sent him into the streets, had him walking Shoreditch, Shadwell, Bow and Poplar, up to Camden and from Greenwich to Bermondsey, New Cross and Brixton. It was what brought him here, to Walworth, to the market the locals called East Lane.

      This side of the river, this end of town, no matter what time of year, the air was thick with the stink of the vinegar factory, acrid smoke from the burned leavings in the glue yard, and the warm yeast of the brewery. Lovett knew that up in Hampstead or Gypsy Hill, certainly at home in Croydon, there were rose-scented gardens, sweeter still after an evening shower, windows open to a fresh and healthy evening air. And still he walked through East Lane, Bow Road, Bermondsey High Street, because sweet-scented night was not enough, and every charm was a story to collect.
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      I’ll take that for you love, he’d said.

      April 1898, the warm spring sun high in the sky, oddly warm it’d been, and Wimbledon Common covered in early daisies and cowslip and half a dozen other flowers with names and uses Ida was starting to learn from her country-bred grandmother. Only those that grew in London fields though, London commons. Ida was a city girl, a Walworth cockney and proud of it, so the wildflowers she learned were those that had cures along with prettiness, and she didn’t talk to strange lads, and she most certainly didn’t hand over her basket to be carried when she was already half an hour later than usual, off home on her Sunday afternoon. Yet here she was, one train missed already because them upstairs had decided they wanted a different tablecloth that evening and she’d had to iron and starch the linen all over again. There’d be hell to pay if she was late getting home for her Sunday tea, her father wouldn’t hear excuses, an afternoon was an afternoon, no matter who paid the wages. Trouble with that lot was they’d no idea how to run a house. Ida’s dad had threatened to bring her back to the market when she came home last month, all shadows under her eyes and burns on her hands from the old-fashioned iron they made her use, too heavy by half for a girl her age. Not that Ida was that happy there herself, she’d half a mind to go home and all, but she was proud, had told her dad she’d do the job, and here she was, doing it. And she’d learn to like it, maybe.

      Well, and anyway, the smiling lad was still standing there, his hand held out for her basket, and it was warm, far too warm for the time of year, and he did have nice eyes, and his hands were clean, Ida’d checked. So, against her better judgement, she handed over her basket with a fresh loaf and a few eggs, half a dozen rashers the cook had said the family wouldn’t miss. Handed over a cheeky little smile as well.

      That was the start of it. From then on, all through the rest of April, the windy May and into the proper summer of June, Ida met Victor at the station as she headed home for her fortnightly afternoon off. Victor would get on the train with her, change alongside at Clapham Junction where they picked up a tram, all the way up to the Elephant. Later on in the evening he’d go back with her. Not from the Elephant, Ida’s dad would’ve taken the strop to her if he ever thought she was talking to a lad on the way back to work. Victor would get the tram a few stops along, and they’d sit together again, talking about everything, about anything, in a way that Ida had never talked before. She couldn’t tell her family what was wrong with the job, all they’d do was call her daft and tell her to get on the fish stall. She couldn’t tell them about the dreams she had, dreams that went beyond service or stalls, dreams that weren’t for girls like her, she knew, but she had them anyway, dreams of trams and trains and ships going to the whole world. But Victor listened.

      It’s not bad, Ida said, it’s just not what I’d wanted to do. I never pictured myself cleaning up after other people. Not like some of the girls I was at school with, daft lasses who thought they’d swan into a big house and the son of the family would sweep them off and they’d be set up, princesses for life. I knew it’d be work, but there’s all the bowing and scraping that goes with it too, and none of us Hatches are very good at that lark. I’ve always known I’ll be on a barrow eventually, but the only one with a place when I was leaving school was the fish cart, and no one really wants to work on the fish cart, no matter that people will always want fish. There’s all the gutting, filleting, preparing, and keeping it cold too, damn near impossible in summer. No, I told my dad I’d go into service, I wasn’t going to stink of fish for the rest of my days.

      Victor nodded, listening, and here, when Ida paused, worried she’d been talking too much, was failing in being ladylike again, he smiled,

      You smell of lily of the valley, Ida. Lovely it is.

      Ida blushed, and Victor smiled again, which made her blush all the more, and they sat back in the tram and Ida went on, telling Victor how, because she didn’t want to prove them right, and because she did like earning her own money, never mind that most of it was handed over indoors on a Sunday afternoon, she hadn’t told her mother that she cried herself to sleep most nights, she never spoke to her dad of the old man, had to be fifty if he was a day, the bloke who did all the heavy work and gardening, who’d hands he couldn’t manage to keep to himself. She didn’t even say that she thought the young lady at the house, a cousin from the country just in town for the season, was no better than she should be, coming home at all hours with young gentlemen seeing her to the door, and only a few years older than Ida herself. She kept her counsel and kept the job.

      Ida found herself falling in love because someone listened to her. A boy listened to her and he didn’t think it daft that a girl from Walworth wanted to do more than black a grate or work a stall all her life.

       

      Come June, Victor invited Ida to a ship launching. It was the Albion, down at Leamouth, his brother had been working on it for two years and he’d make sure they got a good view. The launch was to be on Midsummer’s Day with the Duchess of York letting go the champagne bottle and a brass band and all sorts of jollity. Midsummer’s Day though, was a Tuesday, and Ida did something she’d never done in three years of service. She took a whole day off. She had to trade three half-day Sundays with Jane, who was no end of pleased that she, a lowly kitchenmaid, had something to trade with Ida, the more esteemed parlourmaid. Mrs Cooper wasn’t impressed, but it wasn’t as if they were a large household and Jane had agreed the trade, so Sally Cooper went back to her baking, muttering about the way the world was going, and how this had never happened when she was pastry cook to the editor of the Manchester Guardian. Ida had to get her mistress’s permission as well, and that was a little more tricky, finally resorting to an actual lie to get the time away. Ida had never had a grandfather to remember, both of hers were dead before she was born, so she felt only a little guilt telling the story of the awful tram accident and a dear old chap dead before his time. Ida was fifteen and Victor was lovely.

       

      Afterwards, when they were coming back to Wimbledon on the tram, when Ida had finally stopped shaking, when the sound of the screams was replaced by the quieter whispers of people soothing each other, of mothers grabbing up their children and thanking God they had found them, when Victor kissed her for the first time, Ida couldn’t but blame herself. If she hadn’t lied, if she hadn’t told the story of a dead-again grandfather. She liked the kiss, was grateful for it, but nothing could kiss away the image of that huge wave sweeping back from the just-launched Albion, slamming into the jetty, knocking all those people into the cold, churning water. She’d liked the kiss, and it was kind of Victor to try to kiss it better, but it didn’t work, she didn’t feel better, and she cried herself to sleep.

      The next morning, when the bruises began to come out, all along her arms, from the force with which Victor had dragged her back, lifted her up and out of the crowd, pulled her away from the mass of bodies sliding down into the Thames, when she read in the paper that thirty thousand people had been at the dockside and she’d been lucky not to be in the hundreds that went in, the thirty-odd who’d died, she was a little more grateful, and a little more guilty. How had she, the liar, escaped with her life? That Sunday fortnight Victor met her again for the journey home. He’d called in at the big house a couple of times, to check on her, leaving a note and a twist of barley sugars at the servants’ door. Ida believed him when he said he cared, and so she told him the lot of it. All the way home, and again, all the way back to Wimbledon, and Victor listened. How it was to be Ida, to have a sort of knowing, the kind of knowing that made you feel responsible for not fixing things, fixing everything, and yet how that knowing was so unsure, so vague, she could never be sure if it was real, what she imagined before it happened, or was she just thinking herself too grand.

      It wasn’t that Victor hadn’t listened before, but this time he had seen her face, ten minutes before it happened. Had been holding her hand when he’d felt it go cold, the blood all drained. Felt himself pulled back from the jetty by Ida’s fear, and that fear almost as strong as he’d been himself when he pulled her up and out of the slamming body of the crowd, a mass of people surging forward on the tipping jetty. Victor believed her, believed Ida when she said she didn’t know how she knew, and that she hadn’t known before they got there, and that she’d certainly never have gone if she had – but she had known a bad thing was about to happen, not ten minutes before it did.

      I never know what it means, but I do feel it, and only the bad things. I’m still surprised by the good things and that’s something, isn’t it, Victor? That I can be surprised by good things?

      When Victor kissed her then, Ida felt all sorts of things she’d never felt before, all along her body, and she smiled when Victor finally pulled away, looked her in the eye and asked,

      Like that do you mean? Surprised by a good thing like that?

       

      For the rest of that year they carried on the same way, journeying together to and from the Elephant. Ida did not tell her family about Victor, she didn’t need a special knowing to guess what they’d think. Yes, she was in service, and yes, they hadn’t much, but everyone on her mother’s side of the family had a trade, and on her father’s they were barrow people, pearlies. Victor’s people were different, his mother, brother and two little sisters shared two rooms in a house where four other families also had a couple of rooms each. They lived on Giffin Street, off Deptford High Street and when Victor first left school – at ten, hiding from the School Board inspector, on the same day his mother sneaked the younger children away from the rooms where they were too far behind in the rent to pretend any longer – he’d understood he’d not be going back for any more learning. From then on, Victor spent his days with his brother Arthur, collecting driftwood and scrap from the river at low tide to sell as firewood. Now he had a proper job, grocer’s boy for a real grocer’s shop, but there was no father to speak of, and Ida didn’t press him on the subject. She didn’t need to, not speaking of it said plenty, but her father would want to meet Victor, and her mother would need to know all the ins and outs of his people and Ida knew that Victor just wouldn’t cut it for the Hatches.

      So she said nothing and they shared kisses in back streets and alleys in half days stolen from her constant round of cleaning and clearing for the rich people in the house on the common, the one widowed woman and her four adult children who didn’t need to work. Stolen too, from the half days she might have spent back at home.

      Stolen hours, stolen kisses. And eventually, time to pay.

       

      In early December, Victor told Ida he had a plan. He was going to join up, his cousin in the army said it looked like there might be another fuss with the Boers. There was a regular wage and a chance to go further than the lop-sided triangle that was Deptford, Elephant, Wimbledon. If there was a war there’d be the chance to come back in glory and change their lives for ever.

      After that, the world’s ours, we’ll go away, to America, Australia, somewhere no one judges us on how we speak or the street we were born in.

      Ida knew Victor was ready to go, hungry to go, knew he’d leave her anyway if she didn’t agree to wave him off to the war. He asked her to marry him, before he left, said they could marry now or when he came back, said he wanted her for his wife as well as for his girl. And Ida believed him, but she also knew about the bad things that happen.

       

      Bad things like a baby made the first time, the last time, the only time.

      Bad things like drinking down as much slippery elm as she could and then a night, a day, another night, and the blood constantly coming from her, coming from her in drips and gobbets and finally flow and then drips again, bloody clumps.

      Bad things like a card, sent just three months later, in ragged handwriting, with an uncertain slant to the letters, telling her that they were very sorry, Victor had died, no explanation as to how or what had happened, and that he had left word for his mother to let Ida know if ever he was hurt.

      He was my boy, my first boy, and I shan’t be getting him back, nor you neither, so you’d best pray for his soul as I do.

      The envelope also held a prayer, the Lord’s Prayer, written carefully on a scrap of paper the size of a penny. It was not from Victor, but from his mother, Victor’s mother said she’d no need of prayer now, and so she was sending the handwritten prayer to Ida, much good might it do her. She hoped it might do her much good.

       

      It took Ida a long time to agree to step out with Bill, longer still to accept his kisses. And when they made love that first time, Ida’s second time, she was scared he would know, scared he’d be able to tell, but Bill was the virgin that Ida was not, and he didn’t know there was a difference to note. Bill was as sweet and quiet and inexperienced as Victor had been ambitious and determined. Which meant that while it was not easy to accept his proposal when it came, it was a relief. Ida would not go to America or Australia with Victor, she would not be by his side as he changed the world, but Bill was like her family, like her people, she would go home to Walworth, and it would do. And, in time, through passion and also through sorrow, the loss of their first baby, when Ida blamed herself, believed she might never keep a baby inside her having got rid of the one she’d been carrying by Victor, through all that time of dry-eyed hurt, too dark for tears, Bill was there, big, solid, waiting. It became love, and it gave her Tom and the girls, and Ida was glad of it, and still she kept the prayer that reminded her of Victor, and she hoped never to sell it.
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