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Umbra Sumus (We are shadows)


Inscription on the sundial of the Huguenot
chapel in Spitalfields


To scrag: to hang by the neck, or to give evidence
that will see a suspect hanged


Eighteenth-century London slang




One


SARA


It was 1768 when I first met Esther Thorel down an alleyway behind the Wig and Feathers tavern. She was on her way to the French poorhouse with twenty newly printed copies of the King James Bible. I was on my way to damnation with a sailor fresh off the East India clipper. But that meeting was my salvation. Before that came my undoing.


*


When a young girl from the country arrives in London, she is like a caterpillar on a leaf, just waiting for the next bird to pass by. No sooner had I climbed down from the cart that drove me straight into the throng of Spitalfields market than a woman was already pushing through the crowd towards me. It wasn’t the London I had been expecting: wide, clean streets lined with tall houses, their windows framing elegant parlours. No, I had stepped straight into a London that was as earthy and pungent as the country, and the shock of it kept me rooted to the spot until the cart moved off and I had to step out of the way.


It was summer, and the heat warmed the market like a stew, and all sorts of noisome odours rose from it. I stood clutching my bag to my chest and reeling from the stink of vegetables rotting among sheep dung, while an unconcerned city busied itself around me. I should have run after that cart as fast as I could, but at the time I saw no threat in an elderly woman picking her way towards me through the old cauliflower heads. When she reached me, she beamed so widely that the skin concertinaed around her eyes. I thought it was kindness, but it wasn’t. Her eyes lit up, as if she had spotted a polished penny dropped among the coal.


‘Tsk,’ she said. ‘I thought he was going to drive right over you!’ Then her face fell and she looked around me in an exaggerated fashion. ‘Why, you’re not on your own, my dear, are you?’


Without waiting for an answer, she grasped my elbow in her bony hand and began guiding me away from the market. ‘The city’s no place for a young thing like you. There’s all sorts of nasty folk about.’ She stopped suddenly as if she had bumped into her own idea. ‘Perhaps you should come home with me, miss?’ she said, turning towards me and bringing out her smile again.


‘That is very kind of you, Mrs . . .’


‘Swann, my dear, Mrs Swann.’


‘Mrs Swann. I am much obliged, but I have an introduction already.’ I fumbled in my bag and pulled out a piece of paper with a name and address written on it. ‘My mother said I’m to go here as soon as I arrive.’


The smile slid off Mrs Swann’s face and she plucked the paper from my hand. Once she had read it, she looked up and gave a dismissive shake of her head. ‘This place is miles away. You’ll never get there before nightfall.’


‘But my mother said it was next to Spitalfields market.’


‘And when was your mother last in London?’ Mrs Swann clutched my arm again and started walking me towards an alley off the main street. ‘London changes all the time. What was nearby ten years ago is miles away today. Best you come home with me tonight. You can set off again in the morning.’ Then she folded my piece of paper and tucked it firmly into the top of her bodice.


*


At the end of the alley there was a tavern with a wide bay window at the front and a sign hanging over the door. Years ago, the sign must have been brightly painted, but time and weather had turned the paint to faded flakes and curls. Across the bottom, though, I could still read Wig and Feathers. The door was propped open by a cask of ale, presumably because of the heat, and before Mrs Swann had even pulled me up the step behind her, I was greeted by a rush of warm air full of stale beer and snatched conversations.


We did not stay in the tavern. I stumbled behind Mrs Swann with my bag, trying to ignore the stares of the men seated at the tables, until we reached a staircase at the back, which took us up to a room above the tavern. It was quite comfortable, with a bed and a washstand in one corner, a chest of drawers in the other. Mrs Swann left me then, promising to return with a cup of chocolate.


Chocolate! I had seen my mother scrape careful slices of chocolate from a block and use them to make the master’s drinks, spiced with nutmeg and cloves rubbed against the back of a clam shell, but I had never tasted it. This must be how ordinary people live in London, I thought, as I walked over to the window. I could see the market in the distance, slowly emptying of people as the stalls were packed up and the sheep herded back into their pens, and I realized how tired I was. Perhaps I slept, I cannot remember, but by the time there was a knock at the door the room was in darkness. Murmured conversation and the clatter of plates rumbled up from the tavern below. The door opened and Mrs Swann came in, carrying a cup and saucer.


She put the chocolate on the edge of the washstand and busied herself closing the shutters and holding a taper to the candle. ‘That’s better,’ she said, coming to sit next to me. She picked up the saucer, her hand shaking slightly, making the liquid ripple in the cup. ‘Here, drink this.’ She held the cup almost to my lips herself. Her nails were very long and they scraped against my fingers as I took the chocolate. And what a taste! Bittersweet yet creamy, the rush of the new through my veins. Sugar and excitement made my head spin.


‘It’s delicious,’ I said, staring at her over the rim of the cup. She was perched on the bed like a bird, neatly folded in with her hands in her lap. Her eyes were almost black in the half-light and they followed the cup intently as it went from the saucer to my mouth and back again.


‘Who were all those girls?’ I asked her presently. As we had made our way up the stairs and along the passage, we must have passed three or four.


‘They are my daughters,’ she said, still staring at me with her inky eyes.


‘Your daughters?’ I was starting to feel confused. I tried to keep hold of my thoughts but it was like pulling eels out of a bucket. ‘All of them? But they looked so different.’


Mrs Swann gave the bottom of my cup a little tap with her fingernail, nudging it up towards me. ‘Oh, yes,’ she said, almost in a whisper. ‘Every single one. Just like you now.’


I wanted to ask her what she meant, but the words seemed to chase themselves around in my head like bees. By the time I could speak, all that came out was, ‘You’re so kind, Mrs Swann.’


She gave me a tight little smile and took the cup from my hands, checking it briefly to see that it was empty. ‘Good girl,’ she said, and patted my knee, then stood up. I tried to stand, too, but my legs buckled under me and I fell back onto the bed. I started to laugh so hard that I was folded over with my head on my skirts. Once I had caught my breath, I looked up, expecting Mrs Swann to be laughing too. But she wasn’t. Her face was as set and expressionless as the porcelain cup in her hands. I just sat there and watched as she reached down with her free hand and began to riffle through the folds of my skirts. My shock at what she was doing came out as something between a giggle and a hiccup. Either way, Mrs Swann ignored it. The tremor in her hand worsened and the cup rattled a jig in the saucer as she pulled out my purse on its string and yanked it from my waist.


She straightened and looked down at me. ‘You don’t want to be carrying money around,’ she said, cupping the little cloth bag my mother had given me in her hand. ‘I’ll look after it for you. Just like I’m going to look after you, my dear.’


I don’t completely trust my memory: it offers up snatches of my life in perfect clarity but swallows the rest. Mrs Swann must have left, but I hardly noticed because the buzzing in my head was so loud that it made me claw at my hair. Then a man came in. I wouldn’t recognize him now if I passed him on the street, but I do remember his shoes. They appeared in front of me as I sat on the edge of the bed, staring at the floor, trying not to be sick. They were brown leather with a shiny gold buckle. The ankles and calves that rose out of them might have belonged to any well-to-do merchant or parish constable.


Have I done something wrong? This was what I wanted to ask him, but although I bade my lips to move they did nothing of the sort. I could only peer at him, watching his image begin to snake and bend, as if I were looking at his reflection in a poorly made mirror.


Then he pushed me back onto the bed. The mattress was lumpy under me and his face was rough against my skin. As he pulled up my skirts, I had the sensation of my whole body falling apart. When he climbed on top of me, I felt as if I was outside myself, struggling to pick up my arms and legs and put them back together again so that I could push him off. But I was like a doll, lying broken on a nursery floor. Then I was hurting, but couldn’t tell where the pain was coming from. In my mind, I could hear myself screaming, but the only actual sounds were the creak and thud of the bed and the man’s laboured breathing.


Once he had gone, a woman – not Mrs Swann – came into the room and put a bowl of water and a rag by the bedside. After I had cleaned myself, I dropped the rag back into the water and watched as swirls of blood coloured it a dirty brown.


The opium, like the pain, came only once. After that Mrs Swann relied on a locked door and the insistent manner of her customers. I was wrong to think that poor people in London drank chocolate. I never saw a cup of chocolate again until after Esther Thorel, and her basket of King James Bibles, passed by the alley leading to the Wig and Feathers tavern.


ESTHER


Stepping outside the chilly void of L’Église Neuve – a Huguenot chapel sitting in the shadow of Hawksmoor’s grand Christ Church to the west – and into the sunlight was like being reborn. A time spent in devotion, incubating the spirit, before we were disgorged back into the world, a trailing line of sombre-clad, God-fearing folk.


Elias, my husband of four years, stopped at the foot of the chapel’s steps and turned back towards me, offering his arm to help me negotiate the stone treads, polished by so many pious feet that they reflected the sunlight like water. I smiled and placed my hand on his sleeve. His jacket was made of silk, a muted charcoal damask for church, but as soft and luminous under my palm as spun cobwebs. As I stepped down towards him, his Huguenot kinsmen filed past in plain black wool coats over neat white collars.


‘Ah, Mr Thorel.’ Pastor Gabeau stepped towards us, extending his hand for Elias to shake, which he did, vigorously. ‘And Mrs Thorel,’ he said, turning to me and smiling a gracious smile. ‘I trust you enjoyed the sermon.’


There was only time for the briefest of formalities. Behind us, a queue of the devout was forming, snaking right back into the nave of L’Église Neuve.


‘Have you heard,’ continued Gabeau, holding on to Elias’s hand for a moment longer, ‘that a new French charity house has opened in Vine Street?’


Elias knew nothing of the sort. His head was filled with his work. Certainly, he knew which days the silk man received his orders for the finest raw silk from Italy. He knew which throwsters had the nimblest fingers to clean his silk and twist the gossamer strands into yarn, and he knew the journeymen in Spitalfields with the skill to weave those threads into the finest silk that money can buy. But when it came to the concerns of our community, I had learned to leave Elias to the work that sustained him and be the eyes and the ears of the household myself.


‘Indeed we have, Pastor,’ I said, slipping my arm through Elias’s. ‘And we are keen to do all we can to help.’ It was what Gabeau wanted to hear. There would be endless soup to make and carry to the new charity house. I would do this, along with the other Huguenot wives now milling and chatting behind us. I smiled at Pastor Gabeau. ‘Perhaps I could sew some shirts.’


Gabeau nodded slowly. ‘That would be very kind, Mrs Thorel,’ he said. ‘But what these people really need, even more than shirts on their backs, is the word of God. Do you not agree?’ He did not wait for an answer. ‘We are looking for . . .’ he glanced upwards as if awaiting divine instruction ‘. . . a donation. Perhaps a few copies of the new edition of the King James.’


Two weeks later, I was heading towards Vine Street with a basket of Bibles so heavy it made my arm ache. My heart sank when it started pouring with rain – I was certain I would have to turn back. I was just wondering what His plan could be – to thwart my good intentions in such a manner – when I saw the entrance to a small alley off the main street. I had never noticed it before, but the houses there were of the old style, built before the Great Fire, and they overhung the street to such a degree that I could find shelter.


It was a sign, I knew it was: the Bibles, the rain, the tiny alleyway I had never noticed before. I was meant to find her that day.




Two


SARA


I never saw my purse again. I asked her for it, of course, but there was always some excuse. It was locked away in her strong box and she had misplaced the key. She had lent the money to a friend and would give it to me when they repaid her. Once she even told me that they had introduced a tax on hair powder and she had had to use the money to buy a certificate from the justice of the peace. But she always said that she would give it back to me, just not then.


There was a pound in that purse. My mother had worked as a servant all her life to save it. When I had left home, she had pressed the purse into my hand and told me to use the money to set myself up in London. I could not go home nor move on without it. At the time I was most desperate to leave, I was stuck. I tried to find the piece of paper my mother had given me with the address on it, but it would have been easier to delve inside Mrs Swann’s bodice than get into her bedroom or the cellar where she kept her ledgers and accounts. She had probably tossed it into the nearest fire. I pictured it sometimes, curling and blackening in the grate, while I tried to read the disappearing words. Phoenix Street became Peacock Lane and number six was sometimes number eight until eventually I could recall none at all.


Then an odd thing happened. I stopped spending all my time thinking about how to find the key to Mrs Swann’s strong box. I stopped trying to sidle past Nathanial, the Wig and Feathers’ houseboy, and out onto the street. I just did what Mrs Swann expected of me and the months slipped into a year or more, until I could no longer be sure how long I had been there. I only remembered the day I had arrived, the heat of the summer as I stood in Spitalfields market and the pungent stink of the life I had been dropped into.


My name is Sara Kemp. It is a good, short name, serviceable and no fancier than it needs to be, and in this regard it suits me well. I worked hard at Mrs Swann’s and made no fuss. And why not? I was the daughter of a servant, after all, and no stranger to drudgery. I had been taught to accept my fate by a mother who had accepted her own with the silent fortitude of the widow. I was too young to remember my father, a cook on Baltimore sloop, who squandered the money he brought home on petty wagers and gin, before he had the decency to leave for the New World and never come back. She told everyone he had died at sea, which was a noble enough end for a man who had sold her shoes for the sake of a threepenny bet.


The Quakers helped us. They found a position for my mother in a country house and sent me to the Quaker free school in the village, where they taught me about the wretchedness of vice and the dangers of drink, as if the tales of my father hadn’t taught me that already. I learned to read and to sew, but when they told me I had to learn a trade, that I would go into service just like my mother, I never went back and my mother let me follow her around the kitchen instead: learning to cook was all I wanted to do. It seems I was my father’s daughter after all.


Mrs Swann must have thought me the most biddable of all her girls. After a while, I found that Nathanial no longer barred my way at the door and I was allowed small freedoms. I was not happy exactly, but I suppose I was happy enough. Except for this: for every shilling I earned Mrs Swann took sixpence. I came to understand that if I ever wanted a future away from the Wig and Feathers, I would have to earn it elsewhere. So, from time to time, I would stand on the edge of the docks at Billingsgate, watching the ships come in, their white sails snapping in the wind, like sheets hung out to dry. When they docked, their crusted and slippery hulls yawned open and the sailors rolled out barrels of tea from Bengal and Ottoman spices. Once the cargo was unloaded, they would stride out onto the docks and stand, their hands on their hips and their shirt sleeves rolled up to the elbows, sniffing the air’s salty tang, as needy as the seagulls wheeling and screeching through the fog of the city.


But I was no twopenny strumpet, lifting her skirts among the piles of old ropes and the dogs nosing through the scraps of fish guts. There was an old woman, Mrs Hughes, who lived opposite the back entrance to the Wig and Feathers. She was deaf as a post – or pretended to be – and you might have thought blind too, for all the goings-on she must have seen from across the alley. She would let me use the little room above hers in return for the occasional measure of gin siphoned from one of the bottles hidden behind the empty ale barrels in the cellar at the Wig and Feathers.


But there are no secrets in London. Even the houses lean across the narrow alleys towards each other and offer up their scandals in the blink of an opened curtain. One of the girls must have told Mrs Swann what I was up to because I saw her come out of the Wig and Feathers from the window as I was getting dressed. It was raining at the time, but she seemed not to care. She stood on the step with her nose in the air, like a rat on its haunches sniffing for trouble. In a moment, she hoicked up her skirts and splashed through the puddles until she disappeared under Mrs Hughes’s jetty.


Don’t let anyone tell you that sailors are a brave breed. He took off at the first sight of Mrs Swann, a woman no taller than the average cabin boy. Still, she was a sight to behold, her face twisted with rage, telling me what she thought of me in language that made me grateful Mrs Hughes was stone deaf. Then she grabbed my arm and yanked me out of there so fast that it was all I could do to snatch my overskirt from the bed and stumble after her. Once we were outside, she couldn’t even wait to get back inside the Wig and Feathers before she started on me again. So I stood there, in the rain and my petticoats, listening to her tell me what she would do to me. Then she boxed my ears so hard my head reeled.


*


A woman had been sheltering under one of the jetties near the main street. I saw her out of the corner of my eye, while I was listening to Mrs Swann’s colourful language. After Mrs Swann hit me, the woman became agitated and hovered about, like a concerned bee. When Mrs Swann grabbed hold of my ear and tried to tug me back to the Wig and Feathers, the woman stepped out in front of us.


‘Madam,’ she said, in a voice that wavered slightly, ‘please let this poor girl go.’


‘Poor girl?’ repeated Mrs Swann, pinching my ear even harder. ‘There is nothin’ poor about her. She’s a thief and a liar, that’s what she is.’


The woman blanched. I felt quite sorry for her, standing there arguing with the likes of Mrs Swann, while the rain plastered her neatly curled hair to the sides of her face and darkened the pale blue silk of her dress.


‘To be sure, I don’t know the circumstances,’ she continued, ‘but whatever she has done, it cannot be right to hit her in the street. Why, she is barely dressed!’ She gestured towards my petticoats.


Mrs Swann let go of my ear, as if it were a hot coal, and rounded on her. ‘Indeed, you do not know anything and I’ll thank you for staying out of matters that do not concern you.’ She paused and looked her up and down. ‘What are you even doing round here?’ she asked, as if the woman were as strange and unexpected in that alley as a Chinaman.


‘You’ll forgive me for sheltering from the rain, madam,’ she said, her voice tart, like lemon cakes.


‘Well,’ said Mrs Swann, ‘the ribbon shop is that way. Good day.’ She gave a dismissive nod in the direction of the main street and even I couldn’t stop a smirk creeping into the corner of my mouth. She took hold of my upper arm and made as if to walk back to the Wig and Feathers.


As we turned the woman said, ‘I know what you are.’


Mrs Swann stilled and rotated back towards her. ‘Do you really?’ she said, but the woman had spoken to me.


She regarded me earnestly, her pale face stained pink with indignation at the cheeks. Slim, smooth hands fingered the delicate lace of her cap as it stuck wetly to her forehead over a sweep of copper hair. ‘There are other things you could do,’ she said pointedly to me.


I looked at the ground. She must have mistaken my reluctance for shame or self-doubt, as she then said, ‘Plenty of young girls like you are needed in service,’ in an encouraging voice.


I found her rather sweet. She seemed naive, assuming I did not know that I could spend my days doing someone else’s laundry, up to my elbows in lye, scrubbing out the stains with brick dust until my skin split.


A window in the Wig and Feathers opened and one of the girls called out to us. Mrs Swann drew in an impatient breath. ‘Get inside, Sara,’ she said, giving me a sharp push towards the tavern.


We left the woman standing alone in the alley, shifting her basket from one hand to the other, a grim expression on her face.


ESTHER


I delivered nineteen Bibles to the charity house the day I met the girl called Sara. When I got home, I took the final one into the withdrawing room, sat at the desk and opened it, smoothing back the front cover so that the spine cracked. I had not been able to stop thinking about the kind of life she must have. Surely her need for the word of God was every bit as great as that of anyone at the poorhouse. Of course, I had no idea whether she could read, but I picked up the quill anyway and wrote: From Mrs Esther Thorel of 10 Spital Square.


I thumbed through to Corinthians and placed the ribbon among its pages. Although I hated to mark a book, I could not resist drawing the tip of the quill alongside a certain passage. Then I pressed the Bible shut.


I had no desire to go back to the tavern so I told our cook to take the Bible to the Wig and Feathers and ask them to give it to a girl there called Sara. ‘The Wig and Feathers?’ he said, with a lift of his eyebrows. Indeed, I insisted. Then I pressed a sixpence into his hand for his trouble and told him not to dally.


*


I went to find Elias. I knew where he would be. Though it was already six o’clock, he was still in the room at the front of the house, which he used to conduct his business. When I opened the door he was bent over a wooden counter laid out with pieces of paper painted with stripes and scrolled shapes. He looked up at me, slightly confused, as if he couldn’t fathom what I was doing there. Then he looked out of the window to the square, as if he needed the emptying street and dwindling light to tell him that the work day was over.


My husband is one of the finest master silk weavers in all of Spitalfields, as was his father before him. His grandfather had learned the craft on the famous looms of Lyon, but when Huguenots could no longer live in peace in their homeland, his grandfather had escaped, bringing nothing with him save this exquisite skill. Many Huguenot weavers did the same, and when they settled in Spitalfields, the beauty and craftsmanship of Spitalfields silks began to outshine even those of Lyon.


‘These are lovely,’ I said, joining him at the counter and idly picking up one of the patterns.


He nodded slowly, still staring at them. ‘But which one is best, Mrs Thorel? This is to be a very fine silk indeed.’


I looked down at them, all variations of elegant designs. Geometric shapes, tiny Chinese temples and one with a dainty repeat of shells. ‘I like this one,’ I said, gesturing to it: a pattern of flowers in an Oriental style.


‘Ah, the India plants,’ said Elias. ‘Yes, I like it too.’


I put it back on the counter and began to ask him about supper, but he stopped me, reluctant to leave the subject of his silks. ‘There is a journeyman silk weaver,’ he said. ‘He is extraordinarily talented and I believe he could become a master. I have said he can use one of the looms in the garret to weave his master piece. They are just standing there empty after all.’


‘Our looms? But why can he not weave his master piece on his own loom?’


Elias clicked his tongue. ‘He still has to earn a living! His loom is full of my work. This he will do in his own time, for his own purposes. I will give him the silk and pay his fee to the Weavers’ Company.’


Sometimes my husband surprised me. It was a generous act from a man usually driven by his commercial success. ‘That is very kind of you, husband.’


He gave a slight smile. ‘Not at all, wife. I shall get a figured silk to sell of unprecedented complexity, woven for me for nothing. One of these, in fact.’ He indicated the patterns scattered over the counter. ‘For his part, if he is successful in being admitted, he will be a freeman and I will help him set up as a master on his own account. A fair exchange, do you not think?’


‘But a journeyman, in our home, it seems . . .’ I struggled to find the words. I hardly knew what I thought of the idea. Was I horrified or excited?


‘I am letting you know, that is all. He will use this door,’ Elias nodded towards the door from his workroom onto the street, used by the mercers, dyers and silk men who visited him to make deals over the wooden counter, ‘and the back stairs, so you should not see him at all. I mention that he will be here only because you may hear the noise of the loom in the attic.’


‘The noise!’ The whole of Spitalfields echoed with the movement of a thousand looms. ‘Oh, Elias, not in our house, surely.’


Almost immediately I regretted my outburst. Elias lifted his head from where he had returned to studying the patterns and faced me again, expression intent, daring me to challenge him. ‘This is a weaving household, Mrs Thorel. The house was built by my grandfather with the money he made from nothing but talent. My father spent seven years as his apprentice on those looms and I myself spent seven more as my father’s apprentice, just to carry on the business I was born into. The only reason this house’s looms stand empty is that I have no son to follow me. So, if I do not complain about the want of a child, then you should not complain about the noise of a loom.’


He turned back to his designs, reordering them on the counter, moving one on top of another, the favoured and the shunned. For once, I was glad that the silk drew his attention from me. He did not see the sting of his words.


*


I was a good wife, that much I know. I was diligent about my sewing and I ran an efficient household. We cooked for the poor and entertained the rich. At church I sat beside my husband, pretty enough to please him but sombre enough to satisfy the Low Church. In the bedchamber, I conducted myself with neither complaint nor unseemly enthusiasm. Only the Lord knew why we had not been blessed with the child that my husband’s community considered a duty and a necessity.


In bed that night I pictured the looms above me, barren and empty, as unproductive as I had proved to be. Elias had no son to teach and mentor so now this man was coming into our house.


A stranger to me – an extraordinarily talented stranger.




Three


SARA


My life was like one of my own petticoats. It just got grubbier and grubbier, and I was in it every day so I scarcely noticed. At least, not until something so bad happened that it couldn’t be ignored, like a blot or a stain that could not be got out.


The day he turned up at the Wig and Feathers, Mrs Thorel’s Bible had lain unopened on top of my chest of drawers for weeks, slowly becoming hidden by a pile of fans and wigs, growing dusty with face powder. I had known who it was from as soon as it arrived. Esther Thorel was not the only well-meaning woman to think that words in a book might change my life for the better. But what she, and they, didn’t understand was that I had no desire for a different life. Why would I when, after ten years in service, my own mother’s life had been worth just a pound? It was bewildering to me that Mrs Thorel would think I might prefer getting up at dawn to scrub steps to what I had to do at the Wig and Feathers. It was half the work for twice the money. Or did she think that servants never got their ears boxed?


I had grown used to the men. I saw all manner of them at the Wig and Feathers: the bakers and butchers; the tanners and tallow chandlers; the merchants and magistrates. The men who tipped their hats to ladies as they passed and stepped to one side to allow them through the door first. The men you went to if you were sick, or if a street urchin had lifted the purse clean out from under your skirts. But they were not those men when they came to me. They were urgent and selfish. They cared nothing for pleasantries or the doffing of a hat. They say that whoring is a rage that comes upon a man and this was never truer than for that particular man.


He was not known to me or even to Mrs Swann. Usually, Nathanial would stand outside the door when a man was new. He had been a slave and had seen things that would be unimaginable even to the residents of the Wig and Feathers. Something about his silent presence outside the door was enough to temper the extremes of most men. But that evening Nathanial had been sent out on an errand and the man walked in unchecked.


The preamble was typical enough. He had barely closed the door before he started shrugging off his jacket. He was a large man and his waistcoat strained under the pressure of his belly. Still, the fabric of it was very fine; I remember it well. When I sat back on the bed, it was level with my eyes and I concentrated on the beautiful sheen of the cream silk and the tiny mulberry trees repeating across it, rather than on the bulk of the man who wore it.


He bade me take off my dress. I started to protest that it was hardly necessary, but he fixed me with a sharp stare and I found myself loosening my bodice. When I was in my petticoats and stays I went to lie back on the bed, but he caught my arm with his hand, pulled me up and said, ‘Take it all off.’


I opened my mouth to complain, but he took an extra shilling from his pocket and tossed it down by the bed. The thought of a shilling that had not passed through Mrs Swann’s hands first was enough to close my mouth for me. I undressed completely and lay back on the bed.


The room was cold. My arms crept across my body for warmth and to shield myself from his gaze. But he sat down on the edge of the bed and firmly took hold of my wrists, parting my arms and laying each one alongside my body.


‘I want you to be cold,’ he said softly.


And he did, as cold as a leg of mutton lying on the butcher’s block. He seemed intent on taking me there himself as not a minute after he had begun, he had his hands around my neck. A burning sensation started in my chest, as if I had inhaled hot coals from the fireplace and they lay smouldering in my lungs. Then stillness. I was aware of the man on top of me, but he was blurred around the edges, like the first man at Mrs Swann’s had been.


I truly thought I had died, but when I came around the pain in my throat was so intense that I surely could not have been in Heaven. And if whores do not go to Heaven, then surely there is something worse for us in Hell than a room at the Wig and Feathers, which was plainly where I still was. The door was ajar and I could hear one of the girls clattering down the stairs screaming for Mrs Swann.


She came up, in her own sweet time, and stared down at me. ‘Got a bad ’un, did you?’


I tried to speak but the words passed through my throat with all the ease of an apple stuck with pins. Mrs Swann handed me a shawl to cover myself and a glass of water to ease my voice. After I had told her what happened, she shrugged and said, ‘He’s just a man that likes to bake his bread in a cold oven.’ Then she left, but not before she had bent down to pick up the shilling lying on the floor.


I pulled the shawl tight around me and lay back on the bed. I closed my eyes because I could not manage anything else and let myself sleep. When I awoke the next day, I opened new eyes – eyes he had given me. I saw the shabby coverlet and the stained washstand. I saw the streaks on my thighs and the jut of my bones under my skin. I dressed in my undergarments, but I could not bear to put on the same dress so I walked over to the chest of drawers to look for something else. Then I saw the corner of Esther Thorel’s Bible, almost covered by my tawdry ornaments. I pulled it out from underneath them and held it in my hands. It fell open at the pages she had separated with the ribbon and I saw the inked lines marking a passage: II Corinthians, chapter five, verse seventeen.


Therefore, if any man be in Christ, he is a new creature; old things are passed away; behold all things have become new.


ESTHER


It was not easy to climb up into the garret. The stairs were narrow and spindly, leading to a trapdoor in the floor. I had been up there once before. When I was first married and exploring my new home, I had been fascinated to see the looms and to imagine my husband as little more than a boy, strong and determined at the weaver’s bench, learning the craft of his forefathers.


But now my fascination had altered. Someone else would be there to pick up the dormant shuttle and throw it through the warp threads. I wanted to see where he would spend his time, where he would sit and what the rooftops of Spitalfields would look like to him as he gazed out of the window.


It was late afternoon and the light was fading, but when I pushed up the trapdoor I found that the garret was still flooded with light. Built into the attic of a weaving household are longlights: huge wall-to-wall windows facing south to illuminate the looms with as much light as possible, for as long as possible. They made me squint so it was a few seconds before I could make out the looms.


Two of them, angular silhouettes against the longlights. I could see that one had already been strung with warp threads, strands of cream stretched across the wooden frame and hung with weighted pulleys that would become the ground. The weft was cobalt blue. I walked over to the loom and ran my hand over the worn wood, pitted and grooved by three generations of silk weavers. Handles and treadles jutted from the sides and bottom. To me it was a structure of unanswered questions: what to pull, wind, lift and throw, and when to do it. I had sought to answer those questions once, but Elias had snapped shut, like a book of secrets closing. Weaving was the work of men: go back to your sewing, little girl.


It was not a surprise that I married a silk weaver, a creator of art. I started drawing when I was a child. I took coal from the fire and marked any paper I could find with it. My mother would catch hold of me and turn my palms face up. If she found them blackened and dusty she would cuff me around the ear and tell me I was no better than a chimney sweep. When I was thirteen, she bought me a set of watercolours and I began to paint. As I grew older, I would wander on my own to Spitalfields market and walk through row upon row of flower stalls, piled high with carnations, geraniums, tulips or roses, depending on the season. English fruits, like apples and pears, sat alongside pomegranates from some exotic faraway land. I would paint them all.


Then there were the old silks. Cuts of fabric that had been stitched and unstitched a hundred times, still shabbily radiant, hung above stalls or folded on tables. Styles from bygone days, which no lady of quality would ever wear again, left to be picked over by the masses, haggling for a good price on a piece of a life they would never have. The fruit and flowers of Spitalfields market had been woven into those fabrics with a clarity that made my heart race.


And what of the men who made the silks, who designed the patterns and choreographed the endless dance of warp with weft? I did not have to go to Spitalfields market to see them. There was one on my street, just across the road from my father’s house in Spital Square. Elias Thorel was always in his workroom when I walked past, draping a bolt of fabric over his counter for a mercer to consider or sitting alone with his ledgers. I stole glances at him from time to time, as if they were candied cherries. Then one day he looked up and saw me too.


The walls of the garret were lined with shelves, boxes of shuttles and bobbins among silk thread wound onto spindles and spools. There were the pale cream and intense blue they were already using, but also other colours, greens, greys and frost silver, which would become the colour changes of the weft. The laborious process of mounting the loom must have gone on for days without my knowing he was up here. The sight of the loom being clothed with thread in readiness for weaving was a poignant one for me. In the early days I had thought that Elias and I were well matched in every respect. I had imagined that the union of his talent for weaving and mine for art would be a fruitful one.


As the wife of a master silk weaver, I painted with new enthusiasm. I was not just painting flowers, I could almost feel the finished silk live and breathe beneath my brush. When I had something I was pleased with, I took it to Elias. He was upstairs in the withdrawing room, bent over his papers with his quill in his hand. His wig was on its stand beside him and his head was resting on his hand, fingers scratching at his shorn hair.


‘Mr Thorel?’


‘Is something amiss?’ he said, frowning slightly and putting down his quill.


‘Not at all,’ I said, enjoying the flutter of anticipation in my belly. Foolish, I know, but I felt like a child seeking approval from a parent. ‘I just wanted to show you this.’ I put the watercolour in front of him and walked around his desk so that we could look at it together. Suddenly I felt nervous, wondering what he might think of the flowers curling up the page.


He picked up the pattern, then twisted round to face me. ‘What is this?’ he asked.


I could not help but smile. ‘It is a design, husband. Perhaps for the next silk you weave.’


He looked at the painting, perplexed. ‘But you jest, of course,’ he said.


‘Jest? No, I do not.’ I reached out and traced a finger along the meander of foliage. ‘See how I have made the flowers into a repeating pattern? Imagine it made in silk, it would be—’


I looked up at him then and saw that his mouth had a strange twist to it, hooked up at the side. The words I had thought I would say faded to nothing in my throat. Elias gave his head a slight shake as if dislodging his thoughts. ‘Why do you concern yourself with such things?’ he said.


‘Because I want to be part of what you do. Think of it, I could paint the designs for the silks you weave. Not the heavy geometric styles we have now, but something more natural and realistic. I have watched you and learned—’


‘Learned! You presume to learn in a few months what my family has learned over generations?’


‘Not at all. I just thought it was something we could do together.’ My voice was starting to waver, but I tried desperately not to cry in front of him. He stared at me a moment, then his face softened and he pulled me down onto his lap, crushing the painting into my skirts as he did so. ‘You do not need to be part of what I do,’ he murmured into my ear. ‘You do plenty already, organizing the servants and planning the meals. If you want to do more to help, ask Pastor Gabeau – there are always shirts to be sewn for the poorhouse. But silk? No, you cannot do that.’


Of course, more sewing. ‘You are right, husband,’ I said, trying to keep the disappointment from my voice. Elias tugged the pattern out from underneath me and smoothed it on my lap, studying it properly. Then he laughed. ‘What is a dezine, Mrs Thorel? You must know, surely, if you are to be a pattern designer.’ I swallowed hard, wishing I had not opened myself up to his ridicule. I freed myself from his arms and got up, but he had not finished. ‘Perhaps it was you, not Mongeorge, who brought the secret of creating lustre in silk taffeta from Lyon to Spitalfields!’


There was a brightness to his eyes as he searched my face for a reaction. I thought it was misplaced humour, but it wasn’t. It was the first spark of a fire within him that would later consume us.


*


Before I left the garret I went back to the trapdoor and reached down to retrieve what I had left on the stairs. It was a birdcage with a pair of linnets inside, fluttering against the white metal bars as it swung in my hand. I took it over to the longlights and hung it from a hook in the ceiling, stilling it with my hands and whistling gently at the birds as they fussed on their perches and eyed their new home.


‘There, there, sweet things,’ I whispered. ‘You’ll be happy here. There is not a Huguenot weaver in Spitalfields who does not love a songbird.’




Four


SARA


I found Mrs Swann in the tavern downstairs. She was drying glasses from the night before with a rag and placing them upside down on the many shelves that lined the wall behind.


‘Feeling better, my dear?’ she asked, as I climbed onto one of the stools in front of the bar.


My throat tightened again, but it was not because that man had throttled me. Instead, it was the inevitable twisting of my gut and stilling of the air in my lungs that happened every time I tried to talk to Mrs Swann about anything. I shook my head.


‘Ah, well,’ she said, unconcerned, ‘you will soon get used to him.’ She turned her back to me and stepped lightly onto a footstool so that she could reach the highest shelf. ‘You’ve got a good customer there now,’ she announced to the row of pewter pots in front of her. ‘It’s always the ones who like that kind of thing who keep coming back. I must say, he seemed happy enough when he left. He tipped me an extra sixpence!’


When she turned back to face me, she picked up the rag and tossed it towards me so that it landed damply on my hand. ‘Here, make yourself useful instead of just sitting there.’


She reached under the bar and brought out another cloth. Her hand twisted briskly in a glass while she stared at me expectantly.


I picked up the rag and dragged it off my hand, dropping it into a crumpled pile on the polished wood of the bar. Mrs Swann’s hand paused inside the glass. ‘Like that, is it?’ she said, her voice quiet. ‘Too good to dry glasses, are we?’


I looked up at her. I had always thought that her eyes were black, but with the morning sun streaming in through the tavern window, I saw that they were not. It was her pupils, which were strangely dilated, even in the light. Around them was a thin margin of green so intense it was almost cat-like. Now that Mrs Swann had stopped her purposeful drying, the glass began to shake slightly in her hand. She put it down abruptly on the wood, so hard I thought it might crack.


‘Spit it out, then,’ she said crisply, ‘whatever it is that’s on your mind.’


‘I can’t do this any more.’


‘Do what? Dry the glasses? Help me a little? All right then, be off with you to your room, and I’m only saying that because of what happened last night. I won’t be so kind tomorrow.’


‘No, I mean I can’t do all this.’ I raised my hand and waved it above my head, indicating the floor above the tavern and everything that went on there. ‘I’ll never lie with that man again.’


Mrs Swann narrowed her eyes and leaned both hands on the bar in front of me, one a bony claw clutching the wood, the other still wrapped in the cloth. ‘What do you mean?’ She spoke each word deliberately.


‘I am leaving the Wig and Feathers, Mrs Swann. I should like my purse back and all the money that was in it. I’ll not wait for him to kill me next time.’


‘I wish he’d done the job last night!’ exclaimed Mrs Swann, rearing up from the bar and shaking her hand free of the cloth. She folded her arms across her chest. ‘No, no, no,’ she said, furiously shaking her head, ‘this will not do at all.’


I slipped down from the stool and stood in front of her. ‘Mrs Swann, you cannot keep me here. I am free to go whenever I choose. Now, please, just give me my money back.’


‘But why would you want to leave, Sara? What’s out there for a girl like you?’


‘I intend to find a position in service.’


‘In service!’ screeched Mrs Swann. ‘You’ll be a street miss before the week is out, you foolish girl. You’ll be poxed and clapped by Christmas!’ Mrs Swann wrinkled her face in distress. ‘You just don’t understand how well I look after my girls. Have you ever wanted for anything here? Have you?’ she insisted, her expression both angry and confused. ‘When have you gone to bed without a full belly? When have you lacked for coal in the grate or clothes on your back? Never, you ungrateful wench, never!’


‘I have earned my keep a hundred times over, Mrs Swann, and well you know it.’


Mrs Swann’s expression suddenly altered as if the wind had changed. She became wide-eyed and innocent-looking. ‘Have you indeed, my dear?’ she said, her head bobbing like a children’s toy. ‘Then you must have your money back, mustn’t you?’


For a moment I was wrong-footed so I just stood there, gaping, the fear and anger I had summoned to confront her still fizzing round my veins.


‘You just wait there, my angel, while I go and get it.’ She disappeared through a door and I heard her shoes tap-tapping down the stone steps to the cellar. I waited nervously, unsure who, or even what, might reappear. Mrs Swann was as unpredictable as the weather.


When she came back, I was almost relieved to see that she was simply carrying a leather-bound book. She returned behind the bar and placed the ledger heavily on the counter between us. Then she gave me an odd sort of smile, something between sympathy and triumph, and said, ‘I’m afraid you cannot leave just yet. At least, not until you have settled your account.’ Then she opened the book and thumbed ostentatiously through its pages. ‘Here we are,’ she said, twisting the book round so that I could see it and tapping on the page with her long fingernail.


My name was written at the top and beneath it were long columns of figures. A penny here, sixpence there, sometimes a whole shilling. And by each amount was a date and the item to which it related: food and ale, board and lodging; the laundering of shifts and petticoats and the darning of stockings; the supply of fans and wigs and face powder; coal and wood for the fire; a poultice for this or that. Even a contribution to Nathanial’s keep was recorded against my name. I turned the page and kept on turning. Page after page of debt going back to the moment I’d first set foot in the Wig and Feathers, all recorded in Mrs Swann’s own spidery hand.


‘So you see, my dear,’ said Mrs Swann, staring at me intently, the rim of green round her eyes all but disappeared, ‘there’s nothing left of your money. In fact,’ she flicked on a few pages to where the writing stopped, ending with twopence for a draught she had given me the night before to ease my throat, ‘you owe me money.’


I stared at the page. A slightly wavering line had been drawn under the last entry and underneath it was a final tally: four pounds, eight shillings and sixpence.


Mrs Swann closed the ledger and walked around the bar so that she could stand next to me. The twisted fury of earlier had left her face and her expression was kindly, almost needy. She reached up and began to stroke my cheek. ‘My daughter,’ she murmured. Then she laid her head against my shoulder. ‘No, no, no, you shall not leave me,’ she said, into the gaudy folds of my whore’s frock.
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