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Mabs


LONDON, 1895


The metal ladder pinned to the wall of the ice well rattled as Mabs climbed down, her heart sinking further with every rung. Forty feet below ground, she jumped off to land knee-deep in shadows. The cold was thin and green and razor-sharp, merciless through the layers of shirt and jacket in which she’d wrapped herself, even through the woolly scarf one of the wharf boys had lent her. She’d wound it round and round her neck and the lower part of her face but still the cold cut through.


She was swiftly joined by three other labourers, all boys of course, who threw brief nods at Mabs and each other. It was a strange, twilight world. The shouts and bangs of the canal wharf high above them were muffled and remote. The stacks of ice stood tall and silent, and Mabs couldn’t shake the feeling that they were watching her. It was like a scene from a nightmare, she thought. By rights, she would wake with a gasp, and a flood of relief that it wasn’t real. But it was real.


When she’d arrived at work that morning, it was a hateful surprise to learn that she would be working in the ice wells – shades, they called them. To add insult to injury, it wasn’t even ice season. Winter was when the ice arrived from Norway, in glistening mountains roped to the barges, and had to be lowered into the shades. Summer was when it was all brought up again, loaded onto carts and taken to the homes of the rich. Usually, in October, you were safe from it. But this week was hot and sunny, with bright blue skies. The late burst of summer meant that the grand homes wanted to serve ices at their dinner parties again and the ice-cream vendors decided to keep their stalls open a little longer. So down went Mabs and the others, to bring up the last of the ice.


They looked around, assessing where to start. Their job was to shift the great, greenish blocks of ice to within reach of the giant tongs that dangled on a massive chain from forty feet above. They set to, Mabs and two of the boys pushing the recalcitrant bulk of the ice with all their might, while the last boy, a tall fellow with a shock of hair the colour of hay, directed them and pulled the chain as far as it would reach. When the block was positioned just so, they fastened the tongs – or ice dogs – securely around it before shouting for Swiss Louis to haul it up. As one block lifted away, they immediately turned their attention to the next.


Most of the regular ice workers had returned to their native lands – Switzerland, Italy, France. A few, who didn’t have much to go back to, worked at the canals year-round. They got called all sorts – Frenchie, Garlic Head, Wop – with little care for their actual nationality. Apart from that, they fitted in all right. It was Mabs who wouldn’t, if they knew.


She wasn’t a likely labourer; she was small at the best of times and there’d been precious little food of late. But Pa had fallen apart with grief when Ma died nearly a year ago and Mabs had six little brothers and sisters. Somebody had to earn something, so Mabs dressed as a boy, tucked her hair under a cap and went by the name of Mark. 


She kept herself to herself at work; it meant she missed out on the lively banter that was a consolation for working there, but she was afraid of being found out for a girl. So she kept her head down, worked the ice, and stayed quiet while the boys broke the monotony with jokes and laughter. The two working alongside her were called Big and Mikey, she gathered, and the other one was Kipper, a nickname, she hoped, for his sake. In any case, there wasn’t much point making friends. Labourers were rotated from cargo to cargo as they were needed. You were never part of the same team for long.


All sorts of cargoes travelled along the Regent’s Canal – timber, grain, arsenic, manure – but ice was the one Mabs hated most of all. It was slippery when you needed it to be stable, and sticky when you needed it to slide, and altogether spiteful, Mabs always thought. 


Hours later, her arms and legs were shaking; her feet, inside her worn boots, were completely numb. She wasn’t certain her negligible strength was even helping any more. Exhaustion, cold and the murky light blunted her senses. As yet another block of ice swung up and away from them, Mabs groaned and leaned back against the remaining stack, her face tilted up towards the distant sky. She closed her eyes, unbearably weary. 


A sudden, resonant clang and a horrified yell from above startled Mabs out of her soporific state and she opened her eyes to see a three-hundredweight block of ice dropping like a boulder. The boys sprang away, sharper than she was, but Mabs couldn’t move. The shock of seeing that huge, heavy deadweight hurtling towards her was too great. The next instant she was knocked sideways and found herself face down, cold ice beneath her, a warm body above. She felt that body flinch with every crash as the ice smashed to the ground, sending daggers of ice flying everywhere. And then it stopped. The shade was eerily quiet once more and the weight above her lifted. Mabs rolled onto her back. Then she climbed to her feet. Her legs were as weak as water but she couldn’t stay lying there; she’d freeze.


One of the boys – Kipper – had saved her, knocked her clean off her feet. He stood in front of her now, a disbelieving expression on his face, hay-coloured hair sticking up in alarm. 


‘You wasn’t movin’!’ he said in a disbelieving tone.


‘I couldn’t,’ she said.


Swiss Louis came scrambling down the ladder, babbling apologies, terrified in case someone had been killed. They showed themselves to him, all intact except for Big. One of the flying ice daggers had buried itself in his leg and Swiss Louis helped him to climb out of the ice well. Mabs watched him disappear over the top, stared at the trail of blood that was left dripping down the ladder. She felt sick.


‘Oi!’ An incensed bellow came from above: the foreman, come to glower and see what was going on. ‘May as well employ a bunch o’ bleedin’ monkeys!’ he shouted, and spat into the well. ‘Clear it up, get it sorted. We ain’t wasting it. Stick it in buckets and get it up here. Now!’


‘Right then,’ said Kipper. ‘Back to it.’ 


‘Wait!’ cried Mabs. ‘You saved me! Thank you.’


‘No need for thanks, there’s little enough we can do for each other round ’ere,’ he called back as he jumped down a level and started gathering ice shards. Mabs was shivering hard, the shock setting in. But what could she do other than follow suit?
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Much later, Mabs dragged herself home, feet scuffing the hard canal towpath, then the cobblestones of Clerkenwell and finally the filthy streets of Saffron Hill. A light rain had come in, and the purplish night closed around her as she went. Dark shapes in doorways suddenly writhed and resolved into human beings, stretching out hands for coins or calling out unseemly remarks. Mabs kept her head down and her coat drawn tight about her, glad of her boys’ clothes. She’d lived in this area all her life and apparently it wasn’t as bad as it used to be; still, it elicited no sentimental attachment in Mabs. 


The men of the Daley family had been working the London canals for more than a hundred years. Her great-great-grandfather Jack Daley and his sons had been part of the crew that had built them, and all the male descendants thereafter had laboured at the wharfs, loading and unloading the barges. When Mabs was small, she used to think the canals were exciting. Pa would come home with his man’s tales of life at the hub of the universe, and he made the waterways sound like roads of high adventure. He thought it a fine heritage that the Daleys had. But now, Mabs imagined she knew what hell looked like: not all fiery red and roasting, but green-grey, blank and shadowy, with huge barges groaning under the weight of unnatural cargo and mighty horses straining their muscles to pull them; even the occasional corpse floating palely in the thick, indifferent water. 


It had been a close shave today, that was for sure. They’d learned afterwards that the ice dogs had simply broken, jerking open before they reached the top. On such fragile instances lives depended. If the hay-coloured boy hadn’t knocked Mabs off her feet, she would have been crushed to death, simple as that. She wished she’d been able to thank him properly. The accident had left her so dazed that she was the last one to climb the blood-spattered ladder when the work was done. By the time she’d reached the top, there was no sign of her rescuer. 


It was all too easy to imagine this evening proceeding along a very different course – her brothers and sisters at home, a knock at the door, the news that Mabs was dead. A beloved sister gone, no one to take care of them any more. She’d always known it was a precarious life but today had driven it home in a whole new way. Problem was, there was no alternative. Not for the likes of Mabs.


Mabs turned off Shirley Street down a covered passageway that had led to stables once, a long time ago. The Daleys lived in one of the old courts beyond it. Around here they called it Mushroom Court. Mabs had no idea if that was its official name or if it even had one. It was dark and cramped, crowded round by decaying houses. Mabs let herself into one of these and climbed some splintered stairs to the second floor. She hated Saffron Hill. She hated Mushroom Court. She hated the canal. But when she opened the door to the Daleys’ room, she forgot all the things she hated and saw only the faces she loved.


‘Mabs!’ cried Jenny, her first sister, looking up with pleasure. Mabs frowned. Jen was straining her eyes again, mending for a couple of pennies in the faint light of a flickering lamp. She was only fifteen and already she peered when she looked about her. But they needed those pennies. 


Peg, twelve, was setting out supper, such as it was: some bread and cheese and a few apples. She grinned at Mabs, showing the wide gap in her front teeth. 


After three girls, Pa had been determined to create a son. Named after their father, eleven-year-old Nicky had followed close on Peg’s heels. After Nicky came Jem, nine, then Matthew, seven. Nicholas and Maureen had decided that six children were plenty. But three years later along came another, a girl. Maureen had called her Angeline. 


Angie came to Mabs now, reaching up for a hug. Mabs lifted her in aching arms and went to open the window; the room smelled too strongly of their sweat and hair grease. But the window only let in the odours of night soil and cabbages so she shut it again. Better their own smells than those of others.


She turned back to the room and looked at them all. Oh, but she wanted more for them than this. She didn’t even know what more there was, but they were precious and she ached to make good things happen for them. Just give me one chance, she thought fiercely. Anything. And I will take it.


‘Pa?’ she asked, but Nicky shook his head. 


‘Ain’t seen ’im all day.’


Mabs’s heart sank but she just nodded. She put Angie down with a smacking kiss to the top of her head and took off her jacket and cap. Her hair fell about her face and she felt a little more like herself at once. 


It could be worse, she told herself as she looked around. True, one room wasn’t much space for eight people, but she knew families the same size and larger who shared a room with two or three other families. At least this room was private to them. At least they were all together. At least they slept in the same place every night. The court wasn’t a nice place, but behind it, even meaner buildings were tucked away. Before Ma died, they’d lived in two rooms in a nearby court where the light was a little better, but there were levels more they could drop and Mabs was determined not to let that happen. Even so, if Ma could see them now, it would break her heart clean in two, that was a fact. 


‘Yer doin’ wonderful, Mabs,’ said Jenny softly, reading her mind. ‘We’re all right ’ere, ain’t we, kids?’


The children nodded eagerly, as if life in Mushroom Court was one long entertainment. 


‘I won a conker fight today!’ said freckle-faced Matt.


‘Did you, Matt?’ Mabs’s voice was soft. ‘Goodness, conkers already!’


‘They wasn’t very good,’ he frowned. ‘Bit small. But there’ll be some grand ones in a few weeks, I should think.’


‘I should think so too.’ 


Bless them all: at such tender ages they understood their situation well enough to try to lift her spirits and make out there wasn’t a thing wrong in their world. She loved them with all her heart and that’s why she kept going and kept going at the wharf, even when she was fit to drop. The survival of eight people was a heavy load to carry on her thin, eighteen-year-old shoulders, and there was she in a job she wasn’t legally allowed to do. If Pa could only overcome his grief enough to go back to work regularly, that would help. But for now, her wage from the canal was the only thing stopping everything from getting much, much worse.







   

Olive


All evening there has been an atmosphere in our happy little household. Of course, when I say ‘little’, I refer to the family – my parents and myself – not to the size of our house, which is rather embarrassingly large. We sit together after dinner as always and the tension in the air is so thick we might spread it on toast. 


‘I do wish you would reconsider, Olive,’ says Papa, sounding melancholy. You would think I was planning to sacrifice myself on a spit. 


‘You don’t have to do it, simply because you said you would,’ murmurs Mama in her best persuasive tone. ‘You might wait another year perhaps, dear.’


But my mind is quite made up. Tomorrow, I shall adopt a daughter. 


I am a spinster. Many women shy away from the word but not so Olive Westallen! I am the only child of Captain Westallen, former hero of the merchant navy, whose exploits were for many years the toast of London. I am privileged, educated and, not to put too fine a point on it, rich. I do not need a husband. And, despite my fortune, I’m not considered a catch. I am plain; not startling in any way – if you saw me on the street, you would not take fright – just plain. Also, I am too independent, too scholarly. Even in the very death throes of this nineteenth century, I’m an unlikely bride.


And yes, there were years – two or three – when I shed tears over this. But I came through. So I would remain in my parents’ home in Hampstead all my life. Well then, it is a beautiful, comfortable, enviable home, so am I to weep over that? Hardly. The truth is that managing a household – employing servants and holding dinners, checking the quality of the linens twice a year – holds no interest for me whatsoever. If I had to do it, I believe it very likely that my brain should fry. 


As for marriage, well, I am not opposed to it. My parents’ example is inspiring. But not all unions are similarly harmonious. I would do well as the wife of someone kind and sensible who would recognise me as his equal and not seek to impose upon me the nonsense of men. But where would I find such a one? Certainly not in Hampstead! For I have lived here a very long time and take a spinster’s interest in the affairs of my neighbours. If there were a man within a ten-mile radius who could make Olive Westallen happy, I would know him – and I do not. 


I have, however, surprisingly determined dreams of motherhood: of romping on the nursery carpet enjoying riotous adventures of the imagination; of splashing through puddles in January; of gathering fallen, flame-coloured leaves in October. Our house, as I mentioned, is large. But we are just three Westallens to fill the upstairs rooms. It seems a waste to me. 


I couldn’t see a way around it at first. I would hardly traipse to the docks and offer myself to a sailor; I’m progressive, not depraved. Then three years ago, as part of my charitable endeavours, I began visiting the girls’ home in Belsize Park. There, material needs are taken care of, to a basic level at least. But what about love? What about knowing that you always have a place, the sort of knowing that can only grow in a home where you are wanted and valued? I could provide that, I realised. I decided that if I remained unmarried at the age of eight-and-twenty, I would adopt. Tomorrow, I shall be eight-and-twenty. 


My parents were opposed from the first. They think that I will ruin my marital prospects conclusively if I proceed through life as an unmarried woman with a daughter. 


‘But I will simply explain that she’s adopted!’ I argued, aggrieved that they could not immediately embrace my scheme.


‘That’s what we would say if she weren’t,’ pointed out Mama.


Papa got us back to the point. ‘It’s not that people will think the child is yours, Olive. The orphanage is nearby, it will be public knowledge where she came from. It’s the fact that many people will find it hard to receive a little girl such as that. They won’t know her people, her blood. We wouldn’t care about that but many would. And we worry for you, my dear. An unmarried woman weighed down by a child? I know you maintain that you’ll never marry but you’re a woman of impeccable breeding and fortune. Men may yet be interested in you, Olive, but not, I shouldn’t think, with an acquired daughter in tow. What man would want a woman who has encumbered herself thus? It’s too unconventional.’


‘Not to mention the unsavoury associations,’ shivered Mama. ‘With all your eccentricities, Olive, you’re a good and moral person. I couldn’t bear for our neighbours to think you would do anything . . . unappetising. The Brixton scandal was before you were born, dear, but our generation remembers it well.’


It’s true that adoption is not a favourably viewed practice. Some decades ago, it came to light that unscrupulous types were taking money to care for orphaned babes, then leaving them to die! Now, people who wish to adopt are often tarred with the same brush. Of course, I don’t like the fact that adoption has no legal status and that everyone wrinkles their nose at the word. I like order, and honour. But am I to deny myself and a child a chance at happiness because of what other people might think? I am not so feeble. 


Besides, one thing I have never told my parents is how much I fear my existence after they are gone. I am very content in my unmarried life, but that contentment is possible because of them. We have always laughed together and we have always stood together through any hardship. The very fact of them ensures that although I am not wed, I never feel alone. I know it is the natural order of things that we should lose our parents at some point and I trust that day is a long way off for me. Even so, sometimes at night I have devastating nightmares that they are gone. When that becomes my reality, I must have a reason to go on and love to fill my life. 


I’ve said nothing of this to them because I do not wish to distress them. All they ever want is for me to be happy. That’s why Mama begs me to wait another year; they still hope some Victorian version of a knight on a white horse might come along and save me from myself. They still hope, I learn now, for a grandchild of their own.


‘It’s not that we would not care for an adopted granddaughter,’ Mama says and to my great discomfort I see tears in her eyes. ‘But it would be wonderful to have a new little Westallen. You brought me such joy, Olive. Don’t you long for a child of your own? To look down at that sweet little bundle in your arms and see your father’s nose, or my eyes?’


‘I certainly hope it wouldn’t have Papa’s nose,’ I joke, because I feel badly for disappointing her. ‘I’m sorry, Mama, I know that is not the point. But honestly, no, I don’t consider all that. I simply want a child to love. When she comes here, you will love her too.’ 


I have already picked out the child. She is ten years old and her name is Gert. Her parents are definitely dead and that is important for adoptive parents have no rights. I could not bear for a mother to turn up years from now and take my daughter away. I have learned that older children are harder to place since most people prefer babies first, and adorable moppets of two or three after that. 


Mrs Jacey, who runs the girls’ home, has explained that older children can be very difficult in all sorts of ways. They already have a character of their own, formed through familial hardship, then glazed by rejection at the home as they are overlooked again and again in favour of younger children. It breaks my heart to think of those silent children waiting for their chance at a family, knowing that they are the ones who will always be on the sidelines, watching. I had imagined that this would make them more grateful than anyone if their turn did finally come but Mrs Jacey assures me that this is not the case. 


‘They gets cracks in ’em, see,’ she said. ‘Between four and seven is the age for cracks, I seen it a hundred times. I runs into them families sometimes and I asks how it goes and hear stories of tantrums and torments, of pinchin’ other children and even of runaways. You’d think bein’ ’ere would make them glad to be in a proper ’ome but it ain’t so easy for ’em, see, not once the cracks come.’


Cracks, Mrs Jacey said. Her phraseology may be crude but I have come to respect her wisdom, borne of experience as it is. Cracks there may be, but I feel sure that enough love, enough luxury, can smooth them over until they disappear. Gert has been at the home six years and apparently no one has ever shown the slightest interest in her. She is unprepossessing, it’s true, both in looks and demeanour, but I am not one to value the qualities of a doll in a human girl. I wonder, though, if she would be willing to change her name . . . I do not mind a plain face, but a plain name! Foolish the foibles we have, but I cannot imagine a Gert Westallen.


‘I cannot wait, Mama,’ I assure her, heartfelt and passionate. ‘I have set my heart on bringing home a child tomorrow and I cannot wait another year in the hope that a man will happen along and allow the rest of my life to begin. I should proceed even if a handsome stranger appeared and proposed to me this very night.’


We are sitting in the drawing room with the oil lamps turned down low. Candles supply the extra light needed; we all prefer their gentle, reverent glow. Just as I finish speaking my piece, a thunderous knocking is heard upon our front door! The candle flames jump upon the wick and my parents and I look at each other, startled. We are sensible people, yet it does seem for a moment as though I have conjured a suitor with my words. 


But when our maid Agatha shows the visitor in, it’s only Mr Miles, an elder in the Quaker church. He visits us often. Since he is seven-and-forty, and married to Faith (both in the sense that his religion is everything to him and that Faith is his wife’s name), it’s safe to assume that he will not deliver me from romantic desolation. My parents’ faces actually fall when they see him! I’m sure he never had such a reception at our hearth. 


Mr Miles is always in a haste and an uproar over a wrong that needs righting. Tonight, his indignation is all for the women who are caught up in the ‘old profession’, working at the docks making the sailors happy. I applaud him for caring but tomorrow is a big day for me so I excuse myself early and go upstairs.


I sit on my bed, looking around the familiar, dear room of my girlhood, which somewhere along the way became the familiar, dear room of my womanhood. I feel unsettled, and why? Because when I heard that knocking at the door, my heart leapt! What strange vagary of femininity is this? I have set aside old hopes of romance; I am forging my own way. Yet just in that moment, when I invoked the idea of a man coming into my life after all, and Mr Miles hammered at our door, there was a part of me that hoped, still. Oh Olive. 


Are my parents right? If I waited a little longer, would I meet a husband, have children of my own? But I do not think it good practice to shy away from a significant step when the moment is upon one. Surely that can only lead to a life that is timid and uncertain. Bold steps, forward steps, are the way to conduct the solitary life, to combat the sense of isolation at the core, to create meaning and purpose. I am sure of it.


I go to the chest of drawers and reach beneath layers of silk and muslin undergarments to withdraw a velvet bag. I return to my bed. Inside the bag are my divination cards, the deck tied with an emerald-green ribbon. Mama disapproves of them; she says the Bible is the only source of guidance we should need. And yet I use them when I am alone, in moments of duress. The Bible has wisdom, but these cards speak to me.


I pull at the ribbon and the cards slither; I catch them in my hands. They are large and silky from use. A few have blunted corners and one, the Turtledove, has a little crease. That’s why I close my eyes when I use them, so I can’t see any of the clues, for these cards are as familiar to me now as my own face. I shuffle with expert hands and the smell of the cards rises up to me, a little musty, a little spicy with the warm, sweet aroma of print. Sometimes I bury my face in those cards. Sometimes their scent is the most comforting thing I know. 


I need not form a question; the cards know what I am thinking. I shuffle and cut, shuffle and cut, shuffle and cut, until I have three cards before me, face down. The backs have a faded pattern of red lines criss-crossing in diamond shapes, with a border of curlicues. This on an ivory background, darkened to primrose with age.


I lay the deck aside and regard the cards before me. I don’t know what I expect to see; I’m not even sure what I hope to see. If something were to divert me now, it would be very inconvenient. I turn the cards over to see the spread I have dealt.


The Rose. The Star. The Woman. Representing, respectively, the vagaries of fate, good fortune in a general sense and, well, a woman! 


I nod. I suppose I thought as much. No sign of an affair of the heart. No indication of marriage. No stranger on the horizon, or letter, or ring, or anything that suggests, however tenuously, that romance and marriage are to be part of my life. I am reaffirmed and comforted. I put the cards away and make ready for bed. Tomorrow I shall go and see Gert, and ask her if she would like a new mother. 







   

Mabs


Sometimes, guiding angels appear in unlikely forms. For Mabs, salvation arrived in the guise of her old friend Lou, coming to find her on the wharf. It was Lou’s evening off and Mabs had just finished work. She was so tired that she didn’t see Lou until she was three feet in front of her, waving her arms and shouting, ‘Mabs! Mabs! I got news!’


Immediately Mabs looked around to check that no one had heard. 


‘Oh, sorry, MARK!’ cried Lou, remembering. Mabs rolled her eyes. ‘I’ve heard of a job you should try for,’ said Lou, clutching her hand and talking in a normal voice at last. ‘In service!’


Service? For a brief, sparkling instant Mabs let herself imagine it, then shook her head. ‘I wouldn’t get it. And if I did, I’d only mess it up somehow.’


But Lou wasn’t having it. ‘You oughter let them see you,’ she insisted. ‘This one sounds a bit different.’


Lou had been in service for two years. She worked for Mr Blythe the banker, in his grand house up in Highgate. She would have loved Mabs to go and work there with her but the Blythes insisted on attributes in their servants that Mabs did not possess: cleanliness, a basic level of education and a minimum height of five foot six for the maids (six foot one for the manservants). 


Mabs heard plenty of tales from Lou about the hard bloody work it was, up every morning at five to clean out the grates and set the fires before the family arose, pounding the doorstep with a donkey stone every day to keep it buffed and shining. But Mabs reckoned she was no stranger to hard work and since she was knackered all the time anyway, she’d far rather be knackered wearing a clean dress, in a lovely house, on a decent wage. 


Lou rattled on. ‘Cook read us out the notice last night. Over in ’Ampstead they are. They want a “useful maid of good conscience”. They don’t even want no employment record or nothing, just a letter from someone who knows you, sayin’ yer a good girl, like. A character reference, they call it. You could get one of them, Mabs.’


‘A useful maid? What’s that?’ asked Mabs. She’d heard of parlour maids and kitchen maids and lady’s’ maids. Weren’t they all useful? Wasn’t that the point of them?


‘It’s an in-between sort of a thing. Halfway between a housemaid and a companion. A bit of both.’


‘But that’s a proper nice job, Lou. All sorts will be after it. They won’t want me. I never done that kind of work.’ She had vowed to take any chance that came her way, she remembered. Only she was scared to get her hopes up.


Mabs sank to the ground, landing at Lou’s feet on the towpath, narrowly missing a steaming pile of horse dung. The wharfside clamour was beginning to subside as dusk fell and the workers started for home, but the thick, textured air still reeked of pondweed and sweat. The last barge of the day was just pulling off.


‘Oh, come on, Mabs!’ scolded Lou, perching gingerly on a boundary marker embossed with the Prince of Wales’s feathers. ‘What’s to lose? It may be a funny job and who knows, they may not pay very well, but anything’s better than this.’ 


She was right, of course. Earlier that day, Mabs had passed out. Fainted clean away like a lady! She’d been dragging sacks of manure to the water’s edge, ready for loading onto the barges. It wasn’t the smell or even the thought of it that had got to her; it was pure exhaustion. She’d got away with it this time; she was working alone so no one had noticed. She’d scrambled to her feet and carried on as best she could. But it was a warning. 


‘Gawd, Mabs, love, you look awful,’ Lou said, leaning forward and looking into her face. ‘I’m sorry, running on at you like that. I didn’t see.’


Mabs smiled weakly. ‘I’m all right,’ she said. ‘Thanks, Lou. I’ll go and see about the job, I will. I can’t keep this up much longer.’


‘You don’t look like you’ll last another day, if I’m honest,’ said Lou, handing her a parcel. ‘It’s me spare dress, Mabs. For Gawd’s sake, look after it. They’re mad on us being clean and smart. If I get something on this one and I can’t change, I could lose me job. But you can’t go about a position dressed like that.’


‘Thank you,’ Mabs whispered. 


‘And here . . .’


She handed Mabs a shilling and Mabs pushed it straight back at her. You didn’t take money from a friend. 


‘Keep yer hair on,’ Lou growled, pushing it back again. ‘It’s only a loan. Pay me back when you get the job. You ’ave to, Mabs, look at yourself. You can’t stand up. If you don’t eat, you won’t be able to have a proper talk with them. You need to buy food and don’t give any to the littl’uns or your pa. Think, girl, you gotta help yourself first, so you can help them.’ Lou got up and rubbed her backside ruefully. Boundary markers did not make comfortable seats.


Mabs buried her face in her arms. Her cap fell off and her fair hair fell out. She rammed it back on quickly, shoving the long hair up and out of sight. She felt utterly overwhelmed, but Lou was right: she would have to do as her friend said if she was going to try for this impossible chance. 


After Lou had hauled Mabs to her feet, she marched her to the market on Gray’s Inn Road, where she watched Mabs scoffing down sausages and roast potatoes. Then they went to Mushroom Court to tidy Mabs up a bit. Lou had grown up in this very court but she’d been able to stay in school longer than Mabs and had an impressive inability to take no for an answer, which was how she’d got the job with the Blythes. Mabs washed and brushed her hair then clambered into Lou’s spare dress while the children watched in surprise. 


‘Don’t ask,’ said Mabs briefly. She didn’t want to get their hopes up either. 


Once they’d left the narrow streets of Saffron Hill, Lou summoned a cab. Mabs felt awful that Lou was spending her hard-earned cash on her but Lou insisted. She reckoned that if Mabs had to walk the full four miles after a day on the canals, she wouldn’t actually get to Hampstead. And so, before she could believe she was doing this, Mabs found herself standing in front of the house of this new-in-town family who needed a useful maid. 


‘Right across the heath from the Blythes they are,’ said Lou gleefully. ‘We’d almost be neighbours again! Promise you’ll tell me soon as there’s news. And give me dress back as soon as yer done with it. Right, gotta go.’


Mabs watched with a sinking heart as her friend hurried away. Without Lou egging her on, it seemed ridiculous that she was here at all. They would laugh at her, chase her off like a stray cat. The house wasn’t huge, white and gleaming like the Blythes’, but it was smart. Brown brick, with a pale blue door, white columns on either side and a shining white doorstep. Leaves and stems climbed a wrought-iron archway above a small, neat gate. A short garden path cut between glossy shrubs and trees. Mabs sighed. It was so lovely. 


Get on with it then, Mabs, girl, she told herself. Yer eighteen years old, not five.


The call, once she mustered her courage, was over in a trice. A business-like housekeeper explained on the doorstep that it was a live-in position as companion to the lady of the house, with a little light housework and general duties as required. Mr Finch, the master, would be seeing girls about the post on Wednesday and Thursday. If it was of interest, Mabs could present herself at eleven o’clock on Thursday with a suitable letter of recommendation. 


‘I’ll gladly come then, ma’am,’ said Mabs meekly. Interest? I’d cut off me arm for it! she thought.


Mabs let herself out through the little gate and stood for a moment in the elegant hush of the Hampstead street. Mabs lived in a world of noise: at work, machinery groaned, horses clopped and whinnied and men shouted all day long; at home, doors slammed, babies wailed, and swear words, wild laughter and shouted threats all filled the air like rain. Quiet, Mabs thought, was a certain sign of wealth. She sighed, and set off walking.







   

Olive


When I awake on my birthday, October rain lashes against the window and the wind surges through the trees, making a great uproar. Unwelcoming weather – and after our recent Indian summer! I pray that a little sunshine returns by the time Gert reaches her new home.


I sit up in bed to read. Is there anything cosier or more delicious, when the wind and rain sing their storm song and you are warm and snug indoors? But I’m too excited to concentrate and my thoughts drift to my divination cards. I fetch them again, not to conduct another reading but to ponder last night’s: the Rose, the Star and the Woman.


The motto on the Rose card reads: You sport with fortune, but whatever the cards refuse, Your good sense, Your skill and learning will amply compensate. I take this as confirmation that although I’m taking a bold action, I am a person of sense and education and my judgement can be trusted. That for whatever I lack – romance, passion, marriage – other things will compensate – family, friends, purpose. It exactly echoes my own appraisal of the situation. 


The legend on the Star card reads: Do Your part and You will soon experience the good effects of it. Precisely my feeling. I have so much and Gert so little. I shall do my part and give her a home and all will be well. The star as a symbol has always had special significance for me; I am a keen astronomer. How could I not be? My father was a seafaring man and the stars always guided him home. Whenever I draw the star, I feel it is a particularly affirming message.


As for the Woman, well, the wording is clearly intended for a male user: Gratify Your partiality to the Fair Sex, but never offend decency. But although the message is irrelevant, the image alone tells me everything I need to know. A lady wearing a dress and bonnet of ancient fashion stands, clutching some wildflowers, against a bare horizon. There is no male counterpart, no lover, she has picked her own flowers. She could be me.


I dress and ring for a pot of tea. ‘Happy birthday, Miss Westallen,’ says Anne when she brings it and hands me a small parcel. 


‘Why, bless you, dear, you shouldn’t have taken the trouble!’ I exclaim, knowing full well there is nothing more irritating to the ears of those who have taken the trouble. Good manners will dictate!


‘It’s from all of us below stairs,’ she explains. ‘We hope you have a very happy day, miss. We know it’s an important one.’


With the gift there is a small square card bearing the motif of a chubby blue tit. Inside is written:


Wishing a happy birthday to Miss Olive Westallen. May you shine. 


Each servant has signed their name, in painstaking or poor handwriting: Anne; Agatha; Mrs Prowse, the housekeeper; Mrs Brody, the cook; Johnson, the footman; Brown, the gardener; and even Nell, the girl who comes to do the rough work twice a week.


‘Why, bless you all!’ I say. ‘What a lovely start to the day. Please convey my thanks to everyone.’ I kiss her cheek, an impulse, and she looks pleased and awkward as she leaves. 


I marvel, not for the first time, at the lunacy of living in the same house as someone, of seeing them every single day, yet etiquette dictating there should be no warmth or affection. Just as I wonder at the fact of seven people to take care of three. But there are many things I do not understand in this world and my birthday is not the day to solve them. Instead, I sip my tea and rip into my gift. It is a small enamel locket with a little red rose painted against a cream background. It hangs on a gold-coloured chain which I suspect will tarnish swiftly. Inexpensive, but thoughtfully chosen and pretty to the uncritical eye. I fasten it around my neck at once, and it shows to fine advantage against the dark green fabric of my costume. It is my autumn best and, of course, I have chosen it to honour the occasion.


I dare a glance in the glass. May you shine. A lovely wish. I have never been one of those shining girls, like Rowena Blythe or Verity Crawford. Whenever our paths cross, I show up poorly next to their smiling, scintillating beauty. Still, I fancy today that impending motherhood has warmed my complexion and brightened my eyes. Anne has dressed my nut-brown hair very neatly indeed. I look rich, well put together. I wonder how I will appear to Gert as prospective mother material.


I finish my tea and hurry to the breakfast room where I receive gifts and kisses from my parents and scrambled eggs aplenty. And thence to the orphanage!


It is but a fifteen-minute walk to the girls’ home but it feels like an hour. I am impatient, and the morning is cold and wet. When I arrive, Mrs Jacey shows me in, her smile one of relief that I am coming to lighten the load by one small child. 


Her office is a pleasant room where we have conducted all our serious discussions; I had expected that Gert would be brought to me there. So often I’ve practised my little speech to her, and imagined her response. The scenario is so long-cherished, so real to me, that I am completely thrown when we walk straight past Mrs Jacey’s office. Its door stands ajar; a maid is inside, scrubbing. A child vomited copiously not ten minutes before, Mrs Jacey explains. A mistimed breath on my part confirms it.


Instead, I am shown into the playroom, where above twenty girls of varying heights and degrees of dishevelment play with broken dolls or scratched building blocks. Black-haired Gert is alone, as always. Today she sits on the floor with her hands clasped around her knees, scowling.


‘Gert, dearie, you’ve got a visitor,’ says Mrs Jacey in weary tones. ‘Miss Westallen is ’ere to see you about summink important. Ain’t that nice?’ Gert refrains from looking up or answering. ‘Oi! Madam! Be polite to the nice lady now or she may change ’er mind and then you’ll never ’ear what she ’as to say!’


‘It’s quite all right, Mrs Jacey,’ I say, sounding more confident than I feel. ‘If Gert’s not feeling chatty, I perfectly understand. I like a bit of peace and quiet in the mornings myself.’


Mrs Jacey sniffs. She’s tried a dozen times to talk me out of Gert. ‘I’ll leave you to it, then, miss. Let me know what transpires.’


I promise, but really, what can transpire, other than Gert coming home with me? Mrs Jacey does her best but this is hardly an uplifting place. I glance around at the dull, scuffed walls and old, broken toys. I am afire to get her out of here, to show her love and grace and beauty and let her new life begin.


‘Gert, my dear,’ I begin in a soft voice, trying to engender a feeling of intimacy in a room full of children chanting nonsense, banging drums and scolding dolls. ‘I know you have no reason to feel excited to see me. You don’t really know me after all. But . . . I have an idea and I wish to talk to you about it. I think . . . you might be very happy when you hear it. You see, I wish to change everything for you. For the better,’ I add hastily, considering that on its own, everything changing might seem a daunting prospect.


Gert continues to frown at the floorboards. Bending over as I am, with my hands on my knees, I feel my back protest at the strain. I straighten up and look around. Most of the children are caught up in their games but a few stare openly, longing expressions on their faces. It’s because of my fine costume, I assume, my rings and fur-collared pelisse. Or perhaps it’s because of the symbol I represent, a woman of motherly age, and a world most of them will never get to see. It crosses my mind that any one of those children might be more responsive than Gert but I push the unworthy thought from my mind. I’m not doing this for gratitude. 


There are twins of about six who gaze at me with a kind of hunger; they are little more than skin and bones, with hollows beneath their dark eyes. How I long to feed them up. There is an extraordinarily pretty child of around three, with a tangle of golden hair, who pretends not to watch, though I see her peeking more than once, before looking shyly away again. My heart catches for a moment before resuming its steady rhythm. I will not be one of those who take the easy route, captivated by an adorable moppet. I positively scorn adorable moppets! All these children are younger, more appealing, they stand every chance of finding a home. But Gert . . . glaring, glowering Gert . . . this is the child who needs me.


I sit on the floor beside her. It takes quite some effort getting there, between the length of my skirt and the tightness of my bodice and the fact that a dignified lady is not used to sitting on the floor. But I cannot keep bending over her like the shadow of Fate. 


‘Gert,’ I resume, when I get there at last. ‘Would you like to live with me? You see, I have no children of my own. I would love you, dear, and we should have a jolly time. Walks on the heath and books and toys and parties at Christmas and . . . well, anything you like, my dear.’


Gert springs to her feet as though stuck with a pin and dashes away. I would like to believe that she is overwhelmed with emotion but I catch a look in her flashing dark eyes that suggests she has waited until I am all the way down on the floor before doing so. I am left sitting alone in the middle of the floor with my legs stuck out in front of me. Let Mrs Jacey not come in and see me now! 


Gert darts over to the window and climbs onto the sill. She doesn’t look out, just perches, sullenly, gazing at the wall. I feel a flash of annoyance. But I quell it and scramble back to my feet, an even less elegant process in reverse, my bustle sticking up into the air. My heeled boot slides a little on the wooden floor. I take a deep breath and cross the room.


‘Gert,’ I say, still kindly but firmer now. ‘Perhaps I haven’t been clear. And I understand that this is a lot to take in. If you need time to consider it, I certainly shan’t hurry you. I wish to adopt a child. I wish to make her my daughter. And I wish that daughter to be you.’


I am aware, at the periphery of my vision, of several small heads watching us, several small mouths hanging open.


Gert looks at me at last. Hope flares in my chest. Here, finally, is the moment I have dreamed of. Instead, she fixes me with a look of such withering scorn that I feel quite ashamed. 


‘Clear orf an’ leave me alone,’ she demands, not quietly, and angles herself to face the window. Something tells me she is not admiring the autumn colours. 


‘Gert!’ I cry, shocked. ‘I do not wish to bother you if you don’t want me, indeed I do not. But I’m not sure you understand what’s at stake! I live with my mother and father and we are all ready to love you. We would educate you, dress you, give you a beautiful, happy life. We are . . . well, we have plenty of money, Gert. You surely would not rather stay here, where you have no one?’


The thin shoulders remain hunched and square in their rejection of me. All my plans drain out of me into the ground. If Gert will not come with me . . . what then? True, there are plenty of others in need, but I had set my heart on Gert! I have made her a bedroom and thought of a new name for her and one does not simply swap one child for another at a moment’s notice! And for Gert, when will another chance come?


Again, I’m aware of the watching faces. Of the many children who would give anything for a chance like this. I rue the loss of Mrs Jacey’s office and the privacy it would have afforded. I lower my voice, not wanting to make them any sadder.


‘Dear Gert. I know this must be very hard for you. I cannot imagine what your life has been. But I know this. You deserve better. I cannot force you to come with me. I would not wish to. But please let yourself take this chance, my dear. It’s yours to seize and we will be very kind to you, I promise. Tell me now, Gert, wouldn’t you like a beautiful home and a new mama?’


It would be possible to hear a ghost moving through this place. The silence is absolute. Then Gert jumps from the sill at last. ‘No!’ she shouts. ‘I don’t want you. Go away!’ She shoves me hard, her expression savage; I stagger several steps backwards. Then she runs, banging the playroom door behind her as she vanishes. 


I stand motionless, oddly embarrassed, hurt and uncertain. No? 


I cannot accept that I must leave her here. But she has not been equivocal. And you cannot force a child to want you. You cannot force someone to be happy. But then . . . what shall I do?


Amidst my confusion I feel a tugging at my skirt. I whirl around; there are pickpockets aplenty here. I expect to see an older girl turn aside hastily, with an innocent air, but no. It is the beautiful child I noticed earlier. Her expression is wistful and her hand is not buried in my pocket, it quite deliberately clutches the material of my skirt. She looks up at me with plaintive, dark hazel eyes. She is the very definition of an adorable moppet. The most adorable of moppets, in truth.


‘I wish you would be my mama,’ she whispers.







   

Mabs


On Thursday, Mabs woke with her stomach in knots and waves of something sharp and fiery rising up her throat. Was she ill? But it was fear. Just fear. All she’d been able to think about for the last three days was how much she wanted this job! She’d never get another chance like it. The hope of it had somehow kept her going. She’d eaten her fair share of food at every meal to keep her strength up, and while she worked, she’d daydreamed about what it might be like, living somewhere like that. 


Peg went to the wharf to tell the foreman that her brother Mark was ill but would be back at work tomorrow. She returned with the couple of coins Mabs was owed and a message not to bother, the job had gone to someone else.


‘You are joking?’ Mabs exclaimed in horror but, of course, Peg wasn’t. 


Her hands were shaking so much she had to call on Jenny for help. Jenny was solemn and silent as she checked Lou’s dress for smuts and stains, brushed Mabs’s hair, tied it back. That was why Mabs had to go, scared as she was – for Jenny and the others. 


She arrived at the brown house with the pretty blue door on Willoughby Walk in plenty of time. As the town clock chimed eleven, she knocked, despite the sweat pooling in her armpits and crawling on her palms. What on earth would she say to a gentleman who lived in a house like this? She’d never spoken to one before, couldn’t imagine what he would make of her. 


The housekeeper let her into a square-shaped hallway with a black and white tiled floor from which a staircase rose to the upper, unimaginable regions of the house. The walls were painted the colour of a robin’s egg. An enormous jug of some orb-like, rich blue flowers stood on a small table and there was a painting of a beautiful, dark-haired woman in a lilac dress on one wall. On the opposite wall hung a gilt-framed glass and Mabs caught sight of her reflection. She winced. Lou’s dress was tidier than anything she owned, but it drowned her. There were dark hollows under her light brown eyes and her fair hair was escaping its plait. She looked . . . desperate.


‘Mr Finch is in the parlour,’ the housekeeper said. ‘Follow me.’ There was no mention of Mrs Finch, or any sign of her. 


The parlour was another lovely prospect, quiet and ordered. Mabs gazed at the lamps and rugs and china, not a speck of dust anywhere, caught between delight and terror. Mr Finch was quite tall, with receding chestnut hair and a well-covered, high-coloured look about him. He greeted her kindly: ‘Miss Mabel Daley, I presume.’ 


Mabs wiped her palms on her dress. If he noticed, or minded, her damp handshake, he didn’t let it show. ‘Please, take a seat. I see you’ve brought your reference. May I?’


On Monday evening, while there was still food inside her and strength in her legs, Mabs had gone to see Mr Miles. He was important in the Quaker church, but before he became a Friend, he’d been a minister at the church that Mabs’s mother went to on Sundays. Mabs hadn’t seen him for months but she’d felt certain that if she explained everything, he would give her a letter. And he had.


She handed it over, tongue-tied. Mr Finch set to reading it and Mabs was glad of those few minutes to gather herself. He looked up and smiled. ‘This is a glowing recommendation, Miss Daley. I feel as though I know you already. I suggest we start with a few basic questions.’


‘Yes, sir,’ Mabs managed, dizzy with relief that she’d somehow got off to a good start. 


‘Can you read, Miss Daley?’ he asked.


A short-lived good start. Mabs shook her head. ‘I know me letters, I learned ’em all, but I weren’t in school long, sir, so I never come to join ’em together.’


‘And I presume you cannot write?’


She shook her head again, mortified. What had she been thinking? Why had she come? Any minute now he would ask her about hairdressing or fancy stitchery and what did Mabs know about any of that? Any minute now it would be over and she’d lost her job because of this. 


Instead, he asked about her family. Mabs attempted to answer him truthfully without sounding as though she was trying for the sympathy vote. Then he asked about her values and beliefs. Mabs was wrong-footed; in her life, there wasn’t much time to sit around discussing right and wrong. Mr Finch had to draw her out, asking her questions about things like discretion, confidentiality and integrity, but they weren’t words Mabs knew. 


Oh, how stupid she felt. Some people, like Mr Finch, were polished and clever, while others, like her, couldn’t even answer a simple question. Stupid, stupid Mabs. This was what happened when you reached for something that was too high. You fell flat on your blimmin’ face! 


But then she felt a wash of indignation. How was it her fault? If she’d stayed in school, she might have learned to read but she had to stay home to watch the babies while Ma went out to work in the laundry in King’s Cross. And the babies kept coming. But in their world, they didn’t need big words or book learning. With two wages coming in they were just about clothed and fed, and there was joy, in small, snatched flashes, just because they were together. Except now they weren’t. Ma was gone and Pa might as well be and Mabs had to try to make her way in a world she knew nothing about. Her anger prompted her to speak up.


‘I’m awful sorry, sir, but I don’t rightly understand those words. Can you tell me what they mean so I can answer you, please?’


And he did! It turned out that discretion meant not meddling where you weren’t wanted, confidentiality meant not gossiping, and integrity meant doing the right thing. Once Mabs understood, she had no trouble answering! They may have been as poor as fleas on a rat but they’d been brought up right. Ma and Pa had taught them good from bad, and put the fear of God into the children if they ever misbehaved. Mr Finch seemed pleased to hear all that. Mabs started to relax. Somehow, she was holding her own. 


‘Let me tell you more about the job,’ said Mr Finch, and Mabs sat up a little straighter. 


‘My wife is a dear woman, a lovely woman,’ said Mr Finch. ‘Sadly, over the past years she has suffered some trouble with her nerves. She has better days and worse days. Her moods, you know, bother her terribly.’


Mabs nodded. None of the women she knew had time for moods or nerves. But then she thought of her father. They were all grieving Maureen, but it had gone far beyond that with him. Something seemed to have broken in his mind so that he could forget that he had responsibilities, that life went on, even without a beloved person. So perhaps she did know something about it after all. 


‘Has Mrs Finch suffered a loss, sir?’ she asked softly.


‘A loss? Oh, you mean a bereavement. No, Miss Daley, nothing of that sort. Her troubles are intrinsic and, on the surface, quite inexplicable. But I would not want you to think badly of her.’


‘Life can be very hard in all sorts of ways, sir. I wouldn’t think badly of her.’ 


‘I suspected you would not. Also, occasionally, she becomes ever so slightly confused. Please don’t be alarmed, Miss Daley; she is not a lunatic, I wish to make that very clear. She’s simply . . . delicate. Someone who finds life a little more difficult than most people.’


‘Yes, sir.’


‘So you see, you would not be readying her for parties and balls. I hope that doesn’t disappoint. Gentle companionship and a little light care, that’s what she’ll need. I’d also expect you to accompany her on the rare occasions when she can be persuaded to take some air, and to keep her quarters tidy; I think it best she have just one trusted servant around her, rather than one to dress her, another to light the fires and so on. Does it sound very onerous to you? Very demanding?’ he added when he saw that she didn’t understand.


‘Not at all, sir,’ Mabs cried. ‘Not one bit. I understand. When Ma was unwell she always said it hurt her head to have all the kids around her, much as she loved us, so she’d pack ’em off to a neighbour. She kept just me at home because I’m quiet and I could guess what she needed.’


‘Of course, you have experience of caring for someone in a delicate condition.’


‘Yes, sir. If Mrs Finch is poorly, it sounds like a good way of doing things to me.’


‘I thought so too, Miss Daley. Now, do you have any questions?’


Mabs could scarcely think beyond the voice in her head screaming, Please, please, please give me the job!


She felt her face grow warm. ‘I don’t think so, sir. You’ve been so kind as to tell me a great deal about it. At least, there’s one thing. Will Mrs Finch want to meet the girl before she’s appointed, sir? Seeing as how it’s for her own companion, like.’


‘No. I’m an excellent judge of character. And it’s very wearing for my wife to meet new people. I spare her that when I can.’


‘I see, sir. Well . . .’ Mabs paused. She knew what she wanted to say, but did she dare? She didn’t know the etiquette. She took a deep breath. ‘I should like the position very much, sir, if you don’t mind me sayin’.’ 


‘I’m delighted to hear it! I had only one more girl to see but I shall ask Mrs Webb to tell her the position is taken. You’re just what we were hoping for, Miss Daley.’


‘Really, sir? Me? Yer givin’ it to me?’


He smiled. ‘You needn’t look so astonished, Miss Daley. Given the case, personal qualities are far more important than training or professional experience. We need someone who can care for my wife sensitively, with the discretion not to discuss her condition with anyone but myself. And your character reference is second to none – from a man of the cloth, no less! I’m more than satisfied. Oh, foolish me! We haven’t discussed the salary.’


And then he named a figure that made Mabs’s head spin. It was more than Lou earned! Even after two years, even working for a banker. Take what Mabs had imagined in her wildest dreams and double it. She felt truly dizzy and struggled to bring herself back to earth. It wouldn’t do to pass out now and make him think she wasn’t up to the job. 


‘Thank you, sir,’ she said in a very small voice. ‘When would you like me to start?’


‘Why don’t you arrive on Sunday afternoon? At five? That way Mrs Webb, the housekeeper, you know, can show you around the house and you can settle into your room. On Monday you can meet my wife and start work. Would that suit?’


‘Perfectly, sir.’ 


‘Marvellous. I’ll have Mrs Webb look out a uniform for you; we had a maid about your size in Durham.’ 


Increasingly, Mabs felt that she was dreaming. She knew from Lou that maids often had to buy their own uniforms out of their earnings. That’s how it was in the Blythe household, and Lou moaned about it plenty. But even that would be taken care of! This was a perfect job, better than she could ever have hoped or imagined. Oh, what this would mean for her family! She couldn’t wait to tell Pa and the others that they’d be able to eat from now on!


Mabs shook hands with Mr Finch and left, floating on air, hope glowing all around her like a halo. How things could change in less than a week, she reflected as she left a stranger’s house, in a borrowed dress, on a Thursday morning. Thank God for Lou. Sometimes guiding angels appear in unlikely forms. But they always appear at the perfect moment.







   

Olive 


Just like that, I fall in love. Her hair is a tangle, exactly halfway between blonde and brunette – the colour of meadow honey, in fact. Her little cheeks are as smooth as silk and not as plump as they should be. Her mouth is pink and pursed; it makes her look extremely winsome. 


‘Oh!’ I exclaim. ‘My dear!’


I feel a pull in my heart as if there is a line planted deep inside it that hooks, at its other end, firmly inside hers. Her eyes are swimming in tears. Yes, there will be others – plenty – who will want to adopt such a pretty, pleasing creature. But will they be good enough for her? Will they love her the way I already do? Will they be able to give her what I can? And what about Gert? Already I feel disloyal, as if by considering it for even half a minute I am dealing her another blow. My head swims; it has been quite a morning. 


I struggle to take a calming breath. It will not do to make a hasty decision, off-centre as I am. I crouch down to be nearer the little girl. 


‘You wish to come with me?’ I check. She nods. 


‘What’s your name, dear?’ She shrugs. 


I raise a brow. ‘You don’t know your name?’ 


She shakes her head, curls waving. Good heavens!


‘Are . . . are you sure about this, dearest? We have not seen each other before. I’m certain we shall be the greatest of friends but wouldn’t you like a little time to get to know me? I could come again, tomorrow and the next day.’


Again, she shakes her head and a mass of tangles drops over her eyes. I ache, and softly brush them clear of her face. 


‘Want you to be my mama,’ she whispers again. ‘Want to live in your house.’


Very well. A child who, in her own sweet way, clearly knows her mind. What is the right thing, the sensible thing, to do? It’s all I can manage not to gather her into my arms and smother her with kisses.


I stand up again, squeezing her small hand. ‘My dear, I must just speak to Mrs Jacey for a moment. I shall come back in a trice, I promise. You won’t go anywhere, will you?’ Another shake of the golden head. 


I hasten from the room, not trusting myself to stay. Gert is nowhere to be seen. I lean against the wall and pray: Dear God, guide me. My intentions towards Gert have been so pure, so sincere. And yet, she wants none of me and this nameless cherub has swept into my heart like a high tide. I should go home and let it all sink in; I should think it through rationally before we proceed. And yet I know that I will not leave without her. It’s like that sometimes: a decision arrives in one’s heart ready-made. Pointless thinking it through for thinking can make no difference.


I venture to Mrs Jacey’s office. The stench remains. I go in search and soon come across her.


‘What’s ’appened?’ she asks at once. 


‘Oh Mrs Jacey, I hardly know where to start.’ I lay my hand over my heart and she ushers me into an empty schoolroom where we sit in small child-sized chairs which do little to contain my green skirts or my companion’s considerable haunches. There I recount word for word my conversation with Gert. 


‘Did I say something wrong?’ I wonder. ‘Was it all too much for her? I do not know how I could have been gentler but . . .’


The good manager of the home shakes her head decisively. ‘No. It’s not you. It’s ’er. Cracked right down the middle, she is, broke beyond repair.’


‘Oh Mrs Jacey, don’t say that. I can’t bear it. Perhaps I’m just not the right person for her. Perhaps a different sort of person might have a different response. I want her to be happy.’


‘Don’t think that’ll ’appen, miss. Sorry not to talk on the bright side. Only I seen it before and I knows it when I sees it. That one’s too broke for happiness. No one else’ll want ’er and she’ll be stuck here till she’s fourteen, then she’ll go out there and get ’erself in trouble and then get ’erself killed, most as like. I’ll keep her safe and fed ’ere, long as I can, in the ’opes it’ll change, but it’ll be a bright green moon before it does, that’s my view. 


‘It ain’t you, Miss Westallen. You’re a kind lady. If she can’t see it, well then, that’s it! But there now, yer poor face is fallin’ and fallin’. I’ll stop talking. You did yer best. I ’ope you’ll keep visitin’ us and you’ll soon see another child as’ll catch yer fancy.’


She takes a deep breath after her lengthy monologue and reaches over to take my hands in her meaty red ones. I can only imagine what a picture of woe I must appear. I look at her, guilt-ridden. 


‘But that’s just it, Mrs Jacey. I already have! After Gert ran off, I was approached by a younger child. She’d heard everything and she said . . . that she wants to come with me. She wants me to be her mother! Oh Mrs Jacey! She’s . . . well, she’s irresistible. I haven’t seen her before. A golden-haired child, around three years old.’


‘Oh yes, I know the one. Only been ’ere a few days. You know what? She’d be just the girl for you. I can’t say as I’m sorry about this. That Gert would’ve made your life a living hell and that’s a fact. This one, sweet nature, nice and young. Four she is, miss, but small for ’er age, like lots of ’em. Take ’er, Miss Westallen, before she’s here too long. She cries her eyes out every night. I does me best as you know, but it’s no place for a child, not if there’s another way. The other girls’ve been slappin’ ’er about a bit. Take ’er now, before this place sticks in her memory and makes cracks in ’er.’


That decides me. She won’t stay here one hour longer. ‘Mrs Jacey, what’s her story? I will take her, indeed I will, but prepare me – is there an errant mother likely to turn up and claim her? I couldn’t bear to make her mine only to lose her.’


‘No, nothin’ o’ that sort. Brought in by a neighbour she was. Her mother hanged ’erself. Had ten children, couldn’t afford to keep ’em, worked ’erself to the bone. No father, or ten different ones to put it plain, none of ’em around. The older kids’ve scattered to the wind, the neighbour said. She’s seen ’em scavenging around the neighbourhood, one of ’em’s already wearin’ the broad arrow over at Pentonville. She found the little’un sitting on the doorstep one day, ’alf starved and sobbing, and brung ’er ’ere. So there’s no parents to worry about. Just a poor mite who needs some love.’


Tragic though the tale is, it’s reassuringly conclusive. ‘I’ll take her. But Mrs Jacey, I must ask Gert once more. If she’d only change her mind, I would take them both!’


Her face darkens. ‘I wouldn’t, Miss Westallen. I really, really wouldn’t!’


‘I know. I understand. But I so wished to help an older child, one who won’t have other opportunities.’


‘And admirable it was, but leave it go, miss, and take the little’un.’ 


‘Please, Mrs Jacey. Please ask her for me. Tell her I’m taking one of her comrades. It may reassure her.’


Mrs Jacey snorted. ‘Who do you think was slappin’ the little’un the most?’ she retorts, spreading her hands on her thighs and levering herself off the schoolroom chair. She returns five minutes later to report that Gert has graciously declined my offer. I detect a note of sarcasm. 


Then she fetches the child who has no name that anyone knows, and no possessions. She and I walk out of the home, hand in hand, and sure enough, the sun has come out to greet her. It is exactly the picture I have conjured again and again since I first conceived my plan to adopt – except that the child beside me is some four-and-twenty inches shorter than I had imagined.







   

Otty


I can’t for the life of me fathom why everyone must be such a grump! This should be a happy time. Papa has secured a wonderful new opportunity to make money, and he likes doing that more than anything. He’s bought shares in the Regent’s Canal and secured a very impressive position with the company. So of course, we had to move to London – how could it be otherwise? Yet my entire family is sighing and brooding as though we all await the noose. 


It’s understandable that Mama would be morose; she’s had her troubles for a long time and struggles with life a great deal. It makes me so sad. She seems much worsened since we arrived, but Papa says the move has exhausted her delicate system and she will improve very soon. He is certain that the change will benefit the whole family in time.


‘I shall become truly wealthy,’ he told me with the twinkle in his eye that I have always adored. ‘I shall be able to give your mother the life she deserves, without counting the cost. You children will have every opportunity.’


But we children, myself excepted, are proving singularly ungrateful! My brother, Charlie, misses his sweetheart in Durham. He shuts himself away and writes long letters to her on a daily basis. My sisters, Elfrida and Averil, flounce around the house, sulking, when a whole new world sits outside our pretty blue door! They miss Durham. Well, it was our home, yes, and we left it very suddenly. But I think they’re just scared. In Durham they were quite something: popular and busy. Here we know no one, and they worry they will not measure up so finely in the capital. 
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