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Naked came I out of my mother’s womb,

and naked shall I return thither.

—THE BOOK OF JOB, 1:21

 

 

 

Slammerkin, noun, eighteenth century, of unknown origin. 1. A loose gown. 2. A loose woman.




Prologue

THERE ONCE was a cobbler called Saunders who died for eleven days. At least, that was how his daughter remembered it.

In the year 1752 it was announced that the second of September would be followed by the fourteenth. The matter was merely one of wording, of course; time in its substance was not to undergo any change. Since this calendrical reform would bring the kingdom of Great Britain in line with its neighbours at last, what price a brief inconvenience, a touch of confusion? London newspapers printed witty verses about the ‘Annihilation of Time,’ but no one doubted the Government’s weighty reasons. Nor did anyone think to explain them to persons of no importance, such as Cob Saunders.

He knew this much: injustice had been done. There were eleven days of chiselling shoe leather he’d never be paid for, eleven dinners snatched away before they reached his lips, eleven nights when he was going to be cheated out of the sweet relief of dropping down on his straw mattress.

On September the fourteenth—New Style, as they called it—Cob Saunders woke up with a hammering head and knew that eleven days of his life had been lost. Stolen, rather; cut out of his 
allotted span the way you might nick a wormhole out of an apple. He had no notion how those days had been done away with, or how he might fetch them back; his head was fit to split when he tried to figure it out. He was a man eleven days nearer to his death and there was nothing he could do.

But perhaps there was. When the Calendar Riots began—though Cob had no part in the starting of them—he joined in with all the breath he had, tossing his rage onto the general bonfire. The cry went up: Give us back our eleven days.

The Government was merciful; Cob Saunders wasn’t executed. He died of gaol fever.

Christmas came eleven days early, that year. The clamour of church bells pulled the air as taut as catgut, and the cobbler’s five-year-old daughter Mary knelt below the window, watching for snow that never fell.

 

Eleven years later Mary Saunders was back on her knees, herself in gaol.


  Like father, like daughter.


The night room in Monmouth Gaol was twenty-two feet long and fifteen feet wide. She’d measured it by pacing, her first night. Four walls and no windows: here the men and women awaiting trial at the Spring Sessions lived like rats. Some were chained up after sunset, but not necessarily the murderers; there was no rhyme or reason to it that Mary could see. Anything, she learned, could happen in the darkness. Rapes, and only a hiss for breath; blows, and no sound but the slap of meat. There was no straw provided, so shit piled high in the corners; the air was as thick as earth. One morning an old Welshman was found face down, unmoving. But nothing could shock Mary Saunders any more; she wouldn’t let anything touch her now.

It had been worse back in September, when mosquitoes sang in the night heat and the guards didn’t bring any water. Once before 
dawn it had rained so hard that water leaked through the cracked ceiling, and the prisoners laughed like hoarse lunatics and licked the walls.

Now it was Christmastide, and in the gaol’s day room Mary Saunders sat on her feet like a carving, hour after hour. If she didn’t move, she wouldn’t feel. Her palms rested on the rough brown dress the gaolers had given her three months before; it felt like sacking, stiff with dust. Her eyes latched onto the barred square of window, followed the crows wheeling across the white frosty sky towards the Welsh border; her ears took account of their mockery.

The other prisoners had learned to treat the London girl as if she weren’t there. Their filthy songs were inaudible to her; their gossip was a foreign language. Their couplings meant no more to her than the scratch of mice. If thrown dice happened to clatter against her knees, she didn’t flinch. When a boy stole the blue-edged bread out of her hand, Mary Saunders only contracted her fingers and shut her eyes. She was going to die in gaol, just like her father.

Until the morning she felt a light tug in her chest, as if her heart were starting to unravel. Gin clouded the air. She opened her eyes to see a purse-snatch with only one sleeve stooped over her, delicately pulling a faded red ribbon out of Mary’s stays.

‘That’s mine,’ said Mary, her voice hoarse with disuse. With one hand she seized the ribbon, and with the other she took hold of the old woman by the soft part of the throat. She tightened her grip on the grey jowlish flesh while the thief choked and wrenched herself away.

Mary let her go, and wiped her hand on her skirt. Then she wound the ribbon round her thumb till it made a hard rusty-coloured ring, and tucked it back down her stays where it belonged.



  PART ONE


London





  Chapter One


Ribbon Red

THE RIBBON had been bright scarlet when Mary Saunders first laid eyes on it, back in London. 1760: she was thirteen years old. The fat strip of satin was the exact colour of the poppies that grew in Lamb’s Conduit Fields at the back of Holborn, where the archers practised. It was threaded into the silver hair of a girl Mary used to look out for at the Seven Dials.

Mary’s mother—known as Mrs. Susan Digot ever since she’d remarried, a coalman this time—had told her daughter often enough not to pass through the Seven Dials on her way back from Charity School. A pond for the worst scum in London, she called the Dials. But the warnings drew the girl like a hot fire on a winter’s night.

Besides, she was never in a hurry to get home. If it was still light when Mary reached the family’s two-room cellar on Charing Cross Road, she knew what she’d see through the low scuffed window: her mother shipwrecked in a sea of cheap linen, scaly fingers clinging to the needle, hemming and cross-stitching innumerable quilted squares while the new baby wailed in his basket. There was never anywhere to sit or stand that wasn’t in the way or in the light. It 
would be Mary’s job to untie the baby’s foul swaddlings, and not say a word of complaint because, after all, he was a boy, the family’s most precious thing. William Digot—the Digot man, as she mentally called her stepfather—wouldn’t get home from work for hours yet. It would be up to Mary to stand in the pump queue on Long Acre till nightfall for two buckets of water so he could wash his face white before he slept.

Was it any wonder, then, that she preferred to dawdle away the last of the afternoon at the Dials, where seven streets thrust away in seven different directions, and there were stalls heaped with silks and live carp butting in barrels, and gulls cackling overhead, and the peddler with his coats lined with laces and ribbons of colours Mary could taste on her tongue: yellow like fresh butter, ink black, and the blue of fire? Where boys half her size smoked long pipes and spat black on the cobbles, and sparrows bickered over fragments of piecrust? Where Mary couldn’t hear her own breath over the thump of feet and the clatter of carts and the church bells, postmen’s bells, fiddles and tambourines, and the rival bawls of vendors and mongers of lavender and watercress and curds-and-whey and all the things there were in the world? What d’ye lack, what d’ye lack?

And girls, always two or three girls at each of the seven sharp corners of the Dials, their cheeks bleached, their mouths dark as cherries. Mary was no fool; she knew them for harlots. They looked right through her, and she expected no more. What did they care about a lanky child in a grey buttoned smock she was fast outgrowing, with all her damp black hair hidden in a cap? Except for the girl with the glossy scarlet ribbon dangling from her bun, and a scar that cut through the chalky mask of her cheek—she used to give Mary the odd smile with the corner of her crooked mouth. If it hadn’t been for the jagged mark from eye to jaw, that girl would have been the most gorgeous creature Mary had ever seen. Her skirts were sometimes emerald, sometimes strawberry, sometimes violet, all swollen up as if with air; her breasts spilled over the top of her stays 
like milk foaming in a pan. Her piled-high hair was powdered silver, and the red ribbon ran through it like a streak of blood.

Mary knew that harlots were the lowest of the low. Some of them looked happy but that was only for barefaced show. ‘A girl that loses her virtue loses everything,’ her mother remarked one day, standing sideways in the doorway as two girls flounced by, arm in arm, their vast pink skirts swinging like bells. ‘Everything, Mary, d’you hear? If you don’t keep yourself clean you’ll never get a husband.’

Also they were damned. It was in one of those rhymes Mary had to learn at school.

 


The harlot, drunkard, thief and liar,

All shall burn in eternal fire.



 

On cold nights under her frayed blanket she liked to imagine the heat of it, toasting her palms: eternal fire! She thought of all the shades a flame could turn.

Mary owned nothing with a colour in it, and consequently was troubled by cravings. Her favourite way to spend any spare half hour was to stroll along Piccadilly, under the vast wooden signs that swung from their chains; the best was the goldbeater’s one in the form of a gigantic gilded arm and hammer. She stopped at each great bow of a shop window and pressed her face to the cold glass. How fiercely the lamps shone, even in daylight; how trimly and brightly the hats and gloves and shoes were laid out, offering themselves to her eyes. Cloths of silver and ivory and gold were stacked high as a man’s head; the colours made her mouth water. She never risked going inside one of those shops—she knew they’d chase her out—but no one could stop her looking.

Her own smock was the dun of pebbles—in order that the patrons of the School would know the girls were humble and obedient, the Superintendent said. The same went for the caps and buttoned capes that had to be left at School with the books at the end of every 
day, so parents wouldn’t pawn them. Once Mary tried to smuggle The Kings and Queens of England home for the night to Charing Cross Road, so she could read it under the covers by the streetlight that leaked into the basement, but she was caught going out the school door with the book under her arm and caned till red lines striped her palms. Not that this stopped her, it only made her more resourceful. The next time the teacher forgot to count the books at the end of the day, Mary tucked A Child’s Book of Martyrs between her thighs and walked out with stiff small steps, as if in pain. She never brought that book back to school at all. Her favourite illustration was of the saint getting seared on a gigantic griddle.

As well as her daily dress Mary had a Sunday one—though the Digots only went to communion at St. Martin-in-the-Fields twice a year—but it had long since faded to beige. The bread the family lived on was gritty with the chalk the baker used to whiten it; the cheese was pallid and sweaty from being watered down. If the Digots had meat, the odd week when Mary’s mother finished a big batch of quilting on time, it was the faint brown of sawdust.

Not that they were poor, exactly. Mary Saunders and her mother and the man she was meant to call Father had a pair of shoes each, and if baby Billy didn’t learn to walk too fast, he would have a pair too, by the time he needed them. Poor was another state altogether, Mary knew. Poor was when bits of your bare body hung through holes in your clothes. Poor was a pinch of tea brewed over and over for weeks till it was the colour of water. Falling down in the street. That smell of metal on the breath of that boy at school who collapsed during prayers. ‘Blessed are the meek,’ the Superintendent was intoning at the time, and she stopped for a moment, displeased at the interruption, then continued, ‘for they shall inherit the earth.’ But that boy hadn’t inherited anything, Mary decided. All he’d done was fainted again the next morning, and never come back to School again.

Yes, Mary knew she had much to be thankful for, from the leather soles under her feet, to the bread in her mouth, to the fact that she 
went to school at all. Dull as it was, it was better than mopping floors in a tavern at eight years old, like the girl in the cellar beside theirs. There weren’t many girls who were still at school when they turned thirteen; most parents would call it a waste of education. But it had been Cob Saunders’s fondest whim that his daughter should learn what he never had—reading, writing and casting account—and as a matter of respect, his widow saw to it that the girl never missed school. Yes, Mary was grateful for what she’d got; she didn’t need her mother’s sharp reminders. ‘We get by, don’t we?’ Susan Digot would say in answer to any complaints, pointing her long callused finger at her daughter. ‘We make ends meet, thank the Maker.’

When Mary was very young she had heard God referred to as the Almighty Master, and ever since then she’d tended to confuse him with the man her mother quilted for. The delivery boy would arrive with a sack of linen pieces every week or so, and dump it at Susan Digot’s feet: ‘The Master says to get this lot done by Thursday or there’ll be hell to pay, and no more stains or he’ll dock you tuppence on the shilling.’ So in the girl’s mind the Mighty Master owned all the things and people of the earth, and at any time you could be called to account for what you had done with them.

These nights, in Mary’s dreams, mustachioed Frenchmen knelt before her, and she hid her face behind a stiff fan of lace. The scar-faced harlot from the Dials shook her head like a silver birch in a high wind, and the red ribbon slid right down into Mary’s hands, as smooth as water.

‘Get up now, girl,’ came her mother’s cry first thing in the morning. Mary had to empty the Digots’ brimming pot into the gutter, and blow on last night’s fire, and toast crusts on a blackened fork. ‘Make haste, now. Your father can’t dawdle here all day.’ As if he was any father of hers; as if his kindness to Mary had lasted any longer than it took to court the Widow Saunders. ‘Come now, can you not hear Billy boy whining?’ As if Mary cared.

A boy was worth ten times as much as a girl, Mary knew that without ever being told. Since the girl’s half-brother was born, 
though, Susan Digot had not looked more content, but the opposite; her elbows sharper, her temper shorter. There seemed a kind of fury about her sometimes when she looked at her daughter. ‘Four mouths to fill, I have,’ she muttered once, ‘and one of them a great useless girl’s.’

While Mary was waiting at the corner for the milkmonger each morning—and especially if he’d bittered the milk with snail juice to make it froth as if fresh—she took refuge in her best memories: the time her mother had taken her to watch the Lord Mayor’s Procession, or the sky-splitting fireworks on Tower Hill last New Year’s Eve. As she hugged her pint basin of tea and soaked her crusts to soften them, she conjured up a luxurious future. She dwelt on how she would have her maid wind a scarlet ribbon into her plaits every morning; how its gaudy stain would make her hair gleam like coal. The sounds of her future would be foreign ones: flutes, and galloping horses, and high trills of laughter.

All day at school Mary thought of gaudy colours as she copied out Precepts and corrected the spelling of the girls in the neighbouring desks. None of the tasks set demanded more than a fraction of her mind, that was the problem. The Superintendent called her proud, but Mary thought it would be nonsense to pretend she didn’t know she had quick wits. As far back as she could remember, she had found her schoolwork ludicrously simple. Now she busied herself with fantasies of hooped gowns with ten-foot trains as she stood—a full head above the younger girls—reciting the Principles of Goodness:

 


Put upon this Earth to work

None but wicked children shirk.



 

Mary was so used to these rhymes by now that she could join in with the chorus of voices while her mind was altogether elsewhere. Could chant the Five Requirements for Salvation, for instance, while deciding that once she was grown to womanhood she would never wear beige. She tried not to think about how empty her stomach was, or the Mighty Master in the sky, or what piece-work he was going to hand her, or how long a life she’d have to do it in. That Immortal Soul the teachers harped on so much—Mary knew she’d swap it quick as a blink for the merest inch of beauty. A single scarlet ribbon.

 

In September, old King George dropped dead and young George was the new king. William Digot said things might take a turn for the better now. This fellow had been born on English soil, which was more than you could say for his dad and his grandad, ‘and Lord knows we’ve had enough of those Germans and their fat wives.’

When he fell asleep in his chair, Mary peered over his shoulder at the newspaper in his lap. She suspected her stepfather couldn’t read one word in three; he just stumbled his way through the headlines and looked at the pictures. Under the title ‘King of Great Britain, Ireland, Gibraltar, Canada, the Americas, Bengal, the West Indies, and Elector of Hanover’ there was a full-length drawing of the young king; his expression a little nervous, his thighs in their velvet breeches as smooth as fish.

Crouched by the window to catch the last of the daylight, Susan Digot nibbled her lip. Mary knew her mother took no interest in politics. All the woman had ever wanted was to be a proper dressmaker, shaping elegant skirts and jackets instead of quilting coarse six-inch squares twelve hours a day for dirt pay from a master she’d never met. She and Cob Saunders had both grown up in a faraway city called Monmouth before they’d come to London in ’39. ‘What was it brought you and my father to London in the first place?’ asked Mary now, softly, so as not to wake the coalman.

‘Whatever makes you ask a thing like that?’ Susan Digot’s eyes were startled, red at the rims. But she didn’t wait for an answer. ‘Myself and Cob, we thought we’d better ourselves, but we should have bided at home.’ Her fingers moved like mice across a hem, stitching as fast as breath. ‘It can’t be done.’



‘What can’t?’

‘Bettering yourself,’ said her mother bleakly. ‘Cob didn’t know the London cobblers had the trade all sewn up, did he? He never got the work he wanted, the fine skilful stuff. Patching holes with cardboard, that was about the height of it. Here, count these.’

Mary went over and knelt at her mother’s knee, lining up the squares stuffed with muslin. She imagined her father as a cross-legged fairy man, tapping nails into pointed dancing shoes with his tiny hammer. But no, that wasn’t right, that was out of a story. When she concentrated, she could see him as he’d been: the great bulk of him.

‘Cob wouldn’t have gone and got himself killed back in Monmouth,’ added her mother, her mouth askew. ‘There was never such bloodshed there.’

Mary tried to picture it: blood on the London cobbles. She’d seen a riot go down Charing Cross last year: boots clattering past the basement window, and shouts of ‘No Popery,’ and the screech of breaking glass. ‘Like the No Popery?’ she said now, eager.

Susan Digot sniffed. ‘That was nothing to the Calendar Riots your father got mixed up in, nothing at all. The chaos and confusion, you can’t imagine it.’ She went silent, and there was only the scratch of her needle on the cloth. Then she asked, ‘And what about me?’ giving Mary a hard look as if she should know the answer. ‘Wasn’t I as neat a needlewoman as my friend Jane, look you, and here am I wearing out my fingers on squares like some iron machine while she was making costumes for the quality, last I heard!’

That Mary could imagine more easily: costumes for the quality, sleek and colourful as fruit on a china plate. Scarlet ribbons threaded through hems, sleeves, stomachers. ‘Why can’t you be a dressmaker now, though, Mother?’ she said suddenly.

Susan Digot let out an impatient sound. ‘Such impossibilities you invent, Mary. I never got the skills for more than hemming, did I? And where would I be supposed to get the capital to start up for myself, or the space for a shop likewise? Besides, my eyes aren’t what 
they were. And isn’t London choked with dressmakers already? What could possess anyone to hire me?’

Her voice grated on her daughter’s ears. Dreariness and complaint, that was all she ever spoke nowadays. Mary tried to remember the last time she’d heard her mother laugh.

‘Besides,’ the woman added sternly, ‘William provides for us now.’

Mary kept her head down so her mother wouldn’t see her face.

She was sure there had been better times, when she was small and her mother was still Mrs. Saunders. There was a tiny picture in the back of Mary’s mind of being weak after a fever, and her mother holding her in the crook of her arm, and feeding her warm ale posset with a pewter spoon. The posset was soft on Mary’s throat, going down. The spoon must have been lost since, or pawned maybe. And she was sure she remembered Cob Saunders too, the vast shape of him against the light as he worked by the window, his hammer as sure as a heartbeat. The dark fuzz of his beard used to catch crumbs; after supper he’d lift his small daughter onto his lap so she could comb it with her fingers. Mary couldn’t have made up a picture as vivid as that, could she? She knew it was from her father she’d got her height and her dark eyes and hair; all she had of her mother’s was a pair of quick hands.

Even the food had been better in those days too, she was sure of it. She thought she remembered a week when there’d been more than enough of everything, after Susan Saunders had made a big sale, and the family had fresh meat and tuppenny ale, and Mary was sick all down her shift from the richness and the thrill of it, but no one got angry.

‘How many is that, then?’ said her mother, and Mary was jolted back into the present, the fading light of afternoon.

She looked down uncertainly at the pile of pieces on her lap. ‘Fifty-three, I think, or maybe fifty-four . . .’

‘Count them again,’ said her mother. Her voice sagged like an old mattress. ‘Maybe’s no good when the Master sends for them, is it?’



Mary started again as fast as she could, thumbing the pieces but trying not to dirty them, while beside her Susan Digot bent closer to her sewing. ‘Mother,’ the girl asked, struck by a thought, ‘why didn’t you ever go back to Monmouth?’

The seamstress gave a little jerk of her shoulders. ‘Cob and I, we didn’t fancy crawling home with all our mighty plans demolished. Besides, he wasn’t a man to give up hope. He had a liking for London,’ she said contemptuously. ‘It was his idea to drag us here in the first place.’

‘No but afterwards,’ the girl said eagerly, ‘after my father died.’ She could see it like a tale in a book; herself as the little girl in her widowed mother’s tender arms, the two of them costumed in black satin, jolting along in a plush-lined coach to the fabled city of Monmouth where the air smelt clean and the people smiled at each other in the street.

Her mother shook her head as if there was a bee buzzing in it. ‘You make your bed,’ she quoted, ’and you lie in it. This is where the Maker has put me and this is where I’ll stay. There’s no going back.’

And there was never any arguing with that.

 

One damp November evening Mary had been sent in search of a shell-cart for tuppence worth of winkles when she bumped into the ribbon peddler coming out of an alley off Short’s Gardens. He opened his coat at her like a pair of wings. Mary backed away in fright. His coat was old, blackened at the edges. But there, pinned to the lining, long and snaky and curled at the end like a tongue: the very match of the harlot’s ribbon.

‘How much for the red one?’ The words slipped out on their own.

‘A shilling to you, dear heart.’ The peddler cocked his grizzled head sideways at her as if she had made a joke. His eyes were shiny.

Mary ran on.

It might as well have been a guinea he’d asked. Mary had never held a shilling in her hand. And when she stood at the shell-cart 
tonight and dug into her smock pocket for the two pennies William Digot had entrusted to her to buy the family’s dinner, one of them was gone. There was a hole in the cloth, its edges soft as Billy’s eyelashes.

What was she to do? A pennyworth of winkles would never stretch to four people, she knew, so she ran round the corner to the pieman on Flitcroft Street and asked him had he anything for a penny. The ham pie he gave her had a broken crust but it looked filling, at least. All the way home she kept her eyes on the ground to catch the winking of the lost penny between two cobbles or in a gutter overflowing with peelings and turds, but she never caught a glimpse of it. As if a coin would lie long in the dirt of Charing Cross!

She hoped the Digots would be content with the pie, as it was hot and smelt wholesome. Instead, Susan Digot called her a liar. ‘You spent the penny on hot lardy-cake, didn’t you?’ she said, rubbing her sore eyes with the heel of her hand. ‘I can smell it off your breath.’

Over and over again, as the hard end of the broom landed on her legs, the girl sobbed out her defence: ‘I lost it! I lost the penny, I swear!’

‘Oh, Mary,’ said Susan Digot, and hit her again.

She’d been thrashed before, and harder, but somehow she had never felt so injured. What good was it to be a grown girl of thirteen, if she could still be put over her mother’s knee and beaten for something she hadn’t done?

Afterwards she squatted in the corner and watched the Digots eat the pie, feeding the corners to little Billy. Her tears dried to salt on her jaw. Her stomach growled; she hoped they could hear it. Finally she stood up and turned her pocket inside out. ‘Look,’ she said, her voice shaking, ‘there was a hole and I didn’t know it.’ She pushed her thumb through the gaping seam to show them.

William Digot looked up from his dinner. ‘You could have poked that there yourself,’ he accused.

His wife stared at the frayed pocket, and for a moment such a peculiar look strayed across her face that it almost seemed she might cry.



‘It wasn’t thievery!’ said Mary, almost shouting.

Her mother’s eyes flickered over her. ‘Carelessness is just as bad.’ Then she held out her tin plate with the crust of pastry on it, like someone feeding a dog.

‘She doesn’t deserve it,’ remarked her husband, eyeing the plate.

‘She’s my daughter,’ said Susan Digot, quiet and fierce.

Was the woman raging against her child, or her husband, or the Mighty Master who had burdened her with such a family, and so little pie to divide between them? Mary would have liked to knock the crust onto the floor, or even better, to look away, quite indifferent—but she was too hungry for dignity tonight. She took the crust between finger and thumb and choked it down.

The lesson she learned that night was not the one intended. The next time she was sent to buy dinner, she knew enough to lie about the price of the half-dozen oysters; she kept that penny, to pay herself back for the beating.

 

Mary had bled two months in a row now. Susan Digot had wet eyes, the first time, and muttered about this being greatly early for it all to begin, even if Mary was taller than many a grown woman. ‘I was a child till I was past sixteen, back in Monmouth,’ she added aggrievedly. ‘Everything moves too fast in the big city.’

The pointed bones of Mary’s elbows were wearing through her grey uniform, and she’d lost a button off the front where her chest was swelling. These days she wasn’t paying attention at school. She forgot to join in with the chanted rhymes, even though she knew them all by heart. Her mind stretched and yawned like a tiger. She could read and write and make accounts better than any other girl in the school; what else could she learn here? The other girls her age had all left by now, one to become a washerwoman, another to be apprentice to a stockinger, and three more to hem piece-work. A girl that Mary had almost thought of as a friend was gone into service in Cornwall, which might as well be the end of the world. All these trades seemed to Mary to be wretched.

Other girls seemed unburdened by ambition; most folks seemed content with their lot. Ambition was an itch in Mary’s shoe, a maggot in her guts. Even when she read a book, her eyes skimmed and galloped over the lines, eager to reach the end. She suspected ambition was what was making her legs grow so long and her mouth so red. In the gap between day and sleep, when Mary curled her swelling body in the hollow of the mattress she shared with Billy, she was plagued by vague dreams of a better life; an existence where dirt and labour would give way to colour, variety, and endless nights dancing in the Pleasure Gardens at Vauxhall, across the river. Sometimes Mary’s sense of grievance focused like a beam of light. Before dawn, when she woke up with a start at the sound of the first carts jolting by, or the wails and kicks of the boy lying at the bottom of the bed, it was as clear as glass in her head: I deserve more than this.

The earth itself seemed restless this year. There was a quake in February, and another in March, when Susan Digot’s last chinaware plate that had belonged to her parents slipped from the shelf and smashed itself to bits on the hearth. People took these to be warnings; some said a great quake was coming which would shake the city of London to bits. Preachers said God in his wrath meant to raise the waters of the Thames and drown all the sinful gamblers, drunkards, and fornicators.

William Digot told his family it was all a lot of nonsense, but when the time came and Londoners began to flee to the outlying villages, his wife managed to persuade him that it would do no harm to move the family to Hampstead for the night. They sat on the heath looking down at the city. When nothing had happened by ten o’clock, they sought out the barn floor where they were to bed down in the straw alongside eleven other families. William Digot got in a quarrel with the owner about the exorbitant rates she was charging; she made him leave his best shirt as a surety for the money.



The stink and the raised voices kept Mary awake. Later she got up and sneaked out onto the heath. Wrapped in her mother’s shawl, she squatted beside the barn, staring down at the flickering lights of London. Mary thought of the masked balls and the all-night card parties, the satin-shod revellers who laughed in the face of the wrathful Almighty. It was a city full of glitter and glee, and it was all about to be destroyed before she’d had so much as a taste of it.

She waited to feel the earth start to shudder, or the air to fill with the rising reek of the Thames. But there was no punishment, that night, only a long taut silence as the stars came out one by one.

 

In May of the year 1761, Mary turned fourteen. After school that day she passed through the Seven Dials and caught a glimpse of the back of the scarred harlot. On an impulse, she followed the girl up Mercer Street, past St. Giles-in-the-Fields. What was it her mother said? Every man in St. Giles who’s not a beggar is a thief. But Mary scurried on after the white wig with its cheeky red ribbon. When the girl stopped at a gin-shop Mary hung back; then her quarry reemerged, swinging a bottle.

At the Holborn warren she’d heard called the Rookery, Mary stopped, afraid to go any further. The harlot disappeared between two buildings which leaned drunkenly on each other across a street no wider than the span of Mary’s arms. Courts cut the nearby streets, yards cut the courts, and yards conspired briefly in crannies. Mary had heard that no one chased into the Rookery by a watchman or even a Bow Street Runner ever got caught. Two Indian sailors passed by then, and one of them winked his white eye at her. Mary ran half the way home.

Susan Digot looked up from her stitching and rubbed her damp forehead with the back of the hand that held the needle. Her coppery hair was turning grey. ‘Ah, Mary, at last. I got us a pigeon. It’s very high, look you, but in a good spiced ragout we’ll hardly taste it.’

The quills were loose in the pigeon’s skin. The girl plucked fast, 
to get it over with, shuddering a little. The big feathers flared in the fire, but the small ones clung to her fingers. Her knife laid the pigeon’s entrails bare. She thought of what it meant to be fourteen.

Susan Digot watched her daughter, and licked the thread as if she were thirsty for its flavour. ‘You’d have quick fingers for the work.’

The girl ignored that.

‘High time you learned a trade, now you’re a grown woman.’

Mary concentrated on getting all the dirty innards out of the pigeon. She hadn’t thought her mother had remembered her birthday.

‘Plain work, fancy work, quilt work . . . A girl won’t ever starve as long as she’s a needle in her sleeve, Mary.’

The girl turned and stared into her mother’s eyes; they had always been the dirty blue of rain clouds, but recently she’d begun to notice the red around their rims. They were ringed as sure as targets and speckled as if by darts. How many more years would they last? Mary had seen a pair of blind seamstresses that lived in a garret in Neal’s Yard; you could count the bones in their arms. So she shook her head and turned back to the flattened pigeon. She scooped up its guts on the edge of her knife and flicked them into the fire.

For a moment she thought it was going to be all right; silence would fill up the little room as the last light gave way to evening shadow. When Digot woke for his dinner, the talk would start up again, and Mary knew how to steer it onto harmless topics: the mild air, or how strong Billy’s arms were getting.

But Susan Digot pushed her fading hair back from her face and let out her breath as if it hurt her. ‘All this reading and writing and casting account is well and good, and when Cob Saunders insisted you go to the Charity School I never said a word against it, did I?’

It was not a question that required an answer.

‘Did I stand in your way?’ she asked her daughter formally. ‘I did not, even though many told me so much schooling would be wasted on a girl.’

Mary stared mutinously into the fire.



‘But it’s time you thought of getting your bread, now. What do they say about it at school?’

‘Service.’ The word came from the back of Mary’s throat. ‘Or sewing.’

‘There now! Just as I say! Isn’t that right, William?’

No answer from the man in the corner. Mary let her eyes slide over. Her stepfather was nodding, halfway asleep, his head repeating its coal-dust mark on the wall.

‘And if it was the needle, couldn’t I start training you up myself, Mary?’ her mother rushed on.

She sounded fond of her daughter, for a moment. Mary was reminded of the years when there were only the two of them, the Widow Saunders and her child, and they shared one narrow warm bed.

‘And if you turned out vastly handy, Mary, and why shouldn’t you with those fingers the very spit of mine, well couldn’t I get you out of this filthy city? Maybe I could even send you to Monmouth.’ Susan Digot’s voice had a hint of light in it, as always when she said that word. ‘My friend Jane Jones that’s a dressmaker, I could write to her. Wouldn’t she take you for apprentice in half a minute?’

The pigeon bits clung to Mary’s fingers. She shook them into the pot one by one. They didn’t amount to the size of an egg. How were they meant to make a nice spiced ragout for four?

‘A fine place it would be, Monmouth, for a growing girl,’ said her mother longingly. ‘Such clean civil people as they are, and the greenness all around, and the quiet of the streets.’

Mary conjured it up in her mind as best she could: a muffled, pristine little city. ‘I don’t like quiet,’ she said.

‘As if you know what you like, child that you are!’ said her mother, astringent again. ‘Besides, the main thing is to find you a trade.’ Her voice softened again, and her hands stilled on the cloth. ‘Once you’re trained you could come back and work alongside of me. Partners, we’d be.’

Mary looked into her mother’s shining eyes, observed the dampness of her lower lip. Her guts tightened. So now she knew what was really going on. A trouble shared is a trouble halved. Maybe she’d been bred up for this very purpose, to stand as a buffer between Susan Digot and her fate. Like mother, like daughter. With ruthless love Susan Digot was offering her child all she had, all she knew: a future that went no further than this dank cellar. Mary would inherit it all in the end: the Digot men, the bent back, the needles, the scarlet eyelids.

‘I’m sorry,’ she whispered.

For a moment she thought her mother knew what was unspoken between them, the delicacy of their mutual betrayal. For a moment it seemed that they might come to some kind of understanding.

But then she saw that Susan Digot hadn’t heard her, would never hear her. ‘Or would you rather go into service?’ said the woman coldly. ‘Speak up, which shall it be?’

‘Neither,’ said Mary clearly, scraping the knife on the edge of the pot.

A hawking cough from the corner; William Digot was awake.

‘Then what’ll you do with yourself, so?’ his wife snapped. She held her needle like a weapon, aimed at her daughter.

Mary nibbled her lip as she set the cooking pot over the coals. A thin strip of skin came away in her teeth with the sweetness of blood. ‘I don’t know. They’re both wretched trades.’

‘And where did you ever get the idea, Miss,’ spat her mother, ‘that you were marked out for anything better? Such greed! Such wilfulness!’

Her husband roused himself with a hunch of the shoulders. ‘Does the girl think we’ll feed her forever?’ he asked hoarsely.

Mary looked away so the man wouldn’t see her face. She poked at the hissing pigeon pieces with her knife.

Answer your father,’ snapped Susan Digot.

Mary kept her mouth shut, but looked her mother in the eye as if to say that she would have, if her father had been there.

Susan’s small slate-blue eyes, so unlike Mary’s, blazed back at her. ‘What do you propose to make of yourself?’



‘Something better,’ the girl said between her teeth.

‘What’s that?’ said her stepfather.

A little louder: ‘I have a wish to be something better than a seamstress or a maid.’

‘A wish!’ William Digot roared, wide awake now, his blackened nails digging into his breeches. ‘Your mother and I drudge all day to put food on the table, but that’s not good enough for Milady Saunders, is it? And what might Milady Saunders have a wish for, then?’

She was tempted. She was on the verge of turning and saying: Any smell but the stink of coal dust. Any trade but the cursed needle. Any place in the wide world but this cramped cellar.

Her mother put down her sewing. Her callused hand gripped Mary’s jaw before the girl could say any of that. Dry fingers sealed Mary’s mouth, almost tenderly. Save me, Mother, she wanted to whisper. Get me out of here.

‘We’re each of us born into a place on this earth. We must make the best of it.’ The woman’s voice had a dropped stitch in it. ‘Your father forgot that, and took liberties with his betters.’

‘And look what came of it,’ said William Digot with satisfaction.

Mary broke away. The door crashed shut behind her. She could hear the boy send up his thin scream.

The sky was covering over with darkness like a rind on cheese. All down Long Acre the lamps spilled tiny circles of yellow; the oil released plumes of smoke. In the distance the Covent Garden Piazza was a dazzle, loud with the sound of violins. But Mary wanted to stay out of the light.

Once she turned up Mercer Street the shadows thickened where the lamps had been smashed. In the parish of St. Giles, it was said, the locals didn’t like a spotlight shone on their doings. Mary’s breath came quick and shallow as she ran along the slippery cobbles. She was glad she hadn’t worn her shoes; she told herself that she had nothing worth stealing, nothing worth anyone’s while to hurt her for.

At the Seven Dials, there were only a few harlots standing about on this warm May evening; the girl with the scarred face wasn’t there. 
Mary stood against the central pillar and scraped her hands till the grease and down of the pigeon was gone. The stone left lines on her palms. Nobody paid her any attention. Her hollow stomach folded in on itself. Faint light leaked from a nearby cellar, along with the click of dice. The damp air was falling round her; it must be nearly nine o’clock. Round and round the pillar she went, craning up and counting the seven blind dials, until she lost count.

Mary had nowhere to go but home, so she set out in the opposite direction. Her stomach rumbled; she was filling up with rage again. If her mother thought Mary was going to settle for the same sort of gritty-eyed, bleached, half-buried, half-life—

The peddler was leaning in a doorway off Short’s Gardens. Mary only recognised him when she came up close. She was almost as tall as him these days, she noticed with a shock. A reek of gin clouded him, and he made a skewed sort of bow as she came up close.

He lifted his huge eyebrows and took a drink from the dark bottle in his hand. ‘The schoolgirl,’ he said with a wet smirk.

‘Is it still a shilling?’ Mary’s voice came out hoarse as a crow’s.

‘What?’

‘The ribbon, sir. The scarlet,’ she repeated stupidly.

The man opened his coats as if to remind himself of the one she meant, but without a light there was no telling one colour from the next. He pursed his lips; he seemed to be trying to remember. ‘One and six,’ he said at last.

Mary’s eyes stung from straining through the twilight. ‘But you said—’

‘Times is hard, my dear. Getting harder every day.’ He leaned on the word. It sounded like a riddle, but Mary couldn’t think what the answer might be. ‘One and sixpence,’ the peddler repeated, letting his coats fall. ‘Or a kiss.’

She blinked at him. He grinned back, his teeth faintly white.

Then the girl Mary Saunders had never known herself to be took a step closer.



The old man’s tongue pushed past her lips as if looking for something, a buried treasure. It tasted like a burnt thing. It thrashed like a dying fish and bruised the roof of her mouth. She thought she might choke.

When he backed her against the wall, Mary didn’t scream. What surprised her was the dull absence of surprise. ‘Hush now, hush now,’ he slurred in her ear, and she thought she remembered her father saying the same words, one stifling night when she couldn’t sleep. Now the peddler’s hands were full of her skirts and his bristling face was grinding into her forehead as if to leave a secret mark. The darkness covered them like smoke. Mary held her breath so she wouldn’t make a sound. Somehow she knew that she’d stepped beyond the point of screaming. Somehow she knew that no one would save her now. ‘Hush,’ said the old man, more urgently, as if to himself.

She didn’t whimper even when a stone in the wall pierced the skin of her shoulder. It was over in minutes. Little pain, no pleasure. Just a sudden vast stretching and the hot black sky above.

She stood and watched the peddler walk away. She had a wet face, and one sleek satin ribbon in her fist.

When Mary got home at last that night, there was a moment when she might have spoken. Her thighs were slick; they shook under her smock. She thought the first word she spoke might make her burst into tears. She was almost ready to say, ‘Mother, something terrible—’

But Susan Digot was raging. A girl of fourteen out past ten o’clock, when decent folk were long in their beds? Hanging round the Dials, no doubt, in defiance of orders, along with every bit of trash the city could throw up? ’If you mix with muck, you’ll end up just as brown,’ she quoted contemptuously.

So all Mary said was that she was sorry. She turned her grazed face away from her mother’s candle and went to bed in the next room, where Billy was fast asleep, his foot dangling out of the end of the bed.



When she pulled the ribbon out of her mattress, at first light the next morning, it was brown.

 

The girl stayed away from the peddler after that, but it made no difference. She’d outgrown ignorance like a skin that had split, and been shed, and crumbled away to nothing. Now she’d never be that child again.

Still, she played her part for all she was worth. Later, she thought it must have been herself she was trying to fool.

As that summer panted to a close, Mary gave no trouble to her mother. When William Digot occasionally stirred out of his weary doze to give his wife’s daughter an order or a warning, she never answered back. In September there were raucous celebrations for the young King’s wedding, and even more for his coronation a fortnight later, but Mary didn’t even ask if she could go and watch the fireworks. She never complained about the meagre food anymore, not even during a bad week in October when a bundle of quilting fell on the hearth and got singed, and Susan Digot shrieked loud enough for the neighbours to hear, and had to make it up out of her pay. Some days Mary said she had no appetite, and gave half her bread to the small boy, chewed up soft. She hurried to school along the slippery streets, where the creaking alehouse signs hung low and blocked out the light. She kept her head down over her desk and joined in the chants as if they were gospel.

 


It is a crime

To waste time.



 

Her voice, deeper than all the others now, rose above them.

 


The wage of vice

Is fire and ice.



 

Once, after a sermon by the visiting chaplain, Mary Saunders was found weeping under the row of coat pegs. When the Superintendent 
asked what the matter was, all the girl could say was that she’d lost another button off her smock.

For the first time in her life Mary tried praying. Mighty Master, she whispered into her pillow, Mighty Master. She listened hard, but there was no answer.

 

She came home one October evening and her stepfather struck her across the eye.

She stared up from the floor, blinking. Black dust moved beneath her knees. The strangest thing was that Susan Digot was not sewing; her linen lay in untidy folds on her chair. Her face was scrunched up like a bag. In her hand, vibrating as if in a draught, was a scrap of paper. The boy whined in the corner, unfed. Susan Digot brought the note up to her eyes, and began to read aloud. ‘Your daughter—’ Then her voice drained away. She dropped the note at Mary’s feet.

Mary didn’t want to touch the letter. She tilted her head and deciphered the words upside down.


  Yore dawters a hor. You ony have to look at her bely.


That was all. Mary said it over and over to herself, till the words fitted together. Till she knew for sure what she’d spent five months half suspecting, half denying.

Her mother bent and dragged her to her feet. The two of them were as tall as each other. Susan Digot took the grey school smock in two hands and pulled it to lie smooth against her daughter’s body. Such a strange gentle curve, arching above the girl’s skinny thighs, nothing anybody would have noticed through her loose smock if they weren’t looking. The mother sucked in her breath.

‘It’s true, Devil fetch her,’ said her husband, softly.

Mary’s half-brother screamed. ‘Milk!’ The front of his mother’s dress was dark in two places.

William Digot stepped so close Mary could smell the loud tang of coal. ‘Who’ve you been meddling with?’



She found she couldn’t speak.

‘Who was it, hussy?’ He seemed to have come fully awake at last. His fists were bunched like rats. But his wife slid between him and her daughter and wrapped her bony arms around the girl.

For a moment Mary thought it was somehow going to be all right. ‘Why?’ whispered her mother. Her chin pressed down on the girl’s head, almost lovingly. Her sour bodice leaked onto Mary’s shoulder. ‘Why?’

The girl tried to remember. Her thoughts moved like mud.

‘Did he have a knife?’ whispered her mother, almost hopeful.

Mary shook her head. She couldn’t think of a single lie. ‘A ribbon,’ she whispered, husky.

The word got lost in the silky folds of her mother’s neck. Susan Digot moved back a little, and bent down to hear her. ‘A what?’

‘A ribbon.’ The silence lengthened. ‘He had a red ribbon,’ Mary added faintly, ‘and I had a wish for it.’

That night Mary learned that all she owned in the world fitted into an old shawl. Her mother packed the shifts and petticoats together as if she were mashing a potato; her fists were white. She never looked at her daughter. Her husband had stalked out to an alehouse, and the boy had been sent to bed with the heel of the loaf. As Susan Digot folded and pressed, she kept talking, as if she feared that a moment’s silence would weaken her. ‘We only get one chance in this life, Mary Saunders, and you’ve just tossed yours away.’

‘But—’

‘You couldn’t be satisfied with your lot like every other body on this earth, could you? For all my efforts to raise you right, all my long labours, you’ve sold yourself into the lowest trade there is. For a ribbon!’ She spat the word as if it were the name of a sin. ‘For a cheap, grubby little scrap of luxury. Is that all you’re worth, then? Is that the price you put on yourself?’

‘I’m sorry,’ sobbed Mary, and at that moment it was true. She would have done anything to reverse time and crawl back into her childhood.



‘Answer me this, what did you lack?’ asked Susan Digot, twisting the clothes together as if she could squeeze an answer out of them. ‘When were you ever starving? What did William and myself and little Billy ever have that we denied you?’ Her questions hung on the air, like a fog indoors.

‘Nothing.’ Mary sounded entirely meek, as if this was the response to a catechism. But the meek didn’t inherit the earth, she knew. The meek inherited bugger all.

‘We gave you a home, and schooling, didn’t we?’ asked her mother. ‘Didn’t we? And the chance of a good living by your needle, if only you hadn’t been too proud to take it. We gave you all we could—all we had—but you’ve ended up in the muck anyway.’ She spoke as if her mouth was full of salt, and she tied the last knot so hard that a piece of the shawl came away in her hand.

‘I didn’t—’ But the sentence trailed off, because Mary couldn’t remember what she hadn’t done, could only think of what she had done or what had been done to her, five months back: the dark, foreign exchange in the alley, in the warmth of a May evening. ‘I didn’t mean—’ But she couldn’t remember what she’d meant. Besides, it didn’t matter anymore. The facts stood up like boulders in a muddy field.

‘You’re your father’s daughter,’ said Susan Digot, in a voice so broken that for a moment Mary heard it as the beginning of mercy. ‘I see Cob Saunders in you every time you turn your head.’

Mary crept a little nearer. She looked into her mother’s reddened, watery eyes, so unlike her own. ‘When he was with us—’ she ventured.

Susan Digot’s face shut like a door. ‘You don’t remember. You were too young.’

‘But I do,’ insisted Mary.

‘He was a stinking cur,’ said Susan Digot, pronouncing the words like an epitaph. ‘To go off rioting on a whim, and leave me a widow and a debtor! I rue the day I ever married him.’

Her daughter’s mouth was trembling, but Susan carried on, 
more rapidly now. ‘You’re Cob’s all right, twisted at the root. The bad seed never dies out. You’re headed for damnation in a hurry.’ She picked up the small hard bundle in two fingers, and stared down at it as if it were verminous.

‘What am I to do?’ the girl whispered.

Susan Digot’s shoulders shrugged as if wrenched out of their sockets. ‘If ribbons are what you like, then try living on ribbons!’ she spat. ‘Try depending on your fancy menfriends instead of your kin. See how far you’ll get on your own! And soon you’ll be dragging another soul into this world of pain,’ she added, her forehead contracting. ‘I only hope it never opens its eyes.’

Mary tried to speak but nothing came out. ‘What’s—what’s going to become of me?’

‘Maybe you’ll wind up in the workhouse, or maybe you’ll swing from a halter at the end of the day,’ Susan Digot said formally, holding out the bundle. ‘I just thank the Maker I won’t be near to see it.’

The girl’s throat opened. ‘If you let me stay a while, Mother—’

‘Don’t you use that word.’ She shoved the packed shawl into Mary’s arms.

‘One more chance—’

‘You’ve used up all your chances.’ The woman strode over to the door and pulled it open, so the October night was sucked into the house and tainted the air with smoke.

‘Mother,’ repeated Mary faintly.

But the salt-blue eyes looked right through her. ‘You have no mother now.’

 

In all her fourteen years Mary Saunders had never been out past midnight. Gradually it came to her that the night only began when the decent folk barred their doors. There was a whole other festivity of darkness, for which the twilight was only a rehearsal.

She saw an unconscious man dragged out of a cellar on Dyott Street by his collar, and the wig stolen off his head; he had only 
patches of hair underneath, the colour of dishwater. On High Holborn a drunken boy tried to snatch her bundle but she ran. ‘Poxy jade,’ he called her, and other words she didn’t know. Later she hid in a doorway on Ivy Lane, twitching with cold, and an old woman crawled by, her bare breasts hanging down like rags. ‘The birds has got under my skin,’ the creature screeched, over and over. Mary shut her eyes so she wouldn’t be seen. A while afterwards, she heard grunting behind the door and bent down to look in the keyhole; two people were face down on the floor together, juddering backwards and forwards, and both of them were men.

There were puzzles she couldn’t begin to solve and horrors she could only guess at. Mary tramped on fast enough to keep her feet from going numb and tried to think of any door she could knock on at this hour of an October night. She had no relatives in London. Cob Saunders must have made some friends in the city, Mary supposed, but he’d never brought them home, and she’d have been too young to know their names.

Her feet automatically led her the way she walked every morning, to school. Its narrow windows were black. Mary stared through the iron gates. Could it have been only this afternoon that she’d passed out through them freely, a child in uniform like a hundred others? There was no refuge for her here. The girls she’d known were all gone from London. And if she stood here all night, the teachers wouldn’t take her in tomorrow morning, not even if they found her half-frozen on the step; not once they’d made her tell them why she had no home to go to.

She clung to her bundle now as if it were a dying thing. She was lost; she didn’t know the names of these streets. At a dark corner she tripped over something, and crashed to her knees; when she put out her hand, it met the icy hide of a dog, half hollowed out. Maggots between her fingers; she screamed, then, and slapped the hard ground to get them off her.

A lantern, swinging by; in its narrow circle Mary saw a watchman with his club and rattle. It occurred to her to cry out for help—but what would she say? She crouched in the shadows and watched him pass. If she was sunk so low that her own mother wouldn’t give her shelter, what use was it to appeal to strangers?

On her feet, moving faster. There was the spire of St. Giles again, or was it another church? The moon had fallen out of sight, and Mary was so drunk with weariness she couldn’t see where she was putting her feet. Mighty Master, she chanted in her head, Mighty Master, please. But if he was there, he wasn’t listening.

She climbed down into a ditch at last and slept as soon as her face touched the cold ground.

She woke to pain like a long knife in her guts. Her smock was up around her waist and the night had got in. There was something on her back, a beast, its scalding breath on her neck, and laughter far away like the shreds of a dream. When she twisted her head, the beast’s teeth met in her ear. Mary screamed then, belatedly, the way she should have done five months before, in the alley. She found her voice, the depth and fury of it, and what she roared was ‘No!’

But the man—because now she was awake she could tell that this was nothing but an ordinary man—he hit her in the jaw, harder than she’d ever been hit in her life, and again, and again. This time wasn’t quick or simple like it had been with the peddler. This man didn’t want relief; he wanted to crush her entirely. He pulled her head back by the hair and banged her face into the cold ground, then held it there until she couldn’t make a sound, couldn’t breathe, couldn’t do anything but feel his pain inside her.

The laughter, Mary realised soon enough, was coming from the other soldiers, who were leaning on their bayonets, waiting their turn. Afterwards she could never be sure how many of them there’d been.

 

A lifetime later, Mary woke to fingertips on her eyelids. She cringed, but the hand didn’t go away. Light came under her lids like a needle. She twisted, but the probing fingers followed. She bit blindly.



A screech of laughter. ‘None of that, you nasty thing!’

Mary was so numb she barely knew she had a body. Only when she began to curl up on her side did she recognise this stiffness as cold. A stranger’s silhouette stood above her, blocking the watery sun. Mary tried to sit up, but then the shaking started.

The stranger was sucking her bitten finger. She took off her cloak and dropped it over Mary. ‘I’ll be wanting that back, mind,’ she remarked, as if they were in the middle of a conversation.

The world swayed round Mary as she dragged herself to her knees. Her bundle of clothes was gone. The smock she wore seemed made of mud, stiff and dented as a shield. The spire of St. Giles winked down at her. In the morning light everything was laced with frost: the railings, the cobbles, the nettles that edged the ditch. She could feel the print of dirt like a complicated map across her face. And deeper, under her frozen skin, in her nose, beneath her jaw and ribs and above all between her legs, the pains massed like an army.

‘Ain’t you a sight.’ The stranger grinned down and her scar crinkled in the terrible light.

It was her, the harlot with the red ribbon in her powdered wig, the one who was to blame for making Mary think there could be more to life than work and sleep. At that moment Mary felt rage like a spike running through her.

‘Fancy a bite of breakfast?’

Mary started to cry.

The harlot was called Doll Higgins. Mary followed her up stair after stair, half-dragged by the
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