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FOR MY





MUM AND DAD,





WITH LOVE





ONE FACE LOOKS OUT FROM ALL HIS CANVASSES,

One selfsame figure sits or walks or leans;

We found her hidden just behind those screens,

That mirror gave back all her loveliness,

A queen in opal or in ruby dress,

A nameless girl in freshest summer greens,

A saint, an angel;—every canvas means

The same one meaning, neither more nor less.

He feeds upon her face by day and night,

And she with true kind eyes looks back on him

Fair as the moon and joyful as the light.


from “In an Artist’s Studio”  CHRISTINA G. ROSSETTI






PART ONE








 



WHEN SHE WAS BORN
her father took one look at her and spat into a corner.

“Red ’air,” he wheezed. “Like Judas. She’ll ’ave a temper to match the devil’s, strike me if she won’t. An’ no decent man’ll keep company with ’er, you mark my words.”

Then he went stomping and wheezing into the night to spend the coal money on beer.

“Take no notice, missus,” huffed an elderly neighbor, parking her rump on a rickety chair in order to light her pipe. “Some men just ain’t good at senty-ment. ’E don’t mean nothin’ by it.”

The woman on the heap of flock and sacks that passed for a bed tried to smile but was too weak.

And the flame-haired infant in her arms lay very still and quiet as if she knew she had just been branded a hotheaded sinner and it pained her.

After a while the woman and the baby snuggled closer, and the baby’s fist escaped from its shawl of rags to wave and bang against the woman’s breast.

“Little thing,” crooned the woman, stroking the tiny hand with one finger. “Little tiny thing.” It was no bigger than a leaf, that baby hand, but its grip as it curled around the woman’s finger was surprisingly strong.

Ivy.

They called her Ivy. And no one expected her to blossom. Not in the slums of South London. And certainly not with red ’air.








• CHAPTER • ONE •



In Whi[image: image]Ivy Is Treated Rather Badly by[image: image]in Ridiculous Dresses

MRS. HORTENSE MERRYFIELD AND MRS. Christiana Larrington of the Ragged Children’s Welfare Association (South London branch) chose a bitterly cold spring morning upon which to patronize the deserving poor of Lambeth.

Picking their way along filthy streets, the hems of their crinolines blotting up slush and the beads on their bonnets tinkling like ice, they were so obviously out of their element that by the time they reached the corner of New Cut, a sizable crowd of ragged children was on their tail, hopping and flapping and begging for coppers.

“Jus’ a ha’penny, missus. Jus’ enough for a hot tater.”

“It’s for me bruvver, missus. Me little bruvver wot’s sick.”

“Shoo!” cried Mrs. Merryfield. “Scram!” And she waved her umbrella and stood her ground until all but one of the little imps had given up the clamor and scattered. Mrs. Larrington, who was younger than her companion, drew a mohair shawl tighter ’round her shoulders and tried not to seem afraid. This was her first time out among the deserving poor and she was beginning to wish she had stayed in Nor-wood, among snowdrops and servants and the undeserving rich. Where had they come from, all those ragamuffins? So pale, so dirty, and so clearly half-frozen that they might have sprung fully formed from the slush. Yet they’d had the strength, all of them, to run like bunnikins from the point of Mrs. Merryfield’s umbrella. Even the girls had scarpered.

It was the sight of those scarpering girls, Mrs. Larrington realized, that had disturbed her the most. For she herself had never run anywhere. Not even as a child. It wasn’t ladylike; it wasn’t natural for the female of the species to move so fast.

She was about to say as much to dear Mrs. Merryfield when she felt a tugging at her sleeve. “Ugh!” She shuddered, shrinking away. “Don’t touch me, you…you insolent creature.”

“I live ’ere, if you please,” piped a voice at her elbow. “Only, your dress is blockin’ the way.”

Looking down over the slope of her crinoline, Mrs. Larrington found her gaze being met by a little scrap of indeterminate age. This, readers, was Ivy, the heroine of our story, but all Mrs. Larrington saw was a small girl with huge hazel eyes and a veritable halo of tangled hair. It was a cross between a nest and a cloud, that hair, and such an extraordinary color that Mrs. Larrington’s gloved hand moved instinctively to stroke it.

“Stop! My dear Mrs. Larrington. What can you be thinking of? There will be more lice on this child than you’ll find crumbs in a biscuit barrel. First rule of home visits—keep your distance.”

And with a prod and a twist, the redoubtable Mrs. Merryfield hooked the crook of her umbrella under the ragged girl’s collar and yanked her up and away.

“Oh my,” declared Mrs. Larrington as the child rose into the air, flailing like a raggedy fish. “Oh my goodness me.”

But the child said not a word, only struggled and gulped while her face turned very pink beneath several layers of dirt and her extraordinary hair whipped around her head in a flurry of tangles and tendrils.

Now, had Mrs. Merryfield’s umbrella been a dainty contraption of ruched silk and spindled ivory, it would have snapped for sure. But this umbrella was like its owner—sturdy. Its point had seen off pickpockets, bull terriers, and many a drunken sailor. And its hard wooden handle, carved to resemble a bird with its beak open, was more than equal to bearing—temporarily, anyway—the weight of a skinny, underfed little girl.

“Oh my,” Mrs. Larrington repeated as her companion swung the child expertly across the cobbles and landed her with a barely audible thwunk into a puddle of muck and melting snow. “Oh my goodness me.”

“There!” Mrs. Merryfield unhooked the umbrella. “That’s more like it.” And from somewhere about her person she whipped a rag, one of the many squares of calico she carried for the specific purpose of wiping whichever bit of her umbrella had been used to prod, poke, or occasionally lift the undeserving poor to a distance where neither their lice nor their thieving fingers could threaten her own person.

The little girl seemed too stunned to move. Her bottom would have been turning as wet and cold as a polar bear’s, yet she remained in the muddy puddle, staring up in hurt astonishment at the one who had dumped her there.

Mrs. Larrington dithered.

Mrs. Merryfield carried on wiping. All around the handle she went, pressing the rag into every dip and dent of the carved bird and taking particular care with the open beak in case it contained a microscopic helping of lice.

“Oi! What’s goin’ on? Git up offer them wet cobbles. And oo said you could wear me jacket? Me snazziest jacket wot I bartered me ticker an’ chain for down Petticoat Lane and ain’t worn meself no more than once, an’ that only to check the fit of it.”

Mrs. Larrington gave such a start that she almost snapped something in her corset. Mrs. Merryfield (who never bothered with corsets, preferring ease of movement, particularly in Lambeth) turned and raised her umbrella.

“Young man,” she scolded, “I must ask you to mind your manners. Such bellowing and agitation is exceedingly rude and quite—”

“Git up, I said. And if me jacket’s spoiled, you’ll get an ’iding you won’t forget in a month of Sundays, strike me if you won’t.”

And before Mrs. Larrington could unflutter her nerves or Mrs. Merryfield do any more bashing, prodding, or hooking, a ragged boy darted across the cobbles, grabbed the child in the puddle, and whisked her back onto her feet.

“Give it ’ere.”

The jacket in question was a soiled but still gaudy blue with brass buttons the size of jam lids down the front. On the child it looked more like an oversized coat. Miserably she shrugged it off and handed it over. Underneath she wore a cotton dress with a pattern of roses faded to smudges. It was tissue-thin, that dress, and she shivered silently in it and swayed a little, her feet still planted in the puddle.

The boy was holding the jacket aloft, inspecting it carefully. He himself wore dark cord trousers, goodish boots, and a plush velvet cap. His waistcoat had two mother-of-pearl buttons left on it, and he had arranged a scarlet neckerchief to cover the place where the topmost buttons were missing. Skinny and grubby though he was, he was clearly a bit of a dandy.

“A rip!” he hollered. “A big rip under me collar! Right—now you’re for it.”

Mrs. Larrington and Mrs. Merryfield exchanged quick glances. A rip, big or small, was not something they were going to be blamed for, or taken to task over, by a grubby little urchin.

Lifting one hand Jared made a lunge for the child. Quick as a cat she ran all the way ’round Mrs. Larrington’s crinoline and disappeared down an alleyway.

The boy tried to follow.

Thwack!

“Not so fast, young man.”

Mrs. Merryfield’s right arm and the length of her furled umbrella blocked the entrance to the alleyway as effectively as any three-barred gate.

“What’s your name?” she demanded.

The boy gaped at the umbrella and then up at Mrs. Merryfield as if he couldn’t quite believe they were in his way. Mrs. Merryfield regarded him ferociously until he backed down and averted his own scowl. A charity monger. That’s what she was. Uglier than a butcher’s dog and with a snarl to match, but a do-gooder nonetheless.

He had no time for do-gooders. No time at all. But they could be soft touches, if you played your cards right—he knew that much.

“Your name!?” Mrs. Merryfield demanded again.

The boy appeared to hesitate.

Then: “Jared,” he replied, doffing his cap and flashing her a sudden grin. “Jared Roderick Montague Jackson at your service, ma’am.”

Mrs. Merryfield’s expression remained flinty.

“Ma’am,” he repeated, swiveling to bow to the other lady, who, he noticed at once, looked like a much softer touch.

Mrs. Larrington risked a nervous smile. What a long name, she thought, for a pauper.

“Well then, Jared Roderick Montague Jackson,” said Mrs. Merryfield, lowering her umbrella. “And you are what—nine, ten years of age?”

The boy puffed out his chest in its partially buttoned waistcoat.

“I turned twelve on Christmas Day, ma’am,” he said. “Not that there was much rejoicin’ of it. No, nor of our dear Savior’s birth, neither. Not with my dear mama an invalid and my papa so sorely reduced in circumstances that there ain’t a moment goes by when we ain’t all workin’ and contrivin’ as best we can to pay the rent an’ put bread on the table.”

Mrs. Larrington’s mouth twitched. The boy had pronounced the word “in-val-id” as in “completely without merit” when he had surely meant “in-vuh-lid” as in “a person suffering from chronic ill health.” How on earth, she wondered, had he arrived at such an error?

Jared didn’t notice, or chose to ignore, her amusement. “Not that we ’as a table no more, ma’am,” he continued. “For it went for firewood a fortnight since when it were freezin’ so bad the little uns turned blue an’ we ’ad no money for coal.”

Then he gave a huge sigh and held his jacket to his cheek.

“An’ now me jacket’s torn,” he moaned. “Me best jacket wot I’d intended on sellin’ to pay for a bit o’ fuel. Me brand-new jacket wot I’d sooner barter to keep the little ’uns warm than wear on me back for so much as a minute. All torn under the collar it is now, an’ good for nothin’ but the ragman.”

With a sorrowful shake of the head he folded the jacket beneath his armpit and patted it once, twice, three times as if it had hurt feelings or a pain in its sleeves. Then he scowled toward the alleyway and shook his fist. “An’ there’s one oo’s still to cop a good thrashin’ for rippin’ it. So excuse me, ladies….”

“Oh dear,” said Mrs. Larrington. “I rather think…there might have been…”

“Halt!” Mrs. Merryfield slapped her umbrella back across the entrance to the alleyway. Her other hand she held up at Mrs. Larrington for silence.

“…some mistake,” Mrs. Larrington finished weakly.

Jared paused obediently.

“Young man,” said Mrs. Merryfield, “it sounds to me as if your family might—and I stress the word ‘might’—benefit from an assessment of its current situation.”

“It would benny-fit from the price of a sheep’s ’ead or a bit o’ bacon for the pot,” the boy declared solemnly. “And from summat a bit warmer than tater sacks to wrap the babby in.”

“Well then,” said Mrs. Merryfield, her smile only a little sweeter than vinegar, “perhaps Mrs. Larrington and I should acquaint ourselves with your entire clan. I suggest you lead the way.”








• CHAPTER • TWO •



In Whi[image: image]Mrs. Larrington Suffers a Terrible Ordeal in an Extremely Confined Space

THE NAME PARADISE ROW DID NOT EXACTLY suit the collection of houses that lined the alley the way rotten molars fill a smelly mouth. Hell’s Hovel would have been better. Or Purgatory Place at the very least.

“Not far, ladies,” Jared promised. “Mind yer skirts now.”

Mrs. Larrington had trouble immediately. “I’m stuck,” she whimpered. “My dear Mrs. Merryfield, I fear I am stuck quite fast.”

And so she was, for alleyways and crinolines are about as compatible as tea parties and elephants, and anyone daft enough to wear a hoop the size of a giantess’s wedding ring to go visiting the poor fully deserved to get wedged between two damp and sooty walls.

“Lift it up, woman!” snapped Mrs. Merryfield. “Like me.

And in the future wear a smaller one. Tenth rule of home visits—dress sensibly.”

At this, Mrs. Larrington felt quite faint. Had she heard correctly? Had dear Mrs. Merryfield seriously suggested that she rearrange her clothing in a manner that would surely reveal her ankles? And not just her ankles, either, but…but…

Evidently, Mrs. Merryfield had suggested precisely that, for she herself was trotting along quite briskly with the hoop of her rather more sensible crinoline flipped all the way up on one side. And what, in doing so, had she revealed to the world? Nothing more startling, actually, than a long flannel petticoat as thick, dark, and modest as any winter skirt.

Oh dear…. Oh mercy me….

Mrs. Larrington was also wearing a petticoat, and a very pretty one, too, with hand-embroidered violets on it and white lace ’round the hem. Only, her petticoat wasn’t underneath her crinoline. No, indeed. It was, as fashion dictated, being worn over the top, to soften the line of her skirt. Which meant that should her own hoop rise up, accidentally or otherwise…

Oh deary me. Oh dreadful prospect….

At a complete scarlet-faced loss as to how to proceed, Mrs. Larrington glanced anxiously all around. She could hear babies wailing and a man shouting. But they—the man and the babies—were indoors, thank goodness, not out. Above her head broken windows were shuttered or blocked with planks to keep out the biting cold. Ahead of her, only Mrs. Merryfield and the ragged boy with the unsuitably long name appeared aware of her predicament.

“Come along, Mrs. Larrington, do!” Mrs. Merryfield ordered. “We’re here now.” So saying, she prodded Jared Roderick Montague Jackson in through an open doorway, so that his cheeky grin would not deter her companion from doing what was clearly necessary if she wasn’t to remain wedged in Paradise Row until her ringlets turned to twirly icicles and her blood froze in her veins.

Somewhere close by, a dog began to bark. A nasty, guttural sound it was, the kind of noise a very large dog might make should it find itself hungry enough to bite the knuckles off its owner—or the toes off a silly woman sandwiched obligingly between two walls.

Mrs. Larrington turned deathly pale.

Mrs. Merryfield, losing patience, raised her voice to a most unladylike pitch.

“NOW!” she bellowed. “Mobilize yourself immediately, my dear Mrs. Larrington, or there may well be consequences.”

There was nothing else for it. Terrified of being set upon by a rabid hound, Mrs. Larrington grasped the left side of her crinoline and tugged.

Nothing happened.

With trembling fingers she tugged again, this time pushing down equally hard on the other side. Still nothing. Again and again she tugged and pushed, wrestling and heaving her two handfuls of material, until finally—WHUMP—up shot the left side of her skirt, petticoat, hoop, and all.

“Goodness me!” exclaimed Mrs. Merryfield. “What extraordinary undergarments…”

And “Cor, what an eyeful!”…“Gawd blimey, there’s a sight!”…“Giddyap, love!” cried the tenants of Paradise Row, who, alerted by Mrs. Merryfield’s strident tones, had materialized at doorways and windows to see what all the fuss was about.

As consequences go, this gale of merriment was nowhere near as painful for Mrs. Larrington as being savaged by a starving dog would have been. It was, however, the most agonizing humiliation.

“Move faster, my dear,” Mrs. Merryfield encouraged her, above whoops and snorts of laughter. “If you possibly can.”

But Mrs. Larrington, accustomed only to walking, gliding, and tiptoeing, couldn’t possibly move any faster. She could only hobble stiffly along, holding her head even higher than her crinoline and doing her utmost to pretend that the guffaws and pointing fingers were all part of a ghastly dream.

At last, at long last, she reached Mrs. Merryfield, who, grabbing her by the elbow, muttered a most unsympathetic “quickly now” and bundled her into a dark hallway that was only slightly wider than the accursed alley.

Smelling salts, thought Mrs. Larrington, breathing rapidly through her nose. I fear I may require smelling salts. Her crinoline was still tipped to one side, like a pretty falling saucer. In the dark and half swooning from her ordeal thus far, she found herself past caring.

“Can you manage the stairs, ladies?” asked Jared, his voice solemn but his mouth twitching. “Wivout attractin’ another crowd, I mean?”

“It’s like your impertinence to say so!” declared Mrs. Merryfield, crossly. “And yes, young man, we can most certainly manage the stairs. Mrs. Larrington, walk behind me, if you please, to save yourself further shame.”

Mrs. Larrington fell shakily into step. Dimly, she noticed that the banister beneath her right hand was sticky with dust and filth. Her glove was going to get badly soiled, and a soiled glove, as everyone knew, was quite inadmissible when you were paying a call.

Letting go of the banister, though, was not an option. Not with the stairs so rickety and her left hand still controlling the tilt of her hoop. Her glove, she reassured herself, would be thoroughly cleaned by a maid that very evening. Washed in tepid rainwater, with plenty of castile soap, it would doubtless be rendered as good as new.

Her husband’s woolen drawers, however—saggy, moth-eaten, and the grim color of old rice pudding—would go straight out for the ragman. For, warm as they were when the north wind blew, she had no intention of borrowing them, or of even setting eyes on them, ever again.








• CHAPTER • THREE •



In Whi[image: image]the Third Rule of Home Visits Gets Well and Truly Broken

THE ELDER MEMBERS OF THE JACKSON FAMILY, oblivious to the approach of charity mongers, were arguing at the very tops of their voices:

“Throw ’im in the pot, I say. ’E’ll add a bit o’ flavor to the stew.”

“Ha-ha! Good idea, Father—let’s cook ’im!”

“No! Mother, don’t listen to ’em. Poor Jimminy. It’s too cruel.”

“Oh my thumping heart and pounding temples! My dears, please…”

“But there ain’t more’n two mouthfuls of meat on ’is bones, all of you, so why bother?”

“Two mouthfuls is two mouthfuls, is wot I say.”

“But…but I LOVED ’IM!”

It was so cold in the room that each shout came out of each mouth in visible puffs of breath. In the grate, a small fire was barely licking the sides of a cooking pot or warming the hands of the boy and girl huddled side by side, their backs turned to the argument.

“Ivy,” said the boy, tugging the girl’s sleeve, “if Jimminy gets put in the stew, will you eat any?”

Ivy shook her head vehemently. She had barely said a word since running in ten minutes earlier, minus the blue jacket, and her wet bottom and evident distress had gone entirely unremarked.

“What, not even if you fished bits of ’im out, so it was just the turnips left?”

No, said a second shake of the head. Never in a month of Sundays. Never, never, never.

Behind their backs a man, woman, and three big girls leaned closer over the object of their disagreement. The man kept his face straight and licked his lips as if he could wait no longer for his dinner. He was pulling the legs of this lot, but they were all too dim to see the joke. Women! he thought. As thick as fog, the lot of ’em…

“Poor Jimminy,” wailed the middle girl. “’Ow could anyone think of eatin’ ’im? It would be…it would be…”

“Savage,” declared the woman, raising one hand weakly to her brow. “Savage is the word you are rummaging for, Mad my dear. And I do declare, Mr. Jackson, I never thought—”

But no one got to hear what it was she never thought, for into the room burst Jared, followed, at a more sedate pace, by Mrs. Merryfield and Mrs. Larrington.

“Now then, me nearest an’ dearest!” Jared called, clapping his hands for silence. “We’ve got important visitors, so look sharp an’ let’s be showin’ ’em wot little ’ospitality we can, given our sadly reduced circumstances.

“Orlando!” he added. “Ivy! Git away from the fire so these ladies can warm theirselves. An’ if there’s any of our table left, even so much as a splinter, throw it in the grate so’s they get the benny-fit. An’ Horatia, see if there ain’t a few tea leaves still stuck to the sides of the old caddy, an’ two cups wot ain’t cracked to pour tea in.”

“Wait!” Mrs. Merryfield held up her umbrella for silence. “There is no need for anyone to move or to provide refreshments. Mrs. Larrington and I are perfectly comfortable as, and where, we are.” Quickly she checked to see if Mrs. Larrington had managed to lower her crinoline. Mercifully, she had. “Now,” she continued, “may I address myself to the head of this household?”

Obediently, the three big girls shuffled away, leaving their father, their mother, and a very dead canary all by themselves in the middle of the room.

The father cleared his throat. “Elmer Nicholas Montague Jackson at your service, ladies,” he said. “An’ you’ll forgive us, I ’ope, for bein’ all out of sorts, but little Jimminy ’ere was a fine singin’ bird an’ much doted on by me daughter Madeleine. An’ now ’e’s froze to death—jus’ like we all will be, if me circumstances don’t improve before the weather does.”

Mrs. Merryfield grunted in what sounded like sympathy but could just as easily have been boredom. Or disbelief. Mrs. Larrington, however, had barely acknowledged either the man’s speech or the presence of the small feathery corpse on the floor. She was distracted—mesmerized, almost—by the third member of the group.

Mrs. Pamela Letitia Montague Jackson was making no effort whatsoever to be civil. Indeed, she had not even risen to her feet but was reclining, like a raggedy duchess, on what looked like—what was— a dilapidated, but still serviceable, chaise longue.

And what a peculiar spectacle she made in her best brocade gown that had been patched so many times in not-quite-the-same materials that the original pattern could have been anything from dots to daisies.

Her frilly cap, too, was ludicrously outdated and, like the disintegrating gown, really not the kind of thing one would expect to see on a pauper. ’Round her shoulders she wore a fur—a big tatty swath of the stuff, in several shades of gray. It certainly wasn’t ermine, that fur. Or chinchilla. Or mink. Perhaps, thought Mrs. Larrington, it was cobbled-together rabbit. Or—oh dear— cat.

Haughtily, Mrs. Jackson returned Mrs. Larrington’s gaze.

“Is this a visit of condolence, m’dear?” she inquired. “For our sweet departed canary bird? Or is it a social call? For whichever it is, I ain’t in no mood to receive yer. I’m an invalid woman, as you can surely see, an’ I don’t take kindly to folk jus’ droppin’ in without an invy-tation or so much as a by-your-leave.”

There it was again. The word “invalid” incorrectly pronounced. This time Mrs. Larrington just about managed to turn her titter into a cough.

“Now then, Mama!” Jared was at his mother’s side in a trice. “These ladies ’ave come to assess our wants an’ needs. So let’s just give ’em an honest account of ourselves, shall we? So they’ll know that every penny they sees fit to give us is sorely needed and truly deserved.”

Mrs. Larrington looked at Mrs. Merryfield, and Mrs. Merryfield frowned back. Third rule of home visits, said the frown. Do not be tricked into parting with money.

“Young man,” rapped Mrs. Merryfield, “I think you misunderstand the nature of our association’s—”

“AHA!” Quick as a wink, Jared whirled away from the chaise longue and pointed across the room. “Don’t think yer can creep away unnoticed, Ivy me girl. An’ don’t think I’ve forgotten what yer did, neither. It’s a wallopin’ you’re about to get, for rippin’ the collar of me brand-new jacket. So COME ’ERE!”

Ivy jumped. She hadn’t been creeping anywhere. She hadn’t moved so much as a snail’s slither from the hearth.

“Come ’ere, I said! I’ll learn yer t’be so careless with the only warm piece o’ clothin’ we possess between the lot of us!”

Agonized, Ivy gazed beseechingly at the charity monger who had hooked her. Ivy didn’t deserve a walloping. It was Mrs. Merryfield’s fault the jacket had got torn, not hers.

Mrs. Larrington and Mrs. Merryfield exchanged another glance. Oh dear, said that glance. It could be we have a moral obligation, just this once, to break the third rule.

“Did you bring a purse, my dear?” murmured Mrs. Merryfield. “For I tend to travel light.”

Mrs. Larrington opened her mouth to protest for once but closed it as, with a furious roar, Jared bore down upon the hearth.

“Oh for a second’s blessed peace” was all the mother said, while the father seemed to want no part in the issue and the three big girls merely huddled and shrieked in mock alarm. Only the little boy—the one they called Orlando—appeared to mind as Jared reached the fireplace and swung his right arm in a great walloping arc.

“WAIT!” cried Mrs. Merryfield in the nick of time. “How much? How much will it cost to replace the jacket?”

Jared paused, his hand still up in the air. “Ten bob,” he said.

Mrs. Merryfield’s face turned dark. “Ten shillings,” she spluttered, “for that threadbare piece of tat?”

“It’s good quality cloth,” declared Mrs. Jackson, sitting up remarkably fast for an invalid. “I can vouch for that, my dear madam. And it’s lined.”

“That’s right,” added Mr. Jackson, blinking rapidly. “A gentleman’s garment, it was, an’ barely worn. ’Ow didjer ruin it, Ivy? What the devil was yer playin’ at?”

“Eight shillings,” snapped Mrs. Merryfield before Ivy could answer. “The association will allow you eight shillings—but only if you will forgive the little girl her…her carelessness and dwell no further on the matter.”

“Nine,” Jared shot back. “To be sure of gettin’ one wiv all its buttons.”

“Eight shillings and sixpence,” said Mrs. Merryfield. “And that is my final offer. Mrs. Larrington, the purse, if you please.”








• CHAPTER • FOUR •



Concerning Marvelous Opportunities

EIGHT SHILLINGS AND SIXPENCE…

The chink of those coins falling into Jared’s palm was like music to the family’s ears.

Rent an’ coal, Mr. Jackson told himself. An’ enough left over for a few beers!

Coal an’ rent, Mrs. Jackson decided. An’ meat in the pot for a week!

The big girls smiled and sighed and made silent wishes: A pink ribbon for me bonnet…Another canary…A rattle for the babby…

Even Orlando Bartholomew Montague Jackson, who was only eight, dared to hope for a very small twist of licorice.

Only Ivy expected nothing whatsoever.

“Thank you, ladies,” said Jared, patting his pocket once the transaction was complete. “We won’t detain you no longer. Orlando’ll show you out. Good day.”

“Not so fast, young man.” Mrs. Merryfield leaned forward, both hands resting on the handle of her umbrella. “What’s that noise?”

Mrs. Larrington, too, had been thinking she could hear something. A faint mewling coming from a far corner of the room, where rolls of dingy bedding had been stowed out of the way.

Mrs. Jackson sighed. “Hor,” she whined, “’E’s awake.”

Horatia Dolores Montague Jackson, the eldest and lumpiest of the big girls, gave an exaggerated tut of annoyance. Then she flounced across the room to where her baby son had been left to sleep, swaddled in sacks and wedged into a gooseberry sieve.

“Oh!” said Mrs. Larrington as the girl strode back to her sisters with the baby hiccuping sadly on her shoulder. “Oh my. So you’ve recently had a happy event, Mrs. Jackson? He must be…let me see…your seventh?”

“Ha-ha!” laughed the family while Mrs. Jackson pursed her lips and winced at the very notion.

“No, indeed!” she declared. “That’s our Hor’s little un—Salvador Francis, she calls ’im. An’ ’e weren’t no ’appy event, neither—much as we all loves ’im—for ’e weren’t planned for, if y’get me meaning, an’ the father ain’t got the prospects of a toothless comb, for all ’is flash talk.”

Mrs. Larrington felt her face turn hot with embarrassment. Had this little baby been born out of wedlock, then? If so, it was surely shameless to admit as much to visitors or to even acknowledge his presence.

“And Ivy ain’t mine, neither,” Mrs. Jackson continued, adjusting her fur imperiously. “She’s me dead brother-in-law’s child wot we took in, out the kindness of our ’earts, three years back.”

Aha.

Mrs. Larrington did no more than incline her head. Cat, she thought, having caught a glimpse of tail swinging from the back of Mrs. Jackson’s attire. Definitely cat.

Mrs. Merryfield was considering the small girl beside the hearth with something verging upon interest.

“Where’s your mother, child?” she asked.

Ivy looked up warily.

“Gone,” Mrs. Jackson answered promptly. “Leavin’ little Ivy all alone in the world, God love ’er.”

“I see.” Mrs. Merryfield snapped her fingers toward her companion. “The list,” she demanded. “If you please.”

Mrs. Larrington looked back at her, baffled. Then the penny dropped. Of course…the list.

Quickly she reached for a second time into her beaded reticule and produced a rolled-up piece of paper that she passed to Mrs. Merryfield.

Without a word of explanation, Mrs. Merryfield unfurled the paper and scanned its contents.

What is it? the Jacksons wondered. What is this list? And what does it have to do with Ivy’s mother?

“Hmmm,” went Mrs. Merryfield as she considered the words on the page—words set down by the founders of the Ragged Children’s Welfare Association to help its volunteers reach a very important decision.

WHO IS MOST DESERVING OF A PLACE AT OUR SCHOOLS?


	Children of convicts who have been transported

	Children of convicts in our prisons

	Children of thieves not in custody

	Children of the lowest mendicants and tramps

	Children of worthless drunken parents

	Children of those suitable for the workhouse but living, instead, a semicriminal life

	Orphans, deserted children, and runaways

	The children of poor Roman Catholics who do not object to their children reading the Bible



Mrs. Larrington peeped excitedly over Mrs. Merryfield’s shoulder.

“Number seven,” she declared. “I do believe number seven is quite appropriate in this instance.”

Mrs. Merryfield rolled up the list and passed it back. “Indeed,” she replied.

“And the little boy?” Mrs. Larrington felt encouraged to ask, nodding toward Orlando. “Might he also be deserving?”

“Hmmm,” Mrs. Merryfield hummed again. “I suspect numbers three, six, and possibly five might all prove fitting in his case.”

Mrs. Larrington turned toward the big girls. She was beginning to enjoy herself. She was starting to feel like a ministering angel, bringing light to dark places and succor to the needy.

Mrs. Merryfield tugged sharply on Mrs. Larrington’s shawl.

“Enough,” she muttered through the side of her mouth. “There’s a limit.”

And so the Jackson family was told that little Ivy and her cousin Orlando were to be granted a marvelous opportunity—namely, an education. And that this education would enhance their expectations no end, to the extent, perhaps, that they might one day find employment as servants.

Mr. Jackson wasn’t keen.

“Never mind no education,” he grumbled. “It’s out sellin’ fruit an’ flowers they oughter be, like our Jared an’ the girls. An’ that’s what they’ll be doin’, come the late spring, if I ’as any say in the matter.”

Mrs. Jackson fluttered her hand at him dismissively.

“They will need boots for school,” she said to Mrs. Merryfield. “Both of ’em. An’ what about their dinners?”

“The association donates footwear to pupils in particular need,” Mrs. Merryfield replied. “And a midday meal is provided at the school—a very good meal, with meat more often than not.”

“Ha!” whooped Mrs. Jackson. “Y’ hear that, Ive? A meat dinner more often than not. That’s summat for yer t’ look forward to, ain’t it?”

Ivy lowered her eyes as the rough laughter of her aunt and her big girl cousins rang around the room. Her hair fell in red snarls down over her face, hiding her expression.

“That’s settled, then,” said Mrs. Merryfield. “The school, as I’m sure you know, is directly behind the vinegar factory. These children should report there at eight o’clock sharp on Monday morning. Mrs. Larrington? I believe our business here is concluded. You must brace yourself to reenter the alleyway.”

Mrs. Larrington gulped.

“Eh? No need for that.” Mr. Jackson turned toward the hearth. “Orlando, show these good ladies down the stairs an’ out through the courtyard. It’s just as quick, the courtyard is, for gettin’ back onto New Cut. Unless, if you’ll pardon me boldness, ladies, you prefer squeezin’ down the alley wiv yer skirts up by yer ears?”

“No indeed,” squeaked Mrs. Larrington. “We will go by the courtyard. Most definitely.” Her relief was immediately tempered by the realization that young Jared Roderick Montague Jackson had neglected to mention earlier the existence of a far wider and less humiliating route into and out of Paradise Row.

But Jared smiled so winningly as she and dear Mrs. Merryfield took their leave that she was inclined to give him the benefit of the doubt.

“The jacket!” squealed Cynthia Evangeline Montague Jackson (the youngest and least lumpy of the big girls) as soon as the door creaked shut. “I’ll ’ave it for meself. I don’t care about no torn collar. I ain’t fussy.”

“Shhh.” Jared held a warning finger to his lips. “Wait.”

And so the family waited until the sound of the charity mongers’ boots had faded away down the stairs. For Ivy the waiting was as fearful as it was silent, for she half expected a thrashing still for the thing she hadn’t done but could never explain because no one would listen, or believe her.

But then: “Oh my stars, what a caper!” burst out Jared, doubling over with mirth and chortling until tears sprang from his eyes. “What a ruse!” And he held up the blue jacket by the collar and shook it once, twice, three times.

Ivy stared, her eyes growing rounder and rounder as the jacket flapped and twitched.

There were no rips in it at all. Not even a tiny one.

Jared grinned and winked at her.

“’Ow smart was that, then?” he bragged. “’Ow clever am I? I saw the way that big old charity monger hooked yer, wiv that brolly of ’ers. An’ so I thought to meself, ‘Jared me lad, there’s a bob or two to be made out o’ this. We could benny-fit from this if I plays me cards right.’”

“That’s my boy!” declared his father, rubbing his hands together. “That’s my smart lad.”

And Mrs. Jackson beamed fondly at her elder son while the big girls giggled and clapped and baby Salvador tried and failed to go back to sleep on his mother’s jiggling shoulder.

Then Madeleine Aurora Montague Jackson said that since they now had more than enough money to buy mutton for the pot, could they please, please, please give darlin’ Jimminy a Christian burial?

And Mr. Jackson, with a twinkle in his eye, said he would give the matter some serious thought but he still had a hankering for a mouthful of canary meat.

And then the big girls began to shriek and argue all over again. And Mrs. Jackson sank back on her tatty chaise longue, crying, “My dear Mr. Jackson…Mad…Hor…Cyn…remember, if you will, my poor aching head…”

And Ivy turned away from the chaos to stare sadly into the ashes under the pot of cooling stew.

School.

Perhaps it would be a good place. Perhaps she would like going there, in spite of the horrible meaty dinners. And Orlando would be with her. She was glad about that, at least.

Prodding the ashes to see if they would flare, Ivy tried not to think anymore about the blue jacket. Only…would Cousin Jared really have thrashed her, she wondered, if the charity mongers hadn’t stopped him?

Yes, he would have.

Even knowing full well that she had done nothing wrong?

Yes.

And would he have kept on belting her, in front of everyone, until the charity mongers had either gone away or been shamed into paying up?

Yes. Undoubtedly.

Ivy was five years old and already resigned to life being unfair most of the time. She couldn’t quite see how school might change that for her. But she dared to hope—couldn’t help but hope—that perhaps…if she was lucky…it might.








• CHAPTER • FIVE •



In Whi[image: image]Ivy Becomes a S[image: image]olar

THE FIRST THING IVY LEARNED AT SCHOOL WAS that the back of her neck was so filthy, it was amazing that nothing had grown in it. The second thing she learned was that her head might have to be shaved like a convict’s and marked with the letter V.

V for “verminous.”

This second piece of information was particularly frightening and completely untrue. The big strong-fingered woman, whose job it was to check heads, simply enjoyed saying it to scare new pupils. And she got a special thrill out of saying it to little pauper girls who had hair far thicker, curlier, and brighter than their station in life seemed to merit.

“Disgraceful,” this mean-minded old fossil muttered, bending Ivy forward over a sink and tugging and pulling at the knots in her hair until Ivy thought she would swoon from the pain of it. “Absolutely disgraceful. When were you last combed through, child?”

Ivy couldn’t remember. There was no comb at home, but there was a brush that the big girls and Aunt Pamela sometimes used in an attempt to bring a shine to their dust-colored locks. It wouldn’t go through Ivy’s hair, though. And anyway, Cyn and Mad said it turned their stomachs to see horrible red strands clogging up the bristles of their brush, so the less often she borrowed it, the better.

“Tsk,” hissed the lice woman, tugging even harder as she searched for infestations.

Nothing.

No creepers. No eggs. Nothing except tangles and dirt.

“Humph!”

Ivy found herself back on her feet, being told to go through to the schoolroom. Other children, waiting in line to have their own scalps examined, looked at her and giggled.

“Mop ’ead,” someone sniggered.

Anxiously, Ivy raised a hand to her hair. Her curls, unruly at the best of times, had been teased by the lice woman’s fingers into an even bushier shock.

An oddity, she thought to herself. I am an oddity after all, just like Hor and Mad and Cyn are forever tellin’ me I am.

Miserably, she looked along the line for Orlando, but he had already gone ahead of her into the schoolroom. The waiting children stared back with varying degrees of mischief or malice in their eyes. Some of the girls had heads so verminous that their plaits were twitching. But none of them had hair that was red or moplike. None of them was that different.

The door to the schoolroom was solid and heavy and hard for Ivy to push open. The noise of it closing behind her made everyone turn. Big children. Little children. Ivy recognized some of them from the streets and felt less alone.

The room was vast and the windows too high to see out of. Warm, though—it was nice and warm in there. And the lady who told her to come and sit down spoke kindly enough.

Ivy would have liked to sit next to Orlando, but he was halfway down the room, among the bigger boys, while she was being pointed to a bench not far from the door, where the youngest pupils perched, their faces wan, their feet weighed down by secondhand boots.

Meekly, Ivy went where she had been told. Her scalp was stinging and she thought she might need the privy. No one had told her where the privy was. No one had told her anything at all, except that she was disgraceful and a mop head and she should sit down.

And so she sat. And she waited.

“Hands in laps, children,” the kind lady said. “And no fidgeting.”

It was hard not to fidget when you needed the privy.

Eventually all the children on Ivy’s bench were given tin trays with a thick layer of damp sand in them. Ivy held hers between both hands and wondered why. There was no desk or table to put it on, so she rested it on her knees.

The kind lady moved away and began pointing with a cane at some shapes on the wall. “Watch and listen, children,” she said. “A, B, C…”

Letters, Ivy realized. The lady was teaching them their letters. And if she paid enough attention, like the charity mongers had said, she would learn how to read and write and might one day be somebody’s servant.

“D, E, F, G…”

The tray felt awkward on her lap. She pressed into it with one finger. The sand was gritty but an interesting color—not gray like the ash or black like the mud that she usually traced her pictures in, but a salt and peppery mix of lightish and darkish browns.

“H, I, J…”

The hole she had made looked like an eye, or the middle bit of a daisy. An eye, she decided. It was definitely an eye. But whose? Gently, carefully, she began to make other marks.

“K, L, M, N…”

A curve here, a line there…It was interesting how, if you patted some of the sand together in just the right way, it made a big fat tummy.

“Little girl. Little girl!”

The kind lady had stopped chanting letters and was pointing her cane across everybody’s head at…

Oh.

Ivy took her finger out of the sand so fast that the tray almost slid off her lap.

The children nearest to her twisted ’round to gawp. Even some of the older pupils, farther down the room, turned to see who was in trouble. “Eyes front!” their own teacher commanded, and they swiveled back again.

The kind lady was striding toward Ivy, her face grim.

“Stand up,” she said.

Ivy stood.

“Now follow me. And bring your tray.”

The boots Ivy had been given had belonged to a man who worked as a rat catcher. They were serviceable enough but way too large, and they clumped, slopped, and grated Ivy’s heels as she followed her teacher to a corner of the room, holding her tray out in front of her as steadily as she could.

“Stand there and don’t move.”

There was a pile of rags in the corner, which the teacher began to sort through. Each rag had a red flannel shape stitched onto it—a letter of the alphabet, Ivy realized, just like the ones she was going to learn.

“I,” said the teacher, pulling a rag from the pile. Her voice was stern and loud enough for everyone to hear. “The letter I. What might that stand for, school, in relation to this child?”

Several hands shot up at once.

Ivy considered the shape on the rag. It looked like a stick, this letter I.

“Yes, you…you there.”

“Idiot, miss.”

“It could. It could mean ‘idiot,’ but not in this instance…. Yes? Boy in the yellow waistcoat?”

“An eyesore, miss.”

“No. That would be the letter e… and it is no cause for merriment, school.”

Ivy hung her head.

“Idle?”

“No. Not ‘idle.’ Not in this case.”

These were all older children speaking out. They sounded very wise and Ivy couldn’t help but wonder if she would ever be that clever. She wasn’t to know that these children were no great shakes as scholars. They had merely spent enough time in the corner themselves or watching others being punished to have memorized the school’s entire A to Z of transgressions.

Then Orlando raised his hand—the youngest child to do so.

Orly, thought Ivy in hurt surprise, wotcher doin’? Orlando didn’t understand letters any more than she did. And besides, why would he, of all people, want to add to her misery by suggesting a bad thing about her beginning with I?

“Yes,” her teacher said. “You…new boy.”

Orlando’s voice rang clear across the room. “I know,” he said. “I know what the word is. It’s ‘Ivy,’ ain’t it? I for ‘Ivy.’ I, V, E.” He sounded excited, as if he had just discovered the key to something vital—something that would eventually mean far more to him than anything else in the world.

“Nonsense,” the teacher rebuked him. “‘Ivy’—and that’s I, V, Y, by the way, young man—is neither an adjective nor a misdemeanor, so how could it possibly apply?”

Orlando shrank back, the excitement draining from his face.

The teacher turned to Ivy and took the tray from her hands.

“Inattentive,” she pronounced slowly and loudly. “This child was not paying attention to her lesson. Her very first lesson. She is I for ‘inattentive’ and will remain here, in this corner, until she is R for…?”

“Repentant,” chorused half the school; “remorseful,” chanted the others, the sound of the words clashing and jumbling above their heads.

And so Ivy was left standing in the corner, clutching the letter I and wondering what it meant to be “remortant.” Or had they said “repenful”? And the tray of sand was placed on the floor beside her, its surface swiped smooth by the flat of the teacher’s hand so that no trace remained of the happy hillocky person that Ivy had so enjoyed creating.
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