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Thank you to everyone who has enjoyed Rose and Barney’s story so far. This is for you!
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London, December 1816

Rose Marshall scurried towards Charing Cross in the afternoon gloom, grateful for her stout boots that gripped the pavement. Her thoughts were occupied by reaching home as swiftly as possible followed by the fortification of a cup of hot tea.

Rushing from one place to another was hardly unusual for Rose.

In the eighteen months since she had married Barney, Rose’s working life had become increasingly busy. Shortly after their late summer wedding, Barney had won a contract with a prestigious outlet for the London branch of the hosiery business supplied by his father’s factory in Leicester.

The newlyweds’ honeymoon period had been truncated by pressing business concerns. Fortunately, as they were both commerce-minded, the young couple harnessed their energies to make the most of this opportunity.

Rose was proud of how Barney had matured in the four years since they first met. She was initially struck by his warmth of character almost as much as his muscular stockiness. At that stage, Barney was playing the gentleman, jostling to enter high society despite his family’s background in trade.

Rose smiled to herself as she picked her way along the half-empty street, recalling the kicks of fashion that Barney adopted in order to blend with the ton.

We’ve both made a transformation in our own ways, Rose reflected. Both inward and outward.

Barney relished the challenge of establishing the Marshall name in London. He had grown to value his manufacturing roots from his experience of navigating the disdainful attitudes of the gentry. Perhaps as his papa intended.

Barney flourished as the manager of an expanding business, with Rose at his side, not only as his helpmeet but in the role of bookkeeper. She managed to juggle her existing clients with the increasing demands of the family concern. Which was why she was out and about on a wintry Christmas Eve delivering accounts to a client, rather than bedecking her hall with holly and ivy.

I’ll set to my task once I’m home, Rose thought, and Barney and I can decorate the sitting room together.

Since Barney already had an appointment, Rose hadn’t objected to taking the completed accounts to Mr. Willis at the Haymarket.

The elderly gentlemen, one of the last of the provenders or animal food suppliers for which the street was famous in years gone by, had taken a chance on Rose at a critical point. She had finally thrown off the male persona of Ross and the tenure as a bank clerk. Rose had several existing private bookkeeping clients, but she required additional customers to pay her way.

Her gruff former landlady, Grace, might not have minded a delay in the rent. But I would have, Rose thought, dimly aware of the clop of hooves denoting the passing of a lone private carriage on the street.

Despite her portfolio proclaiming her computing skills, a daunting number of businesses dismissed her out of hand, unwilling to employ a female. One potential customer had the gall to laugh in her face.

The elderly Mr. Willis had no such reservations. He told Rose that his sister had taken care of the books for decades until her failing eyesight forced her to retire.

“She will be delighted to hand over the responsibility to such a capable person,” Mr. Willis had declared, as he shook Rose’s hand.

Rose might be at the point in her career where she had far more prosperous clients, but she had never forgotten Mr. Willis’ generosity of spirit.

Despite the threat of imminent snowfall, Rose had walked from Bloomsbury, reckoning that she’d be home again, or thereabouts, before the first flakes manifested.

However, she had reckoned without Mr. Willis’ additional queries and his show of hospitality, insisting on offering Rose a glass of Madeira and a slice of his sister’s home made fruit cake.

Rose had thought that ten more minutes wouldn’t matter, and that she could always hail a hackney cab to take her the short distance home.

But when she emerged from the provender’s, sleet was falling steadily and any coaches for hire were nowhere to be seen.

* * * *
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Rose shivered as a sharp gust of icy wind penetrated her cloak and swirled around her stockinged ankles. She did not miss male attire but she had to admit that pantaloons and Hessian boots were less draughty and more practical during a drop in temperature. One disadvantage of female dress.

On a late afternoon, Charing Cross and the Strand beyond were normally heaving with crowds and carriages. But with daylight fading early and snow imminent, pedestrians had vanished, businesses had shut in advance, and even street sellers had given up hope of custom.

Rose was alone apart from an occasional private vehicle.

As Rose passed the church of St. Martin’s in the Fields, the oppressive silence was broken by the yowl of a cat.

I hope the poor creature finds some shelter, Rose thought.

Her steps slowed as the noise continued, becoming more insistent. With a start that made her stop in her tracks, Rose realised that the sound didn’t emanate from a stray animal.

Why, surely that’s a child!

Without hesitation, Rose mounted the steps leading to the church’s great stone portico, peering into the semi-darkness. The wailing grew louder but Rose struggled to discover the source.

With further urgency, she explored the darkened portico, searching the dark corners. Finally, with a sense of overriding relief, she made out the shape of a woven basket tucked behind one of the pillars.

The cry reached screaming pitch.

Instinctively, Rose lifted the basket. It was surprisingly light, much less of a burden than the ledgers she had delivered to the Haymarket. But a much more onerous responsibility.

“Hush now,” she soothed, holding the basket in both hands and peering within. The baby responded to her voice and touch, the cries lessening now it had received the attention it sought. Its form showed only as a tiny lump beneath a meagre covering, either malnourished or a newborn.

Balancing the basket on her hip, Rose used her free hand to grasp the door handle of the church, ready to share her discovery and fetch help.

The door refused to give.

Locked, she concluded. Rose tried again for good measure in case the handle was merely stiff from the cold. Her second attempt confirmed her suspicions.

A sensible precaution, she supposed, with the plate and silver laid out in readiness for Christmas services. The inclement weather wouldn’t stop enterprising thieves.

The verger’s probably gone home for a hot meal and will return shortly to finish setting up.

But that would be too late for the child.

If left exposed on the portico, even for another half hour, the rapidly freezing air would snuff out the tiny life before it had a chance to flourish. Whoever had left the baby must have hoped for a swift rescue.

Struggling with indecision, Rose looked over her shoulder.

The swirling snow started to settle on the church steps beyond the portico.

That decided her.

“I’ll take you home with me,” she said to the baby. “Get you warmed through and comfortable. Then Barney and I can discuss what to do next.”

* * * *
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As she reached Holborn, Rose was alerted to the baby’s immediate needs. She had battled against the wind, clutching the precious basket, her eyes watering from the stinging snow, walking as fast as she could manage without risking a fall with her precious cargo.

The baby had emitted the odd protest along Drury Lane, but now the faint grumbling grew to a determined cry. Rose might not have everyday familiarity with infants but she hazarded a guess that the child required sustenance.

Suppressing her anxiety that she couldn’t continue her route across Holborn to Gloucester Street and the shelter of her home, Rose ducked down a narrow lane where the local wet nurse lived.

She rapped the door, rocking the complaining baby. Rose hastily prepared an explanation which wasn’t required when Mrs. Griffiths answered the door. The fuss the child made explained her dilemma.

“Needs feeding, then?”

The wet nurse took the basket from Rose and once they were in the inner room, attached the child to her breast with easy familiarity, ignored by her numerous children, inured to their mother’s regular occupation.

As she watched, Rose felt a surge of jealousy that she was unable to perform a task that other women took entirely for granted.

I should be grateful, she scolded herself, as the baby drank its fill, for the many blessings I have received. Not least that the wet nurse was at home and willing to oblige before the baby starved.

“I’ll come by later this evening,” Mrs. Griffiths said, once the baby was back in its basket and a few coins had been exchanged. “The child will need another feed by then. Gloucester Street, isn’t it?”

“That’s right,” Rose said gratefully. Then her conscience troubled her. “Are you sure you want to venture out on such a cold night?”

“The baby won’t care about that,” Mrs. Griffiths said, laughing. “Never you worry, Mrs. Marshall, my eldest will come with me. It’s only around the corner. I’ve had many a high and mighty lady summon me from my bed to attend a baby on worse nights.”

Rose pressed an additional coin into Mrs. Griffith’s hand.

“Unlike some unappreciative customers, I’m very grateful for your service and your kindness.”

* * * *
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