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This book is dedicated to the memory of Dr Chris Sutcliffe, who tragically passed away during its writing. One of the kindest, wittiest, most erudite people I’ve ever known, he was my teacher mentor: when I wanted a fancy new overhead projector for my classroom, he gave me a birthday card soon after with a picture of a teddy bear next to a blackboard, inside which he wrote, ‘See how Ted is happy with the old ways.’ When I left full-time teaching to become a novelist, he remembered how I’d told him I adored cricket when I was a girl, and he gave me an old cricket game of dice and scorebook. He loved W. G. Grace and looked a bit like him too. In my writing career, he was my champion: he read all of my novels and wrote reviews under the pseudonym of his PhD subject, a celebrated Shakespearian actor. He was my dear, dear friend: he looked after my daughter who was at school near his house. And he gave the greatest advice. He told me the best way to beat the stress of work was to have many strings to my bow – he called it portfolio working, and I still follow that to this day. Also, he once told me the single most useful piece of advice I ever heard about how to be an excellent teacher. He said, ‘You have to be the most interesting person in the room.’ He was so right, about teaching, but also about writing, about persuading your reader to ignore all other distractions and to start reading and not stop. The truth was, in any room anywhere in the world, if Chris was there, he was the most interesting person in the room. No less of a wonderful person is his wife Carol, an angel in human form. All my love to you both. This story is for you.
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Prologue



Ironbridge


March 1882


Maria didn’t want to walk into town. Her feet hurt. She sullenly dragged them along, trying to muster tears to prove how hard done by she was. She wanted to stay in their cosy little home on Paradise and be lazy that spring Sunday, to sit in a patch of sun in the woods and read a book, maybe take a nap and dream of forest fairies. But her mother and father insisted. They were all trooping down to Ironbridge to see her uncle, who was visiting for the day and would meet them at the Tontine Hotel, opposite the bridge. She’d never met her mother’s brother before. All she knew was that he was a farmer and lived a few hours’ ride away. After a long week at school and helping her mother with sewing work most evenings, the last thing Maria wanted was another walk after church and then to have to listen to the adults droning on about tedious matters all afternoon. Enough was enough. She stopped dead in the road and burst into faked tears, pointing at her feet.


‘Ah, come now, there’s a good wench,’ said her father. ‘It inna far.’


‘My feet are aching summat terrible!’ she sobbed.


‘That’s only because you were skipping all evening with that little chit of a girl from number seven,’ snapped her mother, losing her patience. ‘You’re too old at seven years of age to be carried or to be whining like a babby. Don’t take on so!’


But Maria wouldn’t budge. She would stand there till kingdom come if necessary.


‘I canna walk another step, not a single step.’


She folded her arms and stuck out her chin, until she heard a slow clip-clop approaching from a side road and glanced towards it.


‘See here, my beaut,’ said her father nicely, a softer touch than her mother. ‘That’s our friend Mr Transom, the miller. Maybe he’ll give us a ride to town on the back of his cart.’


‘Can we, Mam?’ Maria beseeched her mother, all tears gone. It was never Dad who had the final say in the Keay household.


Her mother rolled her eyes. ‘You spoil the lass, Alfred,’ she sighed at her husband though she smiled a small smile too, maybe at the thought of a ride into town to save her own tired feet, maybe at her husband’s kindness. Maria saw him approach the miller, who called out ‘Whoa’ to his horse. The nag looked old and tired itself. 


Maria watched her father share cheery hellos with the miller, who laughed heartily at something else her father said. Everyone liked Alfred Keay, the maltster: all the men at the malthouse where he worked the cooler months, all the men at the Talbot Inn where he worked the warmer months, all the folk in the rented cottages beside them along Paradise. He was just one of those people who got on with anyone. His wife was shyer and more reserved, while his daughter was just like him.


‘Afternoon, little’un,’ said the miller and winked at Maria and she grinned back at him. ‘Hop on, then.’


‘Say thank’ee to Mr Transom,’ said her mother. Maria called up her thanks to him and he nodded, then she stopped on her way to thank the old horse too, who stood patiently, staring at the road.


‘What’s her name?’ asked Maria.


‘She’s no name as such, this’un. I’ve had her so long and always called her Oss. Just Oss.’


‘Thank’ee, Oss,’ said Maria and touched the horse’s soft muzzle. The old mare nudged her warm, damp nose into Maria’s hand.


‘Stop with your messing about, lass,’ scolded Maria’s mother, as her husband took her hand to help her onto the back of the cart. He lifted her up to seat her and gave her waist a squeeze.


‘A fine figure still, Charity Keay,’ chuckled Maria’s father, making her mother blush and push him off, smiling as she did so. He turned to Maria and called, ‘Where’s my devoted darter then?’


‘Here I be!’ she cried and trotted over, to be grasped and lifted up high in the air, giggling all the way. She was plonked down next to her mother on top of a flour bag, her father climbing up to sit beside her, the three of them in a comfy cwtch. The flour dust from the bags made her mother sneeze.


Off they went, swaying down the road to Ironbridge. It wasn’t far. She’d made a big fuss about nothing, Maria knew that. But just look what rewards her tears had brought! A ride on Mr Transom’s cart and a horse’s-eye view of the journey, looking down her nose at roadsters as they passed. 


It wasn’t too long before they turned off Paradise onto Wharfage. The road was busy with pedestrians and horse-drawn vehicles, as usual, the centre of Ironbridge a hubbub of activity clustering around the iron bridge of its name arching gracefully over the mighty River Severn, which also teemed with traffic, a bringer and taker of goods and people, industry and economy. Maria understood little of the world of work, just loving the river for its sparkle on sunny days and its darksome moods on dull days. She was fascinated by its speed and its murky depths. As they plodded on along Wharfage, she wondered what monsters may live in those waters, along with the fish her father sometimes caught for supper. She was an imaginative child, often prone to flights of fancy. The river was high and fast-moving that day and she saw it rush by with dark purpose.


They were coming up to The Swan inn opposite the Severn Warehouse, that extraordinary gothic building that looked more like a church than a place to store earthly goods and always gave Maria a sense of wonder. She heard a dog barking madly nearby, disturbing her little reverie. At first, she did not see the ox passing by the inn but she heard it. An unearthly sound: an animal in distress, panicked by the stray dog that yapped and snarled at it. The great ox bolted from its owner and charged across the road. In its panic, it headed straight for the miller’s cart. Maria whipped her head round to see where the strange noise was coming from. She just caught a glimpse of the brown bulk rushing at them before the poor horse reared up in terror. The cart tipped violently to the right and Maria was thrown into the air. The world spun over as she tumbled through space and landed with a thump on her side in the mud. Bags of flour seemed to explode around her, filling the air with thick white dust. She heard a great splintering of wood and the crack of metal and snap of leather as the cart smashed back down onto the road. 


In her confusion and pain, she did not see the miller’s horse career down Loadcroft Wharf into the river. She did not see her parents and the miller hauled into the water by the horse gone mad, dragging its load, its passengers, its cart and itself into the roaring Severn. The swift, deep river took them all, tumbling and tangled. She did not see her parents and the miller dragged into the depths of the river as the cart sank, nor the horse itself sink from great, panicked gulps of river water. She did not see the miller caught on a branch of a tree that had fallen into the Severn and gasp for air and survive. She did not see her parents lose their fight against the rushing current and drown downstream.


All she saw was a kindly face, a woman, older than her mother, looking down at her in the mud, the white flour from the upset bags swirling about them both like a thick and dusty snow. The woman asked her urgently if she could move her legs and arms.


‘I can,’ said Maria and scrambled to stand up, helped by the lady. She was too shocked to cry. 


People were crowding around, shouting and chattering, pointing and shaking their heads. The lady helped her over the road into The Swan inn and sat her down on a wooden stool.


‘Where are they, Mam and Dad?’ Maria asked the lady.


‘Oh, my poor child,’ said the lady. ‘My poor, poor little ducky egg.’


Maria looked up into the lady’s pitying face. Suddenly, her arm ached like billy-o. Shock had kept the pain away and now it assaulted her with a ferocity she’d never known. She cried out and grasped at her arm, which made it worse. For the second time that day, she wept and wept, real tears this time, tears of pain and fear, confusion and questions, tears of the most terrible loss a child can fathom.










Chapter 1



Ironbridge


January 1892 – ten years later


‘You’re the lass who wrote me such a fine letter, then?’


‘I am. I’m Maria Keay.’


The barber squinted at her. His unruly eyebrows were as thick as well-fed caterpillars and seemed to wriggle as much, as he regarded her with scrutiny.


‘Said you’re seventeen. You dunna look it. You look younger’n that.’


‘Fresh-faced: that’s what they say about me.’


In fact, she was only just seventeen as she’d had her birthday a few days before.


The barber muttered, ‘Hmmm . . .’ and eyed the top shelves behind the counter. ‘You’re little too, a ratlin of the litter. You think you can reach top shelf?’


Maria looked at the tobacconist section of the barber’s premises. He cut men’s hair and shaved their beards in the three raised chairs, each with a step up, in a row on the right-hand side of the shop, while the tobacco products were kept in drawers and on shelves behind a decidedly dusty and cluttered counter on the left.


‘All I’ll need is a milking stool to step on. I’ve got one at my lodgings. I’ll bring it tomorrow. I can do this job, Mr Boden. I promise I can.’ She held herself upright and tried to look as tall as she could. 


The barber sighed and glanced at the clock on the wall behind the counter. It was five minutes until opening. His appointments were scribbled on a slate propped up on the countertop, just a barely legible list of names. Most of the barber’s customers would come whenever they felt like it, Maria guessed, but some arranged it in advance to fit their busy work days. There were no times written down. There were several heaps of coins scattered across the counter too, in no particular order, mixed up with a fallen pile of blank receipt notes, screwed up knots of waste paper and all scattered liberally with flecks of dried tobacco. On the floor were strewn hair clippings mixed with dust balls and crumbs of mud and leaf litter brought in from outside. The two small windows facing the street were smeared with a deep layer of grime. He must have to squint to see his customers’ necks when he scraped a blade up them.


‘I’ll clean this place from top to bottom, every day. I’ll get you a proper ledger and write all your names and appointment times out in a neat hand, just like my letter was. And I’ll keep a track of money in and money out, so your accounts will be as neat as a pin. I’ll give this counter and all the drawers and shelves a good dusting. I’ll arrange a proper good display in the windows and give them such a polish they’ll shine and show off all your most expensive items. And I’ll serve customers with a smile and persuade them to buy things they didna know they needed. You wonna be sorry you hired me, Mr Boden, I swear you wonna.’


‘How d’you know all about accounting, eh? Slip of a wench like you.’


‘I was taught by the village shopkeeper back in Middleton-in-Chirbury, the lady who wrote such nice words about me in the reference I put in the same envelope as my letter to you. She taught me everything I know.’


Maria could feel her cheeks blooming. Normally, she was a hopeless liar. She never had the knack for it. Exaggeration, yes. Embellishment, certainly. But she wasn’t a born liar. Luckily, instead of eyeing her, Mr Boden was looking about his shop with an expression of annoyance. Her little speech seemed to rouse him, perhaps to realise she was right about what a mess the shop was, but he was also a bit put out that she’d detailed it all so precisely. It was a gamble. So was the reference she’d forged from the village shopkeeper. She’d been in that shop every chance she could get in the last ten years, but she’d never officially worked there. She was good at faking handwriting and taking on the persona of a kindly shopkeeper giving a glowing reference. She just hoped Mr Boden never wrote back to check it. Seeing what a muddle his paperwork was clearly in, Maria doubted it. 


She knew it was wrong when she did it, but she knew also that finding shop work with no reference would be hopeless. After all, it was a white lie, really, as she hadn’t had a job at the village shop as such, but she’d been so enamoured of it – filled with a cornucopia of goods to serve the rural folk for miles around – that she’d spent as much time as she could there, the patient shopkeeper putting up with her presence, her dawdling and her questions about how shops worked. So she knew a thing or two about shop work, enough to start her off in a small place like this, she was sure. But had she done enough to get the job? Maria waited and watched him. She’d come a long way. She was tired but driven to succeed. She just needed a little bit of luck.


‘You’re on then, lass. Start . . . now?’


‘Now it is! Shall I clean first?’


‘Do the cleaning. It needs it, you’re right. I’ll deal with customers this morning. When it’s shipshape, then maybe you can start serving custom, we’ll see.’


‘Yes, sir,’ she said and nodded emphatically.


Maria got to work straight away. She didn’t ask questions, just used her common sense, as well as the years of experience cleaning the farmhouse, from where she’d travelled eastwards the day before. She wanted to sweep first, so went to the back room between the counter and the barbering area, finding a broom and some old rags out there. She also came across a few odds and ends of cleaning materials in crusty containers, yet with the lids off she saw they were adequate and would do the job fine. She set to sweeping the floor. Mr Boden opened up the door and the bell rang, while a rush of chilly January air assaulted them as a man came in for a shave. 


The customer, a middle-aged man with mutton-chop sideburns and a stooping gait, stared at her.


‘New wench?’ he said to Mr Boden.


‘Started today.’


‘Bonny lass,’ said the man and seated himself, ready for a shave, yet turned his whole self round to keep looking in her direction. ‘Hair as yellow as a Viking and eyes as blue as forget-me-nots. She dunna cut gents’ hair?’ he added, hopefully, with a wink at her.


‘Nay. She’ll mind the tobacconist while I do the barbering, thank’ee. Now, stop yer jabbering or I’ll slice yer throat and it wonna be an accident.’


The customer turned back around in his chair and settled himself. 


Maria continued her cleaning frenzy as the barber’s customers came and went, all commenting on the girl and what a peach she was. She wasn’t haughty with them, but she didn’t encourage them either. She’d dealt with enough farm boys to know how to keep a male at bay. She was polite with them, yet focused on her work. She tidied all of the paperwork into piles and found the wooden cash tray in the drawer beneath the counter with sections, where she arranged the different coins, each type in its own compartment. She polished the counter as well as she could and cleaned up and down its sides. Soon, the whole shop was brighter than ever and it seemed to cheer Mr Boden, whose mood improved as the morning went on. Every time she finished a job, he inspected it briefly and nodded. Maria was pleased with her work. 


Now the shop was as clean as she could make it, she tackled the two window areas. The so-called displays had a few items strewn about, with some advertisement cards propped up, thick with dust. She took everything out and cleaned the whole area. She used water and soap to scrub the windows, as they were mucky as mud, the day beginning to stream through as she did so.


‘Let there be light!’ said one of the customers, having his hair trimmed, watching her in the mirrors placed all along the right-hand wall.


She smiled and carried on scrubbing till the glass was gleaming, then began to place items back in the display areas, neatly arranging them in patterns that were pleasing to the eye. There were all manner of pipes, including clay pipes from Broseley Pipeworks down the road and a selection of wooden pipes. One curious pipe had the bowl held by a carved wooden hand. She put that in pride of place in the centre, raised on a little box, to catch the eye of passers-by. There were several earthenware jars filled with tobacco from faraway continents, including Africa and the Americas, each with its tobacco’s place of origin lettered on the front: exotic locales such as Martinique, Cairo and Tennessee, which filled her mind with wonder. How marvellous it would be to travel to such places one day. She organised the jars in arcs, as well as dusting off the advertisement cards that sang the praises of their wares in once-bright colours: Smoke Ogden Midnight Flake! Enjoy St Julien Tobacco! She took some cigars from their box behind the counter and arranged them in an intricate tower, to lure the smoker to lick his lips and want a puff enough to come in and buy. That was the whole point of having a window display, she knew from her time ogling the windows of the one village shop for miles around, not far from the farm she’d grown up in this last decade – the farm she was taken to the day after her parents were lost to the Severn, the farm run by her uncle with an iron fist. The farm she hated with every fibre of her being.


By lunchtime, the shop was transformed. Mr Boden was delighted. He told her she could have a half-hour off to go and eat but she said no. She’d brought bread and cheese with her and would eat it in the back room, while she cleared it up. While there, she found an old ledger that had once been used, perhaps by a previous owner. There were once neat accounts kept there in a sloping hand. Maria dusted it off and brought it through, asking her employer whose work this was.


Boden looked down at his toes and muttered something she didn’t hear.


‘It’s my wife’s,’ he repeated gruffly. ‘It were, I mean to say. Lost her three year ago. I’m a widower.’


‘I see,’ said Maria quietly. ‘She did a grand job, I can tell.’


‘She had a lovely hand, so she did.’


‘She did indeed. Wouldna’it be nice if I carried on in the same book, keeping your accounts all nice and neat, like before?’


‘It would, lass,’ he said and, with a sniffle, he turned away to hide his emotion that had spilled out momentarily. Boden paid his full attention instead to his chairs, brushing them down of hair detritus before the next customers came to be seated. Maria took up the broom and cleared the floor in readiness.


She was putting the broom away behind the counter when the doorbell rang and in came a young man. Maria looked up and instantly knew the face. She was expecting to see boys and girls from her childhood, grown now like herself, around and about in Ironbridge – that was, if they were still recognisable from the last time she saw them ten years before. But this man was older than her, she was quite sure, and yet his face was sharply familiar – though the last time she’d seen it, she was sure it hadn’t included his current broad brown moustache.


He had beside him a dog, a black and white Border collie. She knew collies, as her uncle had two who lived out in the barn and were called Collie younger and Collie elder, their names being both their breed and the name of their owner, oddly. They were treated rather roughly by her uncle Solomon Collie, as he treated everything close to him, and so she never made friends with either. This pretty Border collie, however, was wagging its tail like mad, its tongue lolling out good-naturedly. The dog was on no lead, yet behaved perfectly as the man pushed the door to. The handsome dog seated itself neatly next to its owner and looked up at him expectantly, lovingly. The man was looking at Maria.


‘’Ow bist, Mr Woodvine?’ asked the barber.


‘Fair to middling, Mr Boden, more middling than fair,’ said the young man, still looking at Maria. 


She turned away. Whose was that face? And that name – Woodvine – it was familiar to her. She scanned her memory scene by scene, trying to conjure it up, as she retrieved the papers from beneath the counter that she meant to sort that afternoon.


‘And Biscuit?’ added Boden, leaning down and ruffling the collie’s fur. ‘Fair or middling, boy?’


‘Biscuit is always well above middling,’ said Mr Woodvine.


‘And what brings’ee here this time o’day?’


‘Lunchtime, when I take Biscuit for a walk, and thought I’d just pop in on the off-chance.’


‘Shave or a cut?’ said the barber, addressing the owner, not the dog.


Maria was leafing through the paperwork at the counter, but she glanced up twice to keep an eye on Mr Woodvine to find he was watching her too. He must know her then.


‘Tobacco, actually, Mr Boden.’


‘You dunna smoke, mon.’


Maria looked up sharply then. The man coughed nervously and said, ‘I do, I do. I’ve just recently taken it up.’


Boden squinted at him, but then was distracted by another customer coming for a shave.


‘Can you serve this gent, Maria?’ said the barber and she nodded vigorously. Her first customer! She was glad of it, for she wondered when she’d be allowed to actually serve rather than clean.


‘Afternoon, sir,’ she said and smiled.


‘Good afternoon, miss,’ he said, smiling back. That was when it came to her. That smile. His hair was longer now, as he’d always had it cut close to his head as a younger man. Now his light brown hair was curled and a little unruly on top, perhaps from the winter breeze that had reddened his cheeks. Now she knew exactly who he was. As a girl at school, from time to time an older pupil helped the school children with their lessons as a kind of apprentice teacher. This man was the eldest of them, around sixteen or seventeen the last time she saw him. And oh, did she have a girlish crush on him back then? Did I ever! she thought. It was Charlie Woodvine. Charlie, that was it. How she broke her girlish heart over Charlie, the apprentice teacher (minus moustache, in those days).


He asked Maria which tobacco she would recommend. It was obvious he knew nothing about smoking. She knew even less, but she had made herself familiar with Boden’s stock that morning and so knew enough to make some suggestions.


‘I would like to try some from Tennessee. I should think it’d feel quite special to relax of an evening by the fire and puff on something that crossed the Atlantic to sit in the bowl of my Broseley pipe.’


She smiled at that. Charlie had a nice turn of phrase. She went over to Mr Boden and asked him how much to weigh and how much that would cost. That would be another job needed: writing out cards with prices on them. Boden told her and she weighed it out, then wrapped the tobacco in a fold of paper for Charlie, yet the saleswoman in her was not done with this customer so soon. ‘Would you like anything else to go with that, sir? Do you own a Broseley pipe?’


‘I do not,’ he said and cleared his throat. The ruse was up, surely. The man clearly did not smoke. So why had he hung around to buy some tobacco from her? Especially when he so obviously needed a haircut. As Charlie smiled at her again, she thought she guessed the reason why. Maria glanced at Boden, who was busy arguing with his customer about local politics. She looked back at Charlie.


‘I believe I know you, sir. Or I used to.’


His eyes widened then. ‘I believe if I’d ever known you, miss, I’d have never forgotten a moment of it,’ he said matter-of-factly.


‘You were Charlie Woodvine, the teacher’s apprentice.’


‘I was! Well, I was a pupil-teacher, so they called it. Were you one of my little charges?’


‘I was. I was seven years old the last time you might’ve seen me, ten year since.’


Biscuit the collie dog was pushing his muzzle into his owner’s hand.


‘All right, boy,’ Charlie said gently, but did not take his eyes from Maria. ‘Where . . . have you been?’ he asked her hesitantly.


‘That’s a long story,’ said Maria. ‘Too long for a shopgirl at work to tell.’


She was acutely aware of her boss eyeing them both as they chatted, as another customer was just coming in and was lining up behind Charlie, who registered the other man’s presence by fumbling in his wallet to hand over the cash for the tobacco he’d probably never smoke.


‘Thank you, miss . . . Miss . . .?’


‘Keay,’ she said. ‘Miss Maria Keay.’


‘Hurry yourself up, schoolmaster,’ said the man behind Charlie. ‘We havna got all day for you to learn the wench her times tables.’


The barber laughed at that and so did Charlie. So, he was the schoolmaster now. He’d kept to his younger purpose, then. It was impressive. 


Charlie made his apologies and clapped the man on the back, telling him his son was doing well with his reading these days, which made the man puff with pride and thank him. Charlie took one last glance at Maria and gave her a small smile, which she noted but did not return. Charlie left, Biscuit close at his heel.


Maria had to be careful with the customers. Every man that had come in that day had given her a good look. She had to keep her wits about her with the male of the species. It was odd, she knew, for a young woman to be seen in this kind of shop and she was grateful to Mr Boden for taking her on, despite her not being a male. She never wanted him to feel she was enjoying the male attention too much, and get a name for herself. Instead, Maria wanted to work so hard that he would wonder how he ever got by without her.










Chapter 2



Maria spent the next couple of hours going through the barber’s papers and recording his receipts in the ledger in the most sensible order she could find. She also turned to the back and began a trust book, where she’d record the names of those paying later on account. She wrote with a pencil, using a penknife she found in a drawer to sharpen it, as she couldn’t locate a pen nor ink. Maria could tell her new boss was pleased with her hard work and her initiative. By three o’clock, the whole place looked like a new shop. He’d be there till eight or nine that night, catching the working men after their long day of industry. But he let her go early.


‘Be off home with yer, wench. You’ve earnt it. See you back here on the morrow, lark-heeled, bright and early.’


Maria said her farewells and, bundled up in her winter boots, scarf, hat and shawl, she braved the cold afternoon outside. It was not yet fully dark, but it wouldn’t be long. She pulled the shop door to and stepped down onto the pavement of Waterloo Street. Boden’s barber and tobacconist occupied the ground floor opposite the stone arches of the Ironbridge Police Station, with the Fire Station just around the corner. She’d never be short of folk to call on if there was a dire emergency, she thought.


She walked down to the High Street, watching the iron bridge all the way. It drew you to it always, the focal point of the town. Maria wanted to hurry back to her lodgings, as it was a bit of a way and she was weary from her day’s work and yesterday’s journey, but she couldn’t resist a brisk walk over the bridge to stand in the centre and look down at the river flowing beneath it. She watched the dark waters race downstream. Then, from beneath the bridge, a singular figure emerged, seated in a tiny circular boat, armed with a paddle. Beneath his flat cap and in the dimming light, she couldn’t see his face, but she knew who he was. Everybody in Ironbridge knew Tommy Rogers, the boatman and coracle builder. She gasped at the sight of him, for it was he who’d found her parents’ drowned bodies, the evening of the accident. With his waterway skills, he was often asked to recover drowning victims and they say he never took payment, out of respect for the dead. She thought of the wreck of the miller’s cart down there, all of its pieces no doubt rotted or carried away by the current in these last ten years. The miller had been rescued, pulled from the river by strong iron workers who found him near Bedlam Furnace. Her parents had not been so lucky.


Maria watched Tommy Rogers speed along, the river bearing his coracle away swiftly. Where was he going at this time of the darkening afternoon? Poaching, perhaps? Hunting for illegal rabbits in the fields of wealthy landowners, no doubt. Those were the rumours when she was little. She watched him until she could see him no longer, lost to the twilight. He saw my parents’ corpses, she thought grimly. He hauled them out of the water. Mam and Dad. She’d never seen them dead. Never seen them again, after the moment she was launched into the sky from the miller’s cart. Within a day, her uncle had been informed and taken it upon himself to assume custody of her. There was nobody else to do it. There was a sister on her father’s side, but she lived in Staffordshire. Her mother’s brother was the only other relative around and conveniently in Ironbridge the day of the accident, waiting at the Tontine to see his sister, who never came. He agreed to take seven-year-old Maria on and back they went the next day on the long, dreary horse-and-cart ride for the thirty-odd miles to Collie Farm in Middleton-in-Chirbury. During the journey, her uncle did not speak to her once, in all those hours, not a word, a kind word or any other type of word, to the bereaved child still in pain and shock. She soon came to know that Solomon Collie was always a man of few words, except when he was vexed and would then indulge in long, self-righteous rants. He mostly communicated via grunts and nods, coldness and violence. So ended the happy Ironbridge chapter of her childhood and began her cruel exile. Maria shivered as she peered into the gloomy depths of the Severn below.


She scolded herself. Why did she come to stand on this infernal bridge anyway? Why was she drawn to it? This, the place of her tragedy? The worst day of her life? She didn’t know, but she had to do it. Something about the indifference of the river compelled her. To witness, to pay homage to all she had lost within its rushing might.


Maria dragged herself away, turned about and walked back over the bridge, past the Tontine and up Wharfage past all the shops that lined the street and faced the river, their windows aglow with welcoming light and warmth. She had to pass by The Swan and Loadcroft Wharf on her way, the very site of her tragedy. She tipped her head back instead and looked up at the gloaming in the sky. Evening was drawing in. She hurried as she went up along Paradise, thickly wooded on each side and punctuated by dwellings, the memories pouring in now.


It was unfortunate that her cousin, whose house she was walking to, lived on the very same road on which her home had once stood. That morning, walking down to the barber’s shop, Maria had seen with a shock that the little house her parents had rented, nearly twenty years before, had been knocked down and replaced by better-built cottages. She didn’t look at them as she passed this time. It made her too maudlin to think of every scrap of her childhood smashed up or washed away. It was as if her parents had never existed. Time had forgotten them.


She hurried on to get back to the house she was to sleep in: the home of her cousin Rhoda, the daughter of her father’s sister who lived in Staffordshire. Rhoda was eight years older than Maria and had married an Ironbridge man, so came to make her home here, long after Maria had left. Desperate to escape the farm, Maria had written to Rhoda asking for a place to stay in Ironbridge, telling her she would be looking as soon as she got there for a job in a shop – any shop in the area. Her cousin’s response was lukewarm, yet she agreed, for a certain amount of weekly rent, enclosing details of a job going at the tobacconist and barber’s shop on Wellington Street, which had a scrawled sign in the window saying HELP WANTED, ASSISTANT ALL HOURS. Thus had Maria’s chance come to finally escape Collie Farm. 


On the day she left, she planned to say all manner of righteous things to Solomon Collie, his timid wife Mercy – to whom he’d shown none – and their six children. There were so very many of them, from ages one to eleven, when Maria had arrived aged seven that they seemed thrice times six when the devil took their moods and they misbehaved, which was often. When Maria had arrived, she was treated from her first day as their unpaid skivvy, carrying on this role in the farmhouse for ten long years. She wanted to inflict her rage upon them all that morning she left the farm forever, never to return. But she’d not had the heart to. He deserved it, Uncle Solomon, the man who’d slipper her and the others merely for breathing and beat any of them into a stupor with his belt for leaving a bean on the plate uneaten. Solomon was a farmer of wheat, oats and turnips and only sometimes peas and beans, so beans were prized and should never be left. He complained that beans did badly in his wretched soil and he ‘dunna know why he bothered’, though the soil looked rich and luscious to Maria on her frequent rambles to escape the farmhouse. But, though she hated them all for the cold and lonely life they gave her among them, the rest of the family were but pawns caught up in his vicious game. Maria was the scapegoat for them all. She’d slipped away at dawn the day before and had not said a word. They were not worth the effort, she decided.


The last stretch before her destination was quite steep and her legs were tiring. She looked back on her day to cheer herself, as she had to admit it had been a resounding success. She’d got the job and acquitted herself very well, she thought. Mr Boden seemed ever so pleased with her hard work. And then there were the comings and goings of customers, the talk she overheard as the barber chinwagged away with the men whose hair he shaved or trimmed. At one point, there were three men in the chairs and one waiting, and once they’d clocked her and given each other knowing looks, they’d more or less forgotten her. She had sat quietly doing the paperwork as they gossiped about the town and its workers and bosses and talked of strikes and unrest. It was such a change to be surrounded by people who liked to talk. She’d lived in a cold, stone farmhouse of silence for so long, only punctuated by the sound of a child whinging or crying after a blow from their father. To stand behind a counter and write in her neat hand, while all about her was chattering and commerce, after years of wanting to be a shopgirl, Maria was at last achieving her dream. And the icing on the cake was Charlie Woodvine turning up, a face from her past. And what a nice face it was.


Then, there she was, finally arriving at Rhoda’s house. Her cousin’s husband, Eli Nott, wouldn’t be home yet, she guessed, as she’d been told that his work as an insurance agent often had him out and about at the premises of his clients long past six in the evening. Maria opened the front door and stepped inside, stamping her feet on the mat to get as much of the outside off them as possible. Rhoda was house-proud and Maria didn’t want to add to her work by traipsing in muck. 


At the sound of the door, Rhoda appeared in the hallway, her pregnant belly the first thing to arrive. She was a few months away from her time, a tricky pregnancy filled with all manner of physical ailments, which she had told Maria about in great detail upon her late arrival last night. Maria’s eyes had been drooping from exhaustion, but Rhoda had failed to notice and kept on with her litany of woes, as well as making it quite clear that Maria’s presence was tolerated but not particularly welcomed.


At the sight of Maria home from the first day of her job, one might expect Maria’s cousin to ask her about her day and how she fared. But no, that was not Rhoda’s way and, instead, she continued the conversation from last night as if they had left off only a moment ago, and not the twenty or so hours that had passed.


‘I am aware that you are a tragic person, Maria,’ announced Rhoda, as Maria took off her winter gear and then stood rubbing her tired, chilled limbs in the hallway. What was the woman going on about now? Maria could not believe at times that Rhoda had come from the Keay side of the family – as Maria’s father had been such a sweet-tempered, humorous man – yet her cousin had about as much sense of humour as a doorpost. ‘Having lost your dear’uns at a young age, Eli and I felt it our Christian duty to take you in, temporarily of course, while you find your feet, until you secure paid lodging elsewhere. However, we didna agree to you coming home early from work and no doubt alarming your employer and disturbing me in my slumber of an afternoon. I didna expect you home till gone eight or even nine and then assumed you’d be straight up to your room. I was to put out cold cuts for you. Not a hot meal, as Eli and I will have. And there is not enough for three. I am eating for two folk as it is.’


‘Mr Boden let me go home early. And cold cuts in my room will be fine,’ said Maria, forcing a smile. She had agreed with her cousin and made it easy for her. But still that was not enough.


‘Everyone on our side of the family was fond of your father, Alfred. My mother said as much at least once a year, as I recall. And that’s the spirit in which I take you on now, into my very home, to pay respects to your personal tragedy. We have no need of you in this house, but we do right by family, taking you in. Make sure you show my husband gratitude. He inna your kin, so dunna see it like I do, but we welcome the rent you pay and any help you can give with housework while I’m struggling with this little’un inside me making me sick as a dog. But if it is God’s will that this child will live, then I will put up with hell and high water to bring it into the world to live in health and ease for as long as I am permitted by the graces of heaven. Finding you here hours before your time has quite put me out of sorts and given me a new ache in my side that wasna there but five minutes before you roughly shoved our front door open, letting in all that cold and . . .’


And so she droned on. How very, very much Maria wanted to scream at this infernal person, Hush your noise! But, of course, she didn’t and instead listened politely to every last whining word. She took her plate of cold mutton upstairs with a lamp to her room and shut the door, collapsing on the bed with relief. It was lucky Maria was so short in stature as the bed was that of her cousin’s child: a boy that had passed away at the tender age of three, not two years before. This cold fact gave Maria pause to not feel too disgruntled with Rhoda. Perhaps, if two deaths were ever to be compared, then that of a child and that of one’s parents were not too far apart in drodsome misery. They could have bonded over this, but Maria felt no affinity with Rhoda in the slightest, feeling only a bother to her and her taciturn husband Eli.


Maria sat up and drank down a mug of water that had been left on the milking stool beside her bed since last night and then she wolfed down the mutton, suddenly realising how hungry and thirsty she was after the hours of work and walking. She lay back and stared up at the ceiling of the tiny room, more like a cell than a nursery. She’d been told by Rhoda that she could stay until the baby to be born was a few months old, as they’d be keeping it in their own bedroom with them until it was weaned. Rhoda had explained, ‘I wonna be taking my eyes off my babby for one second once it’s out of me and in the world. Not for one second.’


Maria felt her cousin’s pain and anxiety about the baby to come and the loss she’d suffered, which maybe explained Eli’s lack of chatter too. 


The January winds whistled round the house, ruffling the curtain that hung in the one window, as the wind’s icy fingers seeped through the ill-fitting window frames. As uncomfortable as living there might be, Maria worried too about how on earth she’d find cheap enough lodgings after the baby came. Well, she’d have to work on that problem another day. She was too weary now. 


She climbed under the thin blanket on the bed, fully clothed, so chilly it was. As the lamp threw shifting shadows of the fluttering curtain across the wall, she thought she heard a distant call. Maria held her breath to hear it better. There it was again: not distant, just small. And close. It sounded . . . like a child’s whimper in its sleep. But there was no child in this house, not any more. Was she to be haunted now too, by her cousin’s lost boy, as well as her parents? A last thought flitted through her mind that evening, before tiredness overtook her and she passed into sleep: Perhaps it wasna the best idea I’ve ever had to revisit the place of my soul’s great sadness. Perhaps I should never’ve returned to Ironbridge.










Chapter 3



April 1892


The morose mood of that first night soon passed as Maria learnt the ropes of her new job. The pay wasn’t much, but it was her first real job and thus receiving her weekly pay packet from Mr Boden was a source of excitement, certainly at first. Three months went by, serving customers – all men, without exception – and fending off their interest in her. Three months of cleaning daily to keep the shop spick and span. Three months of keeping Mr Boden’s accounts in apple-pie order. She’d been right about Mr Boden: he’d said to her just the other day that ‘I dunna know how I managed without’ee!’ She’d made herself indispensable at work, if not at home, where her cousin’s moaning and groaning continued. Work was an escape, yet she was tiring of the male attention and also the stink of tobacco, which she’d never liked. Her father had not been a smoker, but her uncle was and it reminded her of the farmhouse hearth, the stuffy air choked with pipe smoke as she longed to escape. However, there was one particular pleasure of Maria’s days and that was the weekly visit of Charlie Woodvine and his loveable dog Biscuit. Charlie now visited for a shave at lunchtime and bought more tobacco, though Maria was still convinced he didn’t actually smoke and came in only so he’d have the opportunity to chat with her. One time, Boden couldn’t resist the opportunity to tell Charlie off for not letting him cut his hair shorter.


‘It looks like a sheep needin’ shearing,’ he said, tutting and shaking his head at the curly mop.


‘The sides and back are short enough. The top does have a good height to it, I agree, but that only makes me look distinguished, I’d say. I only want half an inch off, Mr Boden. That’s all and no more.’


‘Maria,’ sighed Boden. ‘Can’ee not talk this man into neatening up?’


Both men looked at her, awaiting her response, yet she was ruffling the back of Biscuit’s neck. The dog loved this and he sat, gazing up at her with new devotion, as she’d discovered his favourite thing beside sausages.


‘I like curls,’ is all Maria said, occasioning a broad grin from Charlie and another bout of tutting from the barber.


At that moment, the door opened and in came something quite unexpected. A woman. And not just any woman, but, quite clearly, a gentlewoman. She was dressed in the latest city fashions, or so Maria guessed, as she’d not seen clothes that smart on anyone in Ironbridge. The woman’s outfit was a symphony in purple, such an unusual colour to see around town. She had a lilac plaited cotton blouse with a cascade frill down the front, an indigo skirt and matching jacket with pronounced leg-o’-mutton sleeves. Both were cinched tight at the waist, where there was tied a flouncy lilac waistband bow. She was such an uncommon sight – not only in the town, but certainly in this shop – that Maria, Boden and Charlie were all struck dumb. Even Biscuit was motionless, regarding her.


‘Good afternoon, sirs, miss,’ she said, her voice loud and throaty, a comfortable smile about her lips. Maria could tell this woman had that confidence that money gave, to be assured of herself that, in any situation, she was probably the wealthiest woman in the room.


Maria spoke first, to break the awkward silence. ‘Good afternoon, ma’am. How may I help you?’


Boden and Charlie had not moved and were obviously awaiting the solution to this mystery, of what such a well-dressed middle-aged lady might possibly want in the town’s barber shop and tobacconist.


‘Thank you, my dear. I see in your window you sell some very smart-looking cigars. I see also your little advertisement for Alton’s Cigars. Please tell me you have some of these. They really are my favourites.’


Maria had learnt quite a bit in the last three months about the wares she sold, and she certainly knew that they did stock Alton’s. She’d read about their qualities in the order book she’d found in the drawer one day in that first week.


‘They are indeed Alton’s, ma’am. All hand-rolled and made from the finest Havana leaf. Shall I wrap some for your husband or would you like to take a whole box?’


The woman chuckled. ‘They are not for my husband, young lady. They are for me! Alton’s are the nicest I’ve tried and I’ve tried a fair few, on my travels.’


Maria was aware of Charlie and Boden giving each other a look, then turning to mind their own business as Charlie sat down for his haircut. Maria knew this woman was the richest customer they’d had in all the time she’d worked there and, if she could, she’d sell her everything she was able to before this customer left the premises.


‘My mistake, ma’am, and I apologise. I shouldna’ve presumed such. Please instruct me how many you need and I’ll wrap them for you directly.’


‘It’s quite all right. I know I am most likely quite an odd sight in this province. I’m visiting a sick relative, you see, up the hill. Staying there for a couple of days. I can’t be without my evening smoke. It’d quite put me out of sorts.’


‘I’m sorry to hear of illness in the family,’ said Maria, as she placed a box of Alton’s cigars on the counter.


‘You’re kind. It is my great-aunt. I’ve lived in Shrewsbury these past twenty years since I married, but she is dear to me and used to visit me regularly. But now she is bedridden, I come to see her when I can. It is my maid’s day off today and I was feeling a bit house-bound, so thought I’d come for a stroll into town. Great-Aunt Mabel was sleeping, so I won’t be missed, I dare say.’


‘A most thoughtful great-niece, if I may say so, ma’am. How many Alton’s cigars would you like to purchase? Unless madam would like the whole box?’


‘Now then. I don’t want to run out. I’ll take the whole box, please.’


‘And did madam fancy another brand to try, while she’s here? Free samples are offered on request of our full range of cigars from the world over.’


Maria had never offered a free sample before and as Boden snipped away faster and faster at Charlie’s curls, Maria could sense his annoyance. But she was sure that it would pay off, considering how much cash this punter was likely to spend.


‘What else do you have in stock, then?’


‘We stock Upmann’s and Punch.’


‘Why, Upmann’s is considered finer than Alton’s, though I still prefer the mellow quality of the latter. You should advertise those as well in the window. I’m not so keen on Punch, but I’ll have some Upmann’s too. I prefer those with sherry and Alton’s with wine.’


‘Another full box, ma’am? Upmann’s do come in a quite charming cedar box, which I warrant would look nice upon an occasional table in madam’s house.’


‘Well, I was only going to try one or two but . . . all right, I will. You’re right, the box is nice to look at. Both boxes then, please. Wrap them, will you?’


‘Indeed, ma’am.’


She’d made an excellent sale. Maria was sure Boden would be pleased. She went to the back room to fetch some paper for wrapping and when she came back in, she glanced over to see Boden had cut Charlie’s hair far too short for his liking. But Charlie was kind enough not to make a fuss while such a prestigious customer graced Boden’s shop. He handed over his coins to Boden and might have smiled at Maria as he took Biscuit and left, but she was too busy attending to the lady to see. Boden went into the back to sharpen his tools just as Maria had finished wrapping the cigars.


‘I’ll pay you cash, since I’m not a local and do not have an account here. Can you change this?’


It was the first paper note Maria had taken in all her time as a shopgirl.


‘I’m sure I can, ma’am. We’ve had a good number of clients today. Thank’ee.’


She smoothed it out in the cash tray and admired it momentarily. Just imagine, having paper notes about your person, just as an everyday occurrence. She did the quick arithmetic in her head and gave the woman her change.


‘It might be an idea to set up a postal service for your cigars,’ said the lady. ‘Put an advertisement in the local paper. I’m sure the finer families in rural areas hereabouts would welcome quality cigars sent to their homes.’


‘That is a capital idea, ma’am. Thank’ee for it.’


The lady said, ‘You really are quite a wonder, my dear. I did not expect to find a saleswoman like you in a small town, and one so young. How on earth have you found yourself working in such a male environment? Is the barber your father?’


‘Indeed not,’ said Maria. ‘I recently moved here from the countryside, where I lived with my farmer uncle. I didna wanna stay there a moment longer. I’ve known for a long time I wanna be in shops and so I left crops for cigars.’


The lady laughed. ‘Quite right too! You know, the larger towns and cities of England are now places where shopgirls can excel. It’s quite a new thing, this idea of shopping for pleasure. You’ll see it more and more in larger locations. They do it wonderfully in France and now here too, taking after the French model. Hordes of women customers at last being able to meet a friend in a shop without the need for a chaperone. And shops designed to be spectacles, full of elaborate displays and places to promenade, to see and be seen, and even restaurants and waiting rooms for ladies in some places. They truly have become a woman’s realm. If you really want to ascend the career ladder, then a draper’s shop might be your best bet. Most department stores developed from draper’s, you know.’


The thought of where this woman had travelled and what she had seen filled Maria with wonder. She’d heard the term ‘department store’ but had never really wondered what it actually meant. She knew about draper’s shops, of course, as every woman knew where to buy materials for dresses and other clothes. In recent years, though, most of her clothes came from the second-hand markets. She didn’t know anything of this other world this cultured woman was describing.


‘I think I would die happy if I were ever to work in a place like that, ma’am.’


‘Have you considered what your next step might be?’


‘I hadna, ma’am. I was just grateful enough to get this job.’


‘Then I suggest you approach the draper’s I was in before I came upon your premises here. It’s the large one on the Wharfage. There was a sign in the window requesting an assistant.’


‘Was there?’ Maria said loudly, then immediately retreated into herself as Boden returned from the back room with sharper tools.


‘There was. You know, it wasn’t that long ago that all shops were run and staffed by men. But what women wanted was women to serve them, who knew about dresses and scents and jewellery and ribbons and so forth, who understood which colour hat would best suit her hair and complexion. Or what it truly felt like to wear a bodice that fitted just so. How could a shopman divine these things, never having worn a bodice?!’


The woman laughed and so did Maria, yet Boden looked deeply uncomfortable as he brushed off his chairs.


‘Well, I shall let you get on, my dear. I’ve taken up far too much of your time already.’


‘Not at all, ma’am. It’s our pleasure. Thank’ee for coming to Boden’s today.’


‘You’re welcome. And the pleasure was all mine. Just so you know, my name is Mrs Ethel Jameson. And you are?’


‘Maria Keay, ma’am. Thank’ee, ma’am.’


‘And you must be the eponymous Mr Boden, I take it?’ said Mrs Jameson, turning a dazzling smile on the barber, who stood up straight, stiff as a board.


‘I be Boden. Pleasure, ma’am. Thank’ee for the custom.’


‘You’re welcome, my man. And may I suggest a pay rise for this little gem here? She is quite the jewel of your business, Mr Boden. Good day to you both.’


They wished her good day and, in a swirl of purple, she was gone.


Maria looked at Boden and wondered if he might be annoyed at her, spending so much time with one customer, but he was so pleased with the sale he actually did a little jump and rubbed his hands together gleefully.


‘Danker me!’ he crowed. ‘Two cigar boxes! Well done, wench! Well done!’


Maria laughed and thanked him. ‘I knew she’d have the money to spend, so why not spend a bit more of it here!’


‘That’s the way of it. That’s the way to make money.’ Then his mouth turned down and he added, ‘But I canna pay you more, wench. I canna afford it, not with rents such as they are.’


‘I understand, Mr Boden,’ she said, and then a more regular customer came in, an old man wanting his shave, as his hands shook too much these days to do it himself.


Maria did understand, but, as she took out the ledger and recorded the substantial purchase from the gentlewoman, her mind was filled with the draper’s shop and its advertisement in the window, of which the lady had told her. Maria might find a way to leave a little early tonight, perhaps using this success to butter Boden up. For if she left before closing, she might catch the draper’s before it shut its own doors and she could pop in and have a word about this job. She’d only been at the barber’s since January, but she felt she was outgrowing this little business already. The visit from the extraordinary smoking lady had given her pause for thought. Mrs Jameson had opened a door onto a new world of commerce that awaited Maria. And the young woman was uncommonly eager to step through it.


But there was a flurry of customers that evening and Mr Boden did not let Maria go home early that day or for the rest of the week. Thus Maria could only pass by the draper’s shop on Wharfage when it was already closed and ache to go in and ask about the advertisement. Had the barber heard her talking to Mrs Jameson about the draper’s job? She hoped not, but it was odd that he was so insistent she remain until the last moment, as he usually let her go a little early. At least the advertisement was still in the window when she passed it the following Tuesday. The next day was half-day closing for many businesses in Ironbridge, as the market filled the square that day. Boden could not keep her when the shop was shut. So off she went bang on closing time, hurrying along Wharfage in the spring sunshine to reach the draper’s before it too shut for the day. She got there just as a woman was locking the door from the inside. The advertisement still remained in the window, thankfully. 


Maria knocked hurriedly on the window and saw the woman mouth ‘CLOSED!’ at her, clearly annoyed. But Maria was not to be put off. She knocked again and said loudly, to penetrate the glass between them, ‘I’m here about the job.’


The woman frowned and unlocked the door. She was nicely turned out in a dark green plaid dress with puffed sleeves. Maria suddenly felt conscious of her grey woollen skirt and jacket, with clumpy boots and frayed cotton shirtwaist. Even though nobody could see the hems were frayed, as they were tucked in to her skirt, Maria knew they were. Mrs Jameson had seemed like a bird of paradise compared to a sparrow; that is, there were very few points of comparison. This woman at the draper’s was closer in class to Maria and yet her clothes were so much nicer; Maria felt like an urchin at the sweet shop window in her shabby outfit. Yet Mrs Jameson had not looked down upon her because of it. Maria told herself to make the best of herself and be confident, that if she could glean even the smallest modicum of Mrs Jameson’s confidence she’d do all right.


‘Did you say the job?’ the woman said.


‘Yes, ma’am. I’m here to apply for the job advertised in your window.’


The woman looked her up and down and Maria’s heart fell at the thought of how she must look. Her clothes were bad enough, but her spring cloak was even more threadbare, she recalled, and her boots were muddy from the April showers that had plagued the town for days before today’s sunshine. Her clothes might look poor, but one thing she did know was that she could talk up a storm. Her uncle never valued her schooling and pulled her out of the village school aged eight and a half to work full-time at the farmhouse as the general skivvy. Every day began with emptying the family’s slop buckets, then it was scrubbing steps, scouring the range and any other job her uncle could think up for her little fingers to slave away at. But Maria joined the village library and got books out as often as she could, reading them aloud to herself in the hayloft or the woods or any other secret places she could escape her cousins’ racket and her uncle’s cruelty. Sometimes her Aunt Mercy saw her hidden away, reading, but just winked at her conspiratorially and left her there. So, Maria knew for sure that she might look like nothing special, but she could talk posh with the best of them. She would act out all the different voices of the characters, rich and poor, young and old. She often wondered if she should be on the stage and fantasised about running away with a troupe of actors. But no actors came anywhere near Middleton-in-Chirbury. And, anyway, serving in retail was a bit like acting really. You had to put on the mask of the saleswoman and be someone else at work than you were in ordinary life. The village shop was the only hint of glamour in her existence, its shelves graced with everything a local lord or travelling tinker could want, from currant cakes to quills, brooms to battledores and wax to wafers. That was where her determination to become a shopgirl began. And it had brought her here, to this draper’s doorstep on a warm April lunchtime.


‘I shouldna left that sign up there,’ said the woman. ‘I’ve interviewed a few girls now.’


‘But you havna employed any particular girl, as yet?’


‘Well . . . nay. Not as yet. My assistant is getting married the end of this month, so the job inna open till May.’


‘Then that suits me fine, Mrs . . .?’


The woman sighed. ‘Mrs Nixon. It says it on the shop. So . . . do you have any experience of shop work?’ she asked.


‘I do, I do. I’m working currently at Mr Boden’s, the barber and tobacconist on Waterloo Street.’


‘A tobacconist? Unusual job for a lass,’ said the woman. This was not going well. She looked decidedly sceptical.


‘That is exactly why I took the job, ma’am,’ said Maria, confidently. She had no idea what she was going to say next, or even why she’d said that, but she was desperate and saying the first thing that came into her head.


‘How do you mean?’


‘I came from a farming community to Ironbridge to seek a career in shop work. I decided the best course of action would be to seek out a proper big range of different kinds of experience, you see. I could’ve come to you straight on arrival, asked about work at a draper’s, as being the traditional work for a shopgirl. But instead I looked for summat more unusual, summat that most lasses wouldna have in their career. I chose to seek work in a place that was mostly the . . . the . . .’
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