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PROLOGUE


She is unaware of her legs moving beneath her, of one foot taking a step and then another, except for the fact that the great gates in the distance seem to be drawing ever closer.


Her mind is blank. She keeps her eyes lowered to the ground, passing silently through the crowds on Gray’s Inn Road like a spectre. No one notices her and she dares not allow herself to look at her surroundings nor even to think, for if she did she would surely turn and flee. The only notion in her head is that where she is going offers the sole hope of saving her child’s life.


The bundle in her arms is still and silent now, having ceased whimpering some hours ago. The baby is too feeble to cry any more. It is of no matter to her that she has not eaten for several days except that it has caused her milk to become thin and weak.


This child is the single most precious thing she has ever known. How can she bear to give her up? Yet how can she bear to let her die?


At first the solution seemed simple. She would end both of their lives together, so they could never be parted. Several times she has returned to Blackfriars Bridge, watching the dark, cold waters swirling below and trying to summon the courage to jump. But first she must climb onto the parapet, which means freeing her hands by laying down the bundle on the edge of the bridge, and even this momentary separation seems too dangerous to contemplate. What if the child should slip into the river without her? Who would hold her tight as she fell, whispering reassurances that although the water would be cold and the journey difficult, everything would be fine when they reached the other side? Would she even have the courage to follow her?


Each time she has left the bridge feeling foolish and tearful, trudging the weary path back to the city, still no clearer about what the future might hold.


Until they told her about the Foundling Hospital. It’s a place just opened up, where they will look after babies until their mothers can go back for them, they said.


Now she is aware of passing a long brick wall to her right-hand side and a building, the gatehouse, flanked by two brick sentry boxes. A man gives her a cursory glance and nods her through. She emerges onto a wide gravelled driveway with well-trimmed lawns either side. In the far distance, or so it seems to her, is what looks like a palace; a vast building of many windows, more than she can count. Two wings of this building reach towards her and, as she walks, start to surround her like a funnel drawing her inexorably towards her fate.


Ahead is surely the main entrance, although it looks more like a temple than a home for children. Leading up to it is a wide set of steps on which, as she now approaches, she can see gathered a group of figures, maybe a couple of dozen; bedraggled, bewildered women, their faces hidden by shawls, all carrying bundles in their arms. Women like herself.


She joins the throng – it is too untidy to be considered a queue – and waits. No one knows what they are waiting for and no one talks to each other. The group is silent save for the occasional heart-rending cry of a child, and the sound of muffled weeping. Hunger and heat cause her to hallucinate: she is waiting at the gates of heaven and they are about to open. She and her child will live in the light of God’s goodness forever. But this blissful illusion is shattered by the sound of the wooden doors being unbolted, and a man shouting: ‘Form an orderly queue, ladies, please. Don’t push. You will all be seen.’


Despite his exhortations the women press forward, holding out their bundles, pleading: ‘Take my baby’, ‘Please, save my child’, ‘He is a good lad and strong, take him.’


The man stands firm, insisting that he will not allow anyone inside until they have obeyed his instruction. ‘You know what a queue is, ladies? One at a time. Yes, that’s it, get into a row.’ At last they are formed into an orderly line of which she takes up the rear. She is about to give up and turn away, thinking that surely they will take the first babies first and she has no chance, when he calls out, kindly. ‘Come back, dearie. Didn’t I promise that everyone would be seen? That includes you, if you’re prepared to be patient.’ She falls obediently back into line and shuffles forward as the queue moves through into a large hallway, and then into a high-ceilinged room grander than any she has ever seen before.


Even more surprising than the grandeur of the place is the number of well-dressed ladies and gentlemen in this room. She cannot imagine what they are doing here. They stand and sit around the walls of the room, chatting among themselves and regarding the line of ragged mothers with a mixture of interest and dismay, as though they are viewing a cabinet of curiosities. The room is warm and one or two are fanning themselves; another is holding a handkerchief to her nose.


Suddenly aware of her own odour, she wraps her shawl more firmly around her waist. She cannot remember the last time she took more than a cursory rub down with a damp flannel, and she has worn the same clothes for weeks. The presence of these onlookers disturbs her; she turns her face to her child, but the sight of the little sleeping face is like the stab of a dagger, a reminder of the betrayal she is about to commit. She raises her eyes. All around are oil paintings in gilt frames, mostly of ships and classical scenes. But just above, to her right, is a large portrait of a kindly-looking man with wild grey hair and a red jacket. He has charts on the table beside him and a globe at his feet, but he is taking no heed of these. Instead, he seems to be smiling directly at her. She smiles back, and it cheers her.


One of the ladies follows her gaze. ‘That is Thomas Coram, our founder,’ she says. ‘A very great man, for whose beneficence you must be truly grateful.’


She has no idea what beneficence means, but she senses that he must be a good man, the sort of man you would want to have as a father if you were lucky enough to have known one, which she was not.


Someone pushes past her so roughly that she is nearly thrown off-balance. It is one of the women she saw in the queue ahead, still carrying her bundle, only now she is wailing so loudly that some of the babies begin to cry in sympathy. As she rushes for the door she throws down a small, shiny black object which rolls across the floor towards the ladies. One of them stoops to pick it up, and passes it back to a man holding a large calico bag. She watches this man and sees that he invites each mother, as she comes to the head of the queue, to reach into the bag and pull out a ball. Some are red, others white or black. Ahead of her in the queue two women start to whisper, and she can just about make out what they are saying.


‘Poor cow, got the ruddy black ball,’ one says.


‘They won’t take her baby?’


‘Thass what ’appened to us last time, didn’ it, sweetling?’ the woman croons to her child.


‘What about the red ball?’


‘Waiting list.’


‘Then you have to get a white ball, or they won’t even take the baby?’


‘Yup. If the doc says it’s healthy.’


‘After we’ve waited all this time.’


‘’Cos they got more’n they can manage.’


The brief exchange makes everything clear: the future of herself and her baby lies in a lottery of little coloured balls. She waits in line, dully, devoid of emotion. She doesn’t even care about the stares of the smart ladies and gentlemen any more. What will happen will happen. It is out of her hands. Obediently, she reaches into the bag and pulls out a white ball that seems to sear her eyes with its cruel, unearthly brightness.


Only later, as she leaves the hospital through the hallway, out of the door, down the steps and out into the bright sunlight, does the numbness wear off. Her arms are empty. The full horror and finality of what has just happened, of what she has so calmly acquiesced to, hits her with a scorching pain so powerful that she cannot breathe, nor see, nor speak.


She staggers and falls to the ground, wishing for nothing except to die.
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Gown: a full-length, sleeved garment with a fitted bodice and skirts cut in two basic variations: the English Gown (also nightgown or robe à l’Anglaise) and the Sack Gown (negligee, sacque or robe à la Française).


From Miss Charlotte’s glossary for the instruction of apprentice seamstresses


It is a charming tableau, tinted in my memory with the glow of innocence, a light wash of gold or pink such as a painter might use to impart a spirit of contentment to their composition.


Two young women are taking tea by the fireside in a modest parlour, its grey-painted panelling hung with a few indistinct prints. Long white cambric curtains are pulled aside to reveal, on a rail in the background, a kaleidoscope of silk gowns, petticoats and waistcoats that over the coming months will be worn at society events all over London and even further afield.


They themselves are dressed simply and unadorned in plain taffetas, their sleeves without lace, their heads uncovered. They are friends, in informal company. The fairer one, her nose and cheeks dotted with freckles, rests back in her chair. ‘Of all the women with whom I am acquainted, you are surely the one who knows herself the best,’ she says. ‘You seem so confident, so secure in your place.’


Her companion, smaller and darker with a serious demeanour and neat, contained features, raises her eyebrows and shakes her head modestly even though, in this moment, she does indeed feel truly blessed. She grows increasingly confident in her work; she has family, friends and enough money with which to enjoy a comfortable life. She is beginning truly to know herself. Or that is what she thinks.


But she is wrong. The artist takes up his tubes of grey and brown with just a tint of purple, and mixes up on his palette the colours of thunder clouds that, now that we study the canvas more carefully, we can see lurking on the horizon. For the truth is that she knows herself barely at all.
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The two young women are, of course, myself and my dearest friend, Anna Vendome.


‘I have always envied you, Charlotte, ever since we first met,’ she said. ‘Remember that day when Aunt Sarah brought me for my first gown fittings? I was so nervous and confused. I didn’t know a thing about fashion and nor did I really want to, at the time, but you helped me through it.’


How could I forget? Miss Butterfield, as I then knew her, had been shy to the point of being almost monosyllabic, but I could already sense the strength of character beneath that subdued demeanour. ‘And your aunt so determined to turn you into the model of a young society lady.’


‘A hopeless task, as it turned out.’ She guffawed in the most unladylike manner. It is true, with her long back, large hands and feet and that unruly hair; she has never fitted the mould. Which is why we get on so well, I always think. In some ways, we are both outsiders.


‘You were so confident and so professional. I was in awe of you. Still am, a little.’ She held up her palms, wide-eyed, feigning fear.


‘Don’t tease. I’m just an ordinary woman trying to make her way in the world.’


‘Ordinary? I don’t think so.’


‘Look at you, too. People flocking to your door.’ In just a few short years Anna’s designs for flowered silks have already become in such demand that they have needed to hire an additional half-dozen journeymen to weave them. Henri told me himself that his business would be only half as profitable without his wife’s artistic talents.


‘Men recognise you, Charlotte, for the businesswoman you are. That’s the difference. They always ask for Henri first, even though it is my designs they’re after, and I’m often taken for the servant. They just don’t seem to believe it is possible for a woman to know what she is talking about, or indeed that she could, in some fields, have greater expertise than a man.’


The inequity between the sexes is a recurring theme of our conversations.


‘But you have created all of this on your own,’ she went on, waving an expansive arm in the direction of the garment rail. ‘Here you are with your name above the door, with some of the wealthiest of society ladies calling for your services. You make your own money and you pay your own bills. You employ several skilled seamstresses who all seem to admire you. And you are beholden to no other, man or woman. Just to yourself. It’s a remarkable achievement.’


She is right, I suppose. After a particularly unpromising start, and as an unmarried woman of no society pedigree or fortune, I have managed with the help and generosity of friends to fashion a decent life for myself, a life that I imagined would serve me well for the rest of my days.


But what Anna said next would set in train a sequence of events that would rock those foundations to the core.


‘Oh, I nearly forgot to give you this.’


Pulling on her cloak – the midnight-blue velvet with the ruby hood lining – Anna reached into her pocket and pulled out a notice printed on cheap paper, the type of flyer handed around to advertise plays, concerts or those tonics that promise to cure all your ills.


FOR SALE BY AUCTION


DUE TO BANKRUPTCY


The ENTIRE stock of the finest silks,


satins, damasks, brocades,


and other top quality tissues &c. &c.


At The Red Lyon Inn, Spitalfields


Upper Rooms


On Tuesday the 22nd day of September 1768


Viewing from one o’clock, sale begins two o’clock


EVERYTHING MUST GO


‘It’s not your uncle, I hope?’ I said. The merchant Joseph Sadler and his ne’er-do-well son William had been through difficult times in the past few years, and might have overstretched themselves by moving to grander premises in Ludgate Hill.


She laughed. ‘Thankfully they seem to prosper, despite Will’s best efforts to sink them. But about this auction. Will you go with me?’


‘You plan to go? Whatever do you hope to find there, my friend?’


‘I am curious, dearest. You never know what might turn up. Perhaps even some French silks fit to tickle the fancy of a society lady at half the cost of new?’


‘How can I leave the shop for a whole afternoon?’ I was still unconvinced.


‘It’s a Tuesday, Charlotte. Early closing day.’
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There was a great press of bodies outside the Red Lyon as we waited for the auction rooms to open and as the only women among a crowd of men we attracted a fair few stares and muttered comments. The sky was overcast, threatening the first rains of autumn, and I was on the point of giving up.


‘Come on, it will be interesting, dearest,’ Anna said, tightening her grip on my arm.


At last the doors opened, and we made our way up the long flight of wooden stairs to a capacious room stretching the width of the building above the alehouse. On three sides trestle tables sagged under rolls of fabric, dozens of them, fat and full. With holdings like these it was little wonder the merchant had gone bankrupt; they must be worth hundreds, even thousands of pounds. Even so, none were of any real interest to me: fashions are so capricious; I never require more than a couple of dozen yards for any one outfit, and have little storage space.


Anna headed directly to the other side of the room where a table was laden with folded cloths, short pieces and reel ends, all carefully labelled with specifications and dimensions. She picked up a bundle of mixed silks tied with a ribbon, pulled out a corner and peered at the back of the weave with her pocket magnifier.


‘I swear it’s a Leman, or perhaps a Baudouin. Henri would know,’ she muttered, almost to herself. ‘Such brilliant designers. D’you know, Charlotte, some of these silks have more than a thousand threads in every inch. It could take weeks to weave just a couple of yards. They used to fetch premium prices.’


These heavy silks with their rococo patterns are of only passing interest for me, being too outmoded for my fashion-conscious clients, but Anna has an inexhaustible curiosity for the design and technicalities of weaving, especially those of the French masters.


‘They’re such rare examples. I’d really like to have them, Charlotte. I can’t imagine many others would be interested in such small swatches, can you?’ she said, checking the label. ‘Lot two-six-one.’


‘Have you ever bid at an auction before?’ She shook her head. ‘It cannot be too difficult, can it?’ I said.


At two o’clock the auction got under way and we retired to the rear of the room to observe.


The auctioneer skilfully drummed up an atmosphere of urgency, filling the room with feverish energy, and the sale proceeded swiftly. Larger lots went for what seemed like bargain prices and before long the crowd had thinned and tables emptied as successful bidders carried away their spoils, hefting the rolls onto their shoulders with triumphant grins.


Anna fidgeted beside me, shifting from foot to foot, adjusting her shawl and bonnet. The auctioneer’s eyes turned towards us, eyebrows questioning. ‘Are you in, young lady?’ A dozen heads turned and a titter of amusement rippled through the room as she shook her head, blushing fiercely.


‘Your head is much cooler than mine, Charlotte,’ she whispered. ‘Will you bid for me?’


‘I’d only end up bidding against myself. It was your idea. You do it.’


‘I have but two pounds,’ she said. ‘Please, just have a go.’


By now there were five people left in the room: myself and Anna, the auctioneer and two scruffy characters who looked like pedlars.


‘Two-six-one. Short pieces of brocade and damask,’ the auctioneer announced. ‘Who’ll give me a guinea?’ Surely everyone could hear my heart thudding? ‘Ten shillings then?’ he barked irritably, as though we were wasting his time. I pinched my lips.


‘Five?’ One of the traders raised his hand, the other followed swiftly afterwards. The two vied for bids, raising a shilling a time.


‘Ten shillings,’ he said. ‘Ten shillings. Going, going . . .’


Anna nudged me. ‘Eleven,’ I squeaked.


The traders glowered and bid again until it reached fifteen shillings. ‘And sixpence,’ I heard myself saying. My head was in such a spin that when the hammer went down I could not be entirely sure whether it had fallen in my favour.


‘Fifteen shillings and sixpence to the lady. Name, please?’


Anna’s cheeks were flushed with triumph now. ‘Bravo, Charlotte,’ she whispered.


‘He wants your name, Anna.’


‘My name?’


‘For the sale. So he can record what you owe.’


It was only a bunch of silk pieces too short to be of much use, bought for a few shillings, but it felt as though we had won a great prize. Little did I know then that, far from being a prize, this little bundle was like Pandora’s box. Much anguish would result from the opening of it.
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Open robe: a gown whose skirt encircles the back and sides but is open at the front, allowing the petticoat to be seen.


The Vendome house feels like home. It is not overly large or grand; like most houses in this part of London it doubles, as does my own, as a business premises, lively with the comings and goings of customers and suppliers as well as the family who live there. Besides Anna and Henri there is his master Monsieur Lavalle, now mostly retired, and his pretty daughter Mariette, who seems about to become engaged to her silversmith sweetheart any day now. A drawboy sleeps in the weaving loft and the apprentice in the basement beside the kitchen.


We are usually greeted by the thud of small feet and the cry of ‘Maman’, but little Jean is only two years old and needs his afternoon rest. I assumed that was where he must be, with his grandmother watching over him. Everyone had quietly hoped that Henri’s mother Clothilde and Monsieur Lavalle might make a union to comfort each other in their declining years, but it was not to be. Although they are the best of friends she remains living in rented rooms nearby, coming each day so that Anna can work. A cook feeds this crowd with endless patience and good humour. She certainly needs it – the numbers at table, and their times of arrival, are always unpredictable.


The house was quiet that afternoon, save for the comforting thud of looms in the weaving loft above. Monsieur Lavalle no longer weaves, complaining that the ladder is too steep for his creaky joints, but Henri will work up there for at least half of each day, instructing the apprentice and the drawboy. It is the sound of industry, and I love to hear it. My own business is largely silent save for the snip-snip of scissors and the low conversation of the seamstresses.


Just as at my own shop, two rooms on the ground floor are dedicated to business, with a showroom at the front and an office at the rear filled from floor to ceiling with samples, workbooks, ledgers for accounts and customer details, with barely a space to squeeze between the desks. Anna works there when she can to keep abreast of business affairs but complains about the disorder and poor light, often resorting to carrying her pencils, paints and point papers up to the front room on the first floor that serves as a parlour for the family.


Here, the sun floods through tall windows and seconds are counted out in the measured tick-tock of the tall grandfather clock in the corner, Monsieur Lavalle’s pride and joy. On chillier days like this one there is always a cheerful blaze in the fireplace and plentiful tallows burning in the sconces, their light reflected in the looking glass above the fireplace and glinting off the dark wood panelling. An old harpsichord sits in the corner; a decorative piece much neglected by Mariette, despite her father’s exhortations. Anna claims her neglect is a blessing, for the girl has no aptitude nor any ambition to improve, and her clumsy attempts are tiresome on the ear.


By the fireside is the master’s old chair, high-backed against the draught, its red leather faded and worn. No one else sits there, certainly not when Monsieur Lavalle is at home. He is the kindest man and I have never heard an angry word from him, but he likes his routine and can be stern with those who cross him.


A glass-fronted case on the far wall holds dozens of porcelain ornaments, elaborate scenes of shepherds and milkmaids and the like, which it was the pleasure of the late Madame Lavalle to collect. In a private moment I once watched Monsieur Lavalle unlock the doors to take out a precious item, whispering to it as he dusted it off, as though communing with his beloved wife. Even though he will never admit to any sadness, it is obvious that his heart is still in mourning.


It was to this room that, in our exultant mood, we brought our auction spoils.
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‘Come,’ Anna said, clearing books and papers from the table by the window. She untied the ribbon and laid out the pieces of fabric – twelve in all – and immediately began to examine more closely those she believed to be by the masters she so revered: Leman, Baudouin or Dandridge. These men – many of them refugees to London from persecution in their own countries – are long dead now, but we who work in the business owe a debt of gratitude for their sophisticated designs and ground-breaking techniques. It is at least partly due to them that Spitalfields silks are now renowned throughout the world.


I busied myself inspecting the other swatches, lifting and unfolding each in turn to see whether they could be of any use. A design of oak leaves and brown acorns against a light blue ground caught my eye.


‘That’s pretty,’ Anna said, glancing over. ‘Would you have a use for it?’


‘It’d make an interesting lining for a gentleman’s jacket,’ I said. ‘For pockets, cuffs and facings. Let me give you some money for it.’


‘Don’t be silly. These are the only ones I wanted for myself. The rest are yours if you would like any of them.’


I placed the oak leaf design to one side and continued my investigation. None of the other fabrics were of any interest, until it came to the last. Just as soon as I unfolded it the back of my neck seemed to prickle, and I felt a sharp pain in the palm of my hand.


The silk, brocaded in the most brilliant reds, purples and greens on a pale ground, showed a small oriental building like the follies so beloved of the aristocracy, settled among oversized lotus flowers and a gnarled, twisted tree from which an exotic bird, quite unlike any in this country, seemed to sing. I had seen similar silks before: Chinoiserie designs, inspired by porcelain imported from the Far East, were all the rage a few decades ago. But this was different. Interwoven through the brocade were the finest threads of silver.


‘What is it, Charlotte? You have turned so pale. You poor dear, in my excitement over the Leman silks I have neglected you. Let me call for tea and something sweet.’


‘It’s this silk.’ My hands shook as I passed it to her. Something caught in the back of my throat. It was the scent of dried lavender, such as we use to deter moths.


‘It is unusual, I grant you, I have never seen anything like it before,’ she said, after a moment. ‘A bit gaudy, don’t you think? Not in the most subtle of tastes. It must have been designed for someone who needed to impress.’ She scraped the tarnished metallic thread with a fingernail and took out her glass for closer inspection. ‘It is real silver, all right; must have cost a pretty penny or two. The customer will have been well-heeled, that is certain.’


As she held the fabric up to the window it seemed to shimmer and shift, as though it was alive. Bright dots of sunshine reflected off the silver threads and began to spin around the room with increasing speed; a dazzling, dizzying whirlpool of light that burned my eyes and roared in my ears.


‘Oh! Charlotte.’ I felt Anna’s steadying hand on my arm. She pulled up a chair. ‘Here, sit down. Take deep breaths,’ she ordered. ‘Don’t try to talk.’


After a cup of tea and two of cook’s delicious almond biscuits, I began to recover. The silk still lay on the table by the window and although a few reflections still peppered the walls, at least they were not moving. The roaring in my head had abated, the pain in my palm had disappeared.


‘What came over you?’ Anna asked.


‘Truly, I cannot say,’ I said. ‘All I know is, that silk is both strange to me and yet oddly familiar.’


‘But to make you feel so faint?’


‘Could you not smell the lavender?’


‘What lavender?’ she asked.


Had I imagined it? I shook my head, trying to plumb the depths of my memory, but there was nothing save for the disquieting feeling – an intimation, if you will – that this silk had once been of great significance to me, long ago.
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On my way home that late afternoon I came upon a beggar, a young woman in rags sitting at the edge of the roadway at the junction of Church Street with Paternoster Row, where the wheels of carts and carriages passed perilously close as they rounded the corner. As I approached she held out a bundle. At first I thought she was offering goods for sale and prepared to shake my head, as usual, without slowing my step. Street pedlars can be the very devil if you show the slightest interest. More than once have I been followed almost to my door by a seller desperate to offload his wares before nightfall.


As I drew near, she spoke. It was more of a whisper, barely audible, but in those few seconds there was a lull in the general hubbub of the street, so that I heard every word.


‘Madam, take him, please.’


Normally I would have hurried on. There are just too many beggars in London to help. If I stopped to offer a farthing to each one I would empty my pockets within five minutes of leaving the front door. But she was different, her face and hands a dark mahogany colour, unusual even in this part of London with its immigrations and shifting populations, where you are just as likely to hear other languages as your own. And she looked so young, a child almost.


Again she offered the bundle. ‘He is a good boy, madam. Take him, I beg of you.’


The bundle began to whimper as she pulled the rags away to reveal its face: a baby no more than a few days old, its cheeks paler than hers, sallow even, but just as thin. At that moment a carriage rounded the corner at speed, and only the fast actions of the coachman saved us from being trampled to death by his horses.


I grabbed her arm and pulled her to her feet. ‘It’s not safe here. Come with me.’ People gaped, of course. I would have done the same: whatever was a young lady dressed in silks doing with a dark-skinned beggar girl? But I didn’t care. Something about the desperate expression on her face had touched my heart.


We stopped at a food stall and purchased a hot meat pie and a glass of milk.


‘I cannot pay, madam,’ she said, shaking her head. ‘I have nothing to give. All I wish is for my child to live.’ She looked down at the baby lying silently in her arms, tears leaving pale streaks on her cheeks.


‘I want nothing in return,’ I said, passing her my handkerchief. ‘You are clearly famished, so please eat. Then we can talk.’


She wiped her face, took the pie and devoured it in four great mouthfuls, as though she had not eaten for days. Then she took the milk and gulped it down, wide eyes darting nervously around all the while. I returned the mug to the stall.


‘Now you must explain. Whose is this child?’


‘He is mine, madam. A fine boy, as you see. But I cannot keep him.’ I did not ask why, for the reasons were all too evident. She could barely keep herself, the poor child. Although well-spoken she had clearly fallen on hard times, most likely as a consequence of misplaced faith in a white man’s promises. She may have been in service, just as I had been, and been dismissed when her condition became obvious. 


She burst into tears once more. ‘All I want is for him to have a good life.’


‘Have you tried the parish?’


‘The priest sent me packing,’ she sobbed. ‘I am not married, you see . . .’


The parish was supposed to help women in her situation, but I knew they were overwhelmed.


‘Have you heard of the Foundling Hospital?’ I asked.


She shook her head.


‘They may take him,’ I said. ‘It is worth trying.’ What I did not tell her is that the Hospital itself is also swamped with mothers desperate to give their babies a chance in life. I had heard they ran a kind of lottery: depending on the colour of ball you picked up at the entrance, you could be turned away or allowed in. Then, only if your child passed the medical examination would they be accepted.


‘They will care for him and give him a good education,’ I said. ‘Then if at some time in the future your circumstances improve, you may go and reclaim him. They will ask you to leave a token, the half of something which you will keep so that you can prove you are his mother.’


As her face brightened it became even more painfully obvious how young she really was, probably no more than sixteen. How much my heart ached for her.


‘Where is this place?’ she asked.


‘You can read?’ She nodded.


I begged a slip of paper and a pencil from the stallholder and wrote Lamb’s Conduit Field, Bloomsbury and then, below, Miss Charlotte, Costumière, Draper’s Lane.


‘Here is sixpence for the coach,’ I said. ‘Let me know how you fare.’


She tucked the slip and the coin into her bodice. ‘How can I ever repay you?’ she sniffed.


‘There is no need, child,’ I said. ‘I wish you well.’


As I watched her walk away, a shiver went down my spine.


That could have been my mother.
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Stomacher: a triangular panel placed between the bodice edges of an open robe. It may be boned and is often elaborately decorated and sometimes laced across the upper border. 


Each day after that I waited, expecting to see her face on my doorstep with the child in her arms, but when after a week she had not returned, I dared to hope. Perhaps, just perhaps, she had taken a white ball, and the child had passed the Hospital’s medical inspection. With luck he would be placed with a good, kind foster mother who knew how to keep young babies alive, and then at the age of five he would return to the Foundling Hospital.


There, even though he would never know the love of a family, he would at least be fed and clothed, and taught the skills he would need for the apprenticeship he would take up at fourteen. And if the people caring for you did not show you much affection, at least you had the company of your fellows. I often wonder how my best friend from those days is faring now, recalling how she and I would climb into bed with each other to keep warm on the coldest nights, how we shared our food and stood up for each other against unfairness.


Perhaps, just perhaps, he would survive and go on to live a good life, as I have done. He might grow up into a fine young man and if he was lucky, he would meet his love and have a family of his own, for that is the best we can hope for in this precarious life of ours. But would he ever see his mother again? Would he find himself looking in the glass, as I do, trying to imagine what his mother was like?


I wonder whether my mother had a little mole on her chin, like mine, and whether she was dark-haired and brown-eyed; or are those traits I have inherited from my father, whoever he was?


I ponder, too, what brought her to such despair, twice, that she had to give up both of her daughters? These questions lurk at the edges of my mind and I usually try to fend them off for fear they will drag me into a morass of introspection. But my meeting with this young woman had brought them tumbling back, irresistible as rain.


Just after my fourth birthday, the foster mother with whom the authorities had placed me, and who I loved with all my heart, told me that I would shortly have to go back to the Hospital to join my fellow foundlings. Older ‘brothers and sisters’ who lived with us had mysteriously disappeared when they reached that age, but for some reason I had never imagined that it could happen to me.


‘But why?’ I’d howled, clasping her skirts as though I could hold onto her forever.


‘I would keep you in an instant, sweet child, but you must return because I am not your real mother.’


‘What is a real mother? Who is she?’ I wailed. When you are a child, the person who provides you with the constancy of love, along with warmth, food and comfort, is your mother.


‘We do not know,’ she said. ‘And nor will you ever know, like as not, because you were given up as a foundling.’


‘What is a foundling?’


‘A foundling is a child with no mother or father to care for them,’ she explained patiently.


‘Where have they gone? Are they dead?’ The concept felt remote.


‘Perhaps. Or it may be that for some reason they could not keep you.’


Although I asked again and again, she was never able to satisfy my hunger, and hanging over me was the deep well of fear and sorrow of knowing that someday soon she too was going to give me up. Was I not good enough to have a proper mother? Even though I behaved impeccably from then onwards, always helping as best I could with the housework and with the other little ones, the day inexorably approached. I was torn from her arms and returned to the Hospital, where I became just a number, a child to be controlled and moulded into an adult, a child not worthy of a mother’s love; and where such misery and homesickness engulfed me that I felt sure I must die from it.


Our hearts ached for what we had never known. Not a day passed without my imagining how my mother would arrive to claim me. I dreamed about it: how she would sweep into the driveway in a coach and four and recognise me immediately before whisking me away with promises of new clothes, delicious sweetmeats, the most comfortable feather mattress and a pretty coverlet on my bed.


Yet still, after all these years, I know so little about her. 


But at least I have my sister, Louisa. Without her, I would be nothing. Had she not found me when she did, I might not even be alive.


Our circumstances could not be more different, of course. She lives in a spacious, well-ordered vicarage, performing to perfection the role of a clergyman’s wife. She has no need to earn her own money, nor would her husband ever contemplate allowing her to do so.


In a few short years she has managed to befriend and endear herself to the squire of her village and his family and I feel sure that it is partly due to her efforts that they have endowed the parish with the greatest of generosity: new kitchens for the workhouse, the extension of the almshouses to accommodate growing numbers of elderly and infirm, the restoration of the church bells. It is she who ensures that when the bishop comes to tea the most delicious of cakes are on offer, containing none of the dried fruit that gives him heartburn, and the tea served in the best bone china.


She prunes the roses in the churchyard, visits the sick and elderly and runs stalls at fetes and fairs, all the while providing a comfortable home and the best education available for Peter, who, at just ten years old, is growing like a young sapling and seems equally gifted at mathematics and drawing. He is rather handsome these days, with the dark hair and neat features Louisa and I share, but the ready smile and amused glint in his chestnut eyes he must have discovered for himself, for lightness of heart is something that both my sister and I strive to find, at times. Anna frequently chides me for looking too solemn. Life is a serious business, I generally retort, trying to smile just to please her.


Louisa’s husband, the Reverend Ambrose Fairchild, is an industrious and well-respected vicar who sets about his work with a zeal that would be the envy of many a parish. An older man, tall, overbearing and somewhat stern, he is overly pious for my own taste and wont to threaten the wrath of the Lord upon the heads of those who do not meet his high moral expectations. At times I find him terrifying, although Louisa appears content. At least, that is what I assume, for she never speaks ill of him.


When he was about eight, Peter asked me what I thought hell was like. He was convinced that he would end up there, because he had stolen another boy’s conker. I tried to reassure him, but he was not convinced. ‘Father says that however small the sin, God will know.’ His little chin began to tremble. ‘I don’t want to burn in everlasting fire, Auntie.’


I pulled him to me. ‘Dearest boy, God knows that you are sorry. You must look for another prize specimen and give it to your friend.’


‘But then he will suspect something.’


‘So you must acknowledge your mistake and apologise.’


Whether he followed my advice I will never know, for it was never mentioned again.


But I must not cavil about Ambrose, for it is thanks to him that Louisa and I have been reunited after so many years of separation. I am always invited to the vicarage for special occasions: Christmas and Easter, my birthday in June. In between these times she will bring Peter to London, and more often than not these visits coincide with her need of a new gown, some breeches or a waistcoat for Peter or Ambrose. Or some mending, for she has never learned the art of needlework for herself and claims there is no one in the village who does it so well. I never ask her for payment, for I owe her far too much already.


We have become a proper family, and this is the rhythm of our lives. I have much to be grateful for, and it is all thanks to Louisa.


[image: image]


It was mid-October and she and Peter were due to arrive in London in a few days’ time. The nights were drawing in, and even here in the city I could smell the scents of autumn. Each morning would rise with a gentle concealing mist, each day the sun would break through with a golden syrupy light. London wears its charms most brightly in spring and autumn, and I was looking forward to showing my country relatives the many pleasures it can offer.


Although their visits are always much longed for, the preparations are exhausting. I must make up my own bed with clean linen for Louisa and a pallet for Peter. I will sleep on the floor of the cutting room. Peter’s favourite foods must be purchased and prepared in my tiny kitchen. In anticipation of their visit the modesty of my accommodation becomes all too apparent in my eyes, so to compensate I clean and tidy until my fingers are worn to the bone, and spend more than I can afford on flowers and other little touches.


Why do I feel such a need to court my sister’s approval in this way? She has never shown anything other than complete affection towards me, never remarked upon any perceived shortcoming nor been seen running a sly finger along a mantel or window frame. Perhaps it is my own approbation that I seek: to prove that I am worthy of the life she has helped me find?


It had been four months since our last meeting and when the day finally arrived I was, as usual, on a knife-edge, thrumming with anticipation. At the coach stop they emerged, white-faced and stiff-limbed from their long journey and, as ever, Louisa and I fell into each other’s arms, pressing our faces into each other’s necks. The ferocity of our embrace and the sweetness of that familiar warmth takes me by surprise each time.


How I yearn to do the same with my boy: to gather him into my arms and hold him, to kiss his cheeks, nuzzle my face into his sweet neck, to tickle the tender places around his waist as he once used to love. But he believes himself to be so grown-up these days that he will submit only to the briefest contact; an arm over a shoulder, or the shake of a hand. Perhaps later, after we have taken something to eat, he will come to sit beside me on the settle and rest against me.


At supper I tried not to interrogate him. I would have liked to know every tiny detail, to learn about every sniffle or chilblain, the ebb and flow of his friendships, the winning or losing at sport, his achievements in school and the songs he has learned to sing in his sweet treble voice. But the best I can usually hope for is that this information will be volunteered, slowly trickling out over the course of the few hours we have together without too much prompting.


Instead, I began to chatter away about Christmas. It was still two months away but already my thoughts were turning to gifts, in particular for Peter.


‘Heavens, Charlotte, it is not yet November. Let us not begin to consider those things so soon,’ Louisa said. ‘We’ve Advent to get through yet.’


‘I will need time to sew something,’ I countered. ‘Let me take some measurements while you are here and you can look at some silks. You are growing into such a tall young man.’


He blushed sweetly, embarrassed by the attention, but after a few moments did allow that his best jacket was a little tight. Even before Louisa had time to indicate with a nod that she approved the notion, my mind was already spinning ahead: what colour fabric would I use, what design, what small details might I add to make the garment distinctive for my special boy?


I cleared away the plates and stoked the fire. This is the best time of all, when they are recovered from the rigours of the journey and we are able to relax in each other’s company once more, settling into the informal ease you can only find between family and close friends. How would they like to spend the following day? I asked. Would it be a walk down to the Thames to see the great ships unloading, or a visit to St Paul’s Cathedral? Peter favoured the former, Louisa the latter. I declared that they would have to decide between themselves. It was their visit, after all. I could enjoy these wonders at any time.


While they were discussing the merits of each activity my mind turned again to Peter’s new jacket, and recalled the oak leaf fabric we’d found at the auction. I went next door to the showroom to retrieve the parcel Anna had wrapped for me.


I untied the string and took out the oak leaf silk, holding it up for Peter’s approval.


‘Oaks are my favourite trees,’ he said. ‘The very best for climbing.’


So absorbed were we in our discussion of the jacket design that I barely noticed the brown paper wrapping that had slipped to the floor. Louisa gave a small gasp.


‘Wherever did you get this?’ In her hands was the short length of Chinoiserie design that Anna must have included in the parcel. Now, as the silk unfolded, its silver threads began to shimmer as before, glinting and reflecting the firelight. And, just as before, the room seemed suffused with the scent of lavender.


I was about to explain when she gave a harsh little ‘oh’ as though she had been pricked by a needle, and dropped the fabric to her lap.


‘Did something hurt you?’ She shook her head, but there was something wrong. I went to her side and just as I reached her she fell against me, heavy as a log.


‘Quick, Peter, take her other arm.’


For a second he seemed too shocked to move.


‘Come on. She’s taken a faint.’


Taking one arm each, we laid her down as best we could on the rug in front of the fire. I placed a cushion beneath her head and began to fan her with a fold of the wrapping paper.


‘Run to the kitchen and bring a cup of cold water.’


By the time he returned, her eyes had begun to flutter open.


‘What . . . where?’ she muttered.


‘Just rest, dearest, and see if you can take a sip of this,’ I said, putting the cup to her lips.


To our great relief she was soon able to sit up. We lifted her to a chair, where she slowly regained her colour and her appetite: two home-made shortbreads disappeared in quick succession, washed down with a cup of my best tea.


‘How are you feeling now?’


‘Much better, thank you. What happened?’


‘You cried out as though you’d been hurt. Did something in the silk prick you?’


She looked at me vaguely. ‘The silk?’


I pointed to the table, where Peter had thoughtfully placed it. ‘This one, with the silver threading.’


‘Don’t fuss, Charlotte. It is nothing. Just a touch of exhaustion from the journey. I shall be right as rain in the morning.’


‘Listen, Louisa. I believe it was something to do with the silk. It was the same for me, when I first saw it. I feel sure I have seen it before somewhere, but however hard I try, I cannot remember.’


‘Ooh, that’s weird,’ Peter interjected, in a silly voice. ‘Is it haunted? There’s a house near us where they say . . .’


‘That’s enough,’ Louisa cut in sharply. ‘You know your father forbids you to talk of that place. Any mention of ghosts is an abhorrence to God. They are the fabrication of the devil, he says, and if you speak of them you are pandering to the devil’s ways.’


He gave a sulky frown and took up the poker, prodding the log till the flames began to flicker up the chimney once more.


‘It’s nothing to do with ghosts or hauntings,’ I insisted. ‘It’s just that you and I obviously both have some shared recognition of this silk. I’m curious, that’s all.’


Her face was closed now. I knew that look: not in front of Peter. I put away the silk, wrapping it once more in the brown paper. I would save my questions for later.


After supper Peter went off to read and I took out the small bottle of port kept especially for these occasions. There is never any alcohol at the vicarage because Ambrose is so fiercely opposed to it, but Louisa often enjoys a little tipple with me when they visit.


I told her about the young woman I had met in the street a few weeks previously. ‘She was trying to give me her baby. I bought her some food and gave her the address of the Hospital,’ I said. ‘Let us hope they were able to take him. It broke my heart, seeing her walking away like that,’ I went on. ‘It made me think about how our mother must have felt when she was forced to give us up. I still can’t help wondering what happened to her.’


Louisa seemed deep in thought. ‘We can never know, Agnes. What is done is done, dearest.’


‘Maybe so, but it doesn’t stop me wondering. Tell me again what you remember about her.’


She sighed. ‘I recall so little of those days, and it pains me to dig up the past.’


‘Having such scant knowledge of her feels like an empty space in my heart. Even just a little information would be better than nothing,’ I said.


She took a breath, as though she was about to say something, but fell into silence again. At last she began. ‘They are not happy memories, dearest sister, which is why I have always sought to protect you from them. I think I have already told you that I was only three when I was taken from our mother. It was a cottage, somewhere in the east of the city.’


‘Do you know where?’


‘Not precisely, for I was still young; but it was towards Stepney Green, as I recall. All around, clinging in the air, was the foul smell of human waste, because it was close to a place where they removed clay for making bricks and as soon as the holes were dug, the night-soil men would empty their buckets into them. I have no memory of our father, nor was I ever told what happened to him. All I know is that for some reason our mother had encountered great misfortune and had become destitute, spending what pennies she could get on gin to ease her pain. So she sent me to live with her sister.’


‘What do you remember of that?’


‘At first it was like paradise, because at least there was food on the table.’


‘I suppose our mother wanted the best for you?’


‘Our aunt was not a bad woman in her heart, but she already had five children, two of them sickly, and soon enough she was fit to burst with a sixth, which died almost instantly. She was worn out with grief and her husband, who was a journeyman, was short of work. So I became a skivvy, an unpaid servant, and I was determined to get away. My plan was to find a paid position in a prosperous household, but I tried and tried with no success. That is when I heard that Ambrose was seeking a maid. You know the rest, dearest.’


Soon after we’d been reunited, Louisa had told me how, as she put it, Ambrose had ‘rescued’ her. After hearing tell that the new vicar, lately moved to the parish, was seeking staff for the vicarage, she had gone to apply. At first she was taken on as a maid and then, when the old housekeeper became too infirm to work, he’d offered her the post.


That very first day, he asked her to do some shopping and dictated a list so long that she could not remember them all, so that she returned without several important items. Falling into a rage, he asked why she had not written them down, and she was forced to admit that she could neither read nor write. From then on he’d made it his mission to teach her the basics needed for her job.


It was during one of these lessons that he’d astonished her by declaring, without preamble, that he was determined to seek a wife, and would Louisa consider it? He is a decade older than her and she had always been a little afraid of him, but he had been so patient over the reading and writing that she didn’t hesitate. They were married just as soon as the banns were read.


‘Whatever happened to our aunt, do you know?’


‘We lost contact. To be honest, she never showed me much love, so I wasn’t overly concerned; but I did go back once, after we were married, only to find that she had moved. She disappeared without trace. But none of that mattered to me any more, because we found out about you.’


‘You didn’t even know that I’d been born?’


‘How could I? You have to remember, dearest, that I was sent away when I was only three and my aunt would never speak of her sister. All she would say was that she’d been a disgrace to the family.’


Whatever had happened in those years, I wondered. If our mother had been destitute, what was her life like, having already given up one child? I refilled Louisa’s glass.


‘But however did you find out about me, if you were already estranged from our mother and our aunt?’


‘It was one of Ambrose’s parishioners who told us,’ she said.


‘She knew of your connection?’


‘I don’t believe she ever explained, but she must have been in touch with our mother, somehow, because she told us that she’d given birth to another child – that was you – who she’d taken to the Foundling Hospital. And that soon after that, she’d passed away.’


‘Were you sad?’


She shook her head. ‘To be honest, I remember so little of our mother that I felt almost nothing. Far more important was learning about you. Ambrose agreed that I could write to the Hospital, and that is how we found you.’


‘And I am so pleased that you did, my dearest,’ I said.


She looked up and smiled. ‘Now look at the pair of us. We might have had a rocky start, but we’ve both survived.’


‘More than survived,’ I said. ‘We found a family.’
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