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CHAPTER ONE

    Phoebe Rackson had triumphed. She had undertaken a long
campaign to convince her mother that she should take a table at the
Soho Bazaar. During the struggle she had often thought of her late
father. He had seen his duty clearly during such difficult operations
in his military career, she was certain of it. Eventually her campaign
had been successful. Mama had been persuaded of the necessity at
last.

    She had been horrified when Phoebe first suggested the
notion. But it seemed to Phoebe the most sensible of ideas, indeed
almost an answer to prayer. Mr. John Trotter had established the
Bazaar to aid the widows and orphans of soldiers killed in the late
war. The Rackson family certainly needed help. Since their father's
death at the Battle of Bayonne, his pension had been barely sufficient
to cover the needs of his five children and his widow.

    Despite Phoebe's success however, today as she and Jonah,
her sixteen year old brother, prepared to visit Mr. Trotter, Mrs.
Rackson required reassurance.

    "Are you certain we must do this, Phoebe, my love?" she
asked. "Are we doing the right thing? I wish you did not have to
undertake this business."

    Phoebe could merely have pointed to the insufficiency of the
threadbare cloak she was about to don against the chill of the
January day, but she said patiently, "I also wish I did not, Mama. But
we are doing the right thing for we must supplement Papa's pension.
In order for Jonah to be taken on as a clerk, he must be educated, and
so we must pay his tutor. You can teach the children from
Grandpapa's lesson plans, but we need more paper and pens and ink.
Enoch needs shoes, Cecily a new cloak; we must make every penny
do the work of two."

    Mrs. Rackson fairly wrung her hands. "I know, my love, I do
know it. But for you to become a shop girl; your Papa would not have
wished it. Indeed, he would not."

    Phoebe tied the strings of her velvet bonnet, a re-trimmed
one of her mother's. "He would have wished me to do my duty,
Mama. As he did." Phoebe swallowed hard. Their father's death a
year earlier had had a frightful impact on them all. The emotional
cost was immeasurable, but they had gradually become accustomed
to the loss of his vital energy and enthusiasm in their lives. The
difficulties of their financial circumstances had only been born in on
them as they recovered their interest in the world around them.

    "The Bazaar is all that is respectable, Mama. With Cecily to
aid me, and Jonah's help, we shall do." She smiled at her younger
brothers and sisters, all crowded in the shabby entryway of their
small house. "Come, Jonah. The sooner we go the sooner we will
return to tell everyone the details."

    Bolstered with hugs from the younger children, Phoebe
stepped out into the chill day followed by her brother. She took his
arm after he had wrapped the long scarf knitted for him by Flora,
their eight year old sister, around his neck several times.

    There were few pedestrians on the pavement that grey,
damp forenoon. The carriages in the street rushed by as though the
horses, their breath steaming into the chilly air, were eager to reach
their destinations and return to their stables.

    "Phoebe, shall we manage? Will we have enough money,
even with the Bazaar income?"

    Phoebe had to look up to her brother; he was bidding fair to
be as tall as their late father. "I am confident that we will," she said,
though she asked herself the same question nearly every day.

    She felt some of the tension leave her brother's thin
shoulders.

    "I know that Mr. Trotter started his bazaar to aid the
families of deceased army officers so why does he require
testimonials from those to whom he lets counters?" Jonah's voice
was muffled by his scarf. He had no hat and had tucked his chin into
the woollen folds.

    "Because it would be so very easy for persons of ill-repute to
fudge their circumstances. Mr. Trotter wishes, I understand, to have
only persons of the utmost respectability trading in his building, and
so requires the testimonials to prove their good intentions." Phoebe
could not hide a shiver as the icy pavement struck cold through her
worn half-boots. They were walking as fast as they could for the
warmth of the exercise.

    "Do you think the word of the vicar of St. Giles and of Papa's
colonel will be the ticket?"

    "I hope so. I certainly should think so, don't you?"

    "I suppose." Jonah sounded downcast.

    Phoebe clasped her brother's arm more tightly. It was unlike
Jonah to surrender to doubt. They turned into Great Chapel Street,
passing maidservants hurrying with their heads down, street sellers
feeding their braziers with charcoal, and even a few little street
urchins who had huddled in a doorway, keeping each other
warm.

    "Poor little beggars," her brother muttered. "I wish we had
something to give them."

    "When we are rich, we shall buy them baskets of penny
buns, and faggots for a fire," Phoebe said, trying to lift both their
spirits. She paused in the middle of the pavement regardless of the
icy sleet that had begun to fall. "We are fortunate Jonah, compared to
them. We have shelter and food and family. And we have the
creativity to make extra pennies. We have skills. Cecily's silk paper
flowers are the best I have ever seen, you carve and whittle
wonderful things, and even Enoch and Flora craft the prettiest trifles.
Did you see their latest effort, the penwipes?"

    "I did." Jonas heaved a sigh and urged her to walk again. The
mean wind of mid-January was a powerful incentive to keep moving.
"I am certain the ladies will like your reticules, and Mama sews and
embroiders remarkable things from the goods in that old trunk in
the attic."

    "That old trunk of Grandmama's has been a blessing. There
are materials enough there to supply our endeavours for a goodly
while."

    They hurried on in silence, eventually turning from Carlisle
Street into Soho Square. In its north-west corner was the imposing
doorway of the Bazaar, which was housed in a very large warehouse
owned by Mr. Trotter. Despite the cold, a steady stream of elegant
ladies and gentlemen left their carriages and crossed the pavement
to enter it. The Soho Bazaar had become a fashionable haunt in the
past year. Phoebe straightened her shoulders, and mentally stiffened
her spine. This was not how she had expected to spend a portion of
her life—sewing items to sell, working in a shop. But she would do
anything she must to aid her beloved family.

    She smiled up at her brother, who looked pale and anxious.
"Let us find Mr. Trotter, my dear. We have work to do."

* * * *

    On the following Monday morning, by the light of a single
lamp, Phoebe ate her breakfast of porridge and weak tea with
determination, despite the anxiety churning in her stomach. It was
still dark without, and a chill fog seeped in every crack around the
windows and doors. A small fire flared in the kitchen hearth. She
smiled at her younger siblings who were squabbling over the
baskets they had filled the previous day. "Leave those now, my dears,
and run up and see if Cecily is ready."

    "It isn't fair that Cecily may help to tend the stall and we
cannot." Ten year old Enoch said, and his sister Flora, eight, nodded
her curly head.

    "It is not fair that Phoebe and Cecily should have to work in
a shop every day," Mrs. Rackson said, more sharply than was her
wont. "It is not an amusement. But learn your lessons and work on
your trifles and there may be opportunity for you to visit the Bazaar
one day. Now go and tell Cecily to hurry. Here, take her this muffin.
She won't have time to eat otherwise."

    The children clattered out, and bumped into Jonah in the
narrow doorway. Without speaking he sat at the worn kitchen table
and addressed his own porridge bowl.

    "Mama, you must not worry." Phoebe patted her mother's
hand, noting with anxiety that she looked tired.

    "Tell me again the details," her mother requested. "Hearing
them helps me. You are a good girl, and such a help to me. I feel so
guilty; I had no notion that grief was so wearing. But I am better. You
must admit I am better."

    "You are," Phoebe could agree with honesty. She saw Jonah
grimace over his porridge. "And I do not at all mind telling you again
about our meeting. Mr. Trotter was very gentlemanly. He accepted
our testimonials unquestioningly, and asked a few unexceptionable
questions about our situation. He has rented us a six foot by three
foot counter for under two shillings for as long as we care to take it.
And he offered us his help and his support if we have any
problems."

    "He seemed an honest gentleman," Jonah growled around
his spoon.

    Phoebe finished her tea and rose, swallowing her anxiety.
The sooner she and Cecily set off the better. Activity was the only
thing that would conquer her nerves. "I have no doubt that we can
make this plan work for us. While Cecily assists me, Jonah may visit
his tutor after helping us carry the baskets, and you can teach Flora
and Enoch. Cecily can work at her books or her flower making when
it is quiet at the Bazaar. Then if Jonah joins us later, he can assist us
to pack up and walk us both home. It is safe, respectable and,
and...possible. And you must rest as much as you can, Mama."
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