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Birmingham

1854

The little girl they called Annie Lunn sat on the bare floorboards amid the other workhouse girls, dressed, like them, in a scratchy, shapeless frock worn over a calico chemise. The child was just eight years old and had flaming red hair and stone-grey eyes that seemed to look deeply into a person, when she troubled herself to look at anyone at all. But now, she was doing what she did much of the time: sitting cross-legged and staring across the restless young heads around her, out through the window, to her imaginary lands. Despite the dull routine, her days narrow as the inside of a thimble, this was a child whose mind must travel up and beyond.

Through the window she floated, her gaze directed out through the veil of filth on the glass, past the smut-coated brick of a chimney, its sharp edges cutting into the sky and beyond the great, smoking, clanging city out there to a kingdom hidden in the towers of grey-white clouds.

Her mind travelled far out of this small life into the few stories they had read to them in the schoolroom. Princesses locked in towers, fairy godmothers, heroic princes and wicked goblins. And from these crumbs of other people’s fancies, she created stories of her own. She flew over the clouds on a swan to a land where anything was possible, to where the earthbound children – and above all adults – around her, could not follow. She had her dreams, and in her dreaming, she was free.




I




One

Summer 1858

‘Well, these won’t do, will they?’

The Matron, Mrs Hodges, deposited a pitifully small bundle on to the desk in her office. For the first time since the day she entered the workhouse, Annie Lunn was looking at the few possessions she had brought with her. A faded blue frock with frayed smocking across the chest and of a size to fit the child of just six-years old she had been then, was wrapped round a tiny, yellowed chemise, a pair of brown shoes whose soles and uppers had by now almost parted company and a hair clip fashioned out of horn.

‘We’ll provide you with a set of clothes,’ Mrs Hodges was saying. ‘Start you off right. Dr Gordon is a distinguished gentleman and the family are very respectable – you’re a lucky girl going to work for them, Annie.’

As usual, the girl was barely listening. Drifting off was her way, dreaming of adventures beyond the tiny confines of this life. A life of high walls, of bells commanding her to wake or go here or there, of a rumbling belly and smells of thin porridge, of hunger and despair. But in her daydreams she could fly out over the rooftops. The only time she paid attention was in the workhouse classroom when it came to reading and writing, at which she was outstandingly quick and able. Arithmetic meant nothing. It was a language she barely spoke. Reading and writing – that was where she excelled.

But now for a different reason she was not listening. She had picked up the hair slide, a gently curved thing with three prongs extending out of a strip of fan-shaped, tortoiseshell-coloured horn. Holding the thing, a memory jolted through her. The feel of it – the prongs pushing into her hair. Somewhere else – not here. There was John and . . . Other sisters. Mary – Mary? Elsie! Not Mary as she had been called in this place. Her mind spun in turmoil. Someone else standing behind her, slipping the slide into her hair.

‘There – that looks pretty . . .’

That voice. It came rushing back to her – a voice she had not heard in years. Mother. She had had a mother. Mom . . . Mom!

‘The Gordons are expecting you tomorrow,’ Mrs Hodges was saying. ‘Will you pay attention, Annie?’

She snapped back to the present. ‘Where’s my sister?’ she asked. ‘Where’s Mary? Elsie – that’s her name. Where has she gone? Am I Annie? What’s my name?’

‘What’re you chattering about, child?’ Mrs Hodges said irritably. ‘You’ve always been Annie Lunn since you came here. So that must be your name.’

‘But . . .’ she tried to say.

There was something wrong – terribly wrong with the name Annie Lunn. It didn’t belong to her. It was someone else’s name. She could not hear Mrs Hodges because suddenly everything going on in her head was so loud.

‘That looks pretty, Dorrie . . .’

‘Why’s Dora got one and not me?’ Another voice – whose was it? Who was that talking to her?

Dora. Dora. That’s my name. My real name!

‘Listen, girl . . .’ Mrs Hodges leaned over and slapped her on the wrist. The girl yanked her hand back without another word, trembling at the memories lifting like dust in her mind. ‘You can’t go about with your head in the clouds now you’re starting work. I’m trying to tell you about your new employer so pay attention for once, you ungrateful girl!’

Mrs Hodges softened then, as people so often did. This girl standing in front of her, twelve years old, a solid child even on workhouse rations, with her fiery hair and soulful grey eyes, had no idea how lovely she was to look at. In fact, she had no idea about anything much after more than six years of workhouse life. Years which had all but wiped out her memory of having a life before – until today.

‘I’ll be taking you,’ Mrs Hodges said. ‘They want a young maid of all work but they’ve said the work won’t be too heavy. And you’ll be a good girl, do as you’re told, won’t you, Annie?’

Still nursing her stinging hand, the child nodded. Except she wasn’t Annie. She was Dora. That’s who she was! The knowledge was sparking and burning inside her.

‘Dora? You start on the brasses this morning.’

‘Yes, Miss Pyman,’ she responded to the Gordons’ housekeeper with a smile as the woman stood over her that morning. Doing the brasses was all right. She could be out in the sunshine polishing up the plate on the front door with salt and vinegar until ‘Dr Sidney Gordon’ glinted in the bright light. Then inside, all the hearth tools: poker handle, the brass-backed brush and shovel and the coal scuttles, a warming pan or two. And best of all she could think her own thoughts – as well as keeping away from the day maid, Agnes the Misery as she called her in her head.

She had been in the house a week by now and had finally got everyone’s names straight. First of all, she had got them to do the same with hers.

When she and Mrs Hodges arrived they had been admitted at the back of the house by a woman in her fifties, dressed in a stiff grey dress and modest bustle, all of which rustled as she walked. Her hair was parted severely in the middle and fastened back from her face in an austere style and her grey eyes wore a closed, wary look.

‘You’ve come from the workhouse?’

‘Yes, Mrs . . .’ To Dora’s confusion Mrs Hodges gave what seemed like a curtsey and Dora wondered if she was supposed to do the same but by then it was too late. ‘This is the maid – Annie Lunn.’

As soon as Mrs Hodges had departed – with no sentimental farewells – and the door was closed, the woman started instructing her.

‘I’m Miss Pyman, the Gordons’ housekeeper,’ she said, leading Dora into the kitchen. ‘I live in, as will you.’ To a girl who Dora would learn was the kitchen maid, ‘Agnes, pour her a glass of milk. This is—’

‘Dora,’ she interrupted.

Miss Pyman looked put out. Agnes looked miserable.

‘But she said—’ Miss Pyman protested.

‘She got it wrong. My name is Dora Lunn.’

‘Very well.’ Miss Pyman seemed a prim lady who Dora would learn was deeply religious and of the same Unitarian persuasion as her mistress, Mrs Eliza Gordon. The air of quiet rage which accompanied her at all times stemmed from Mrs Gordon having rescued her from penury by giving her a position in her own home. For which she was – necessarily, but resentfully – truly thankful.

‘This is Agnes,’ she said, nodding towards the kitchen maid as Dora gulped down the milk. ‘She comes in every day.’

Agnes, a thin, beaten-down sort of girl of about fourteen with a spotty face, looked neither delighted nor dismayed at meeting a new face. She just said, ‘Oh,’ and stared. Dora wondered if she was a bit simple.

At that moment a woman stepped into the kitchen from the garden beyond and Dora saw a small, plump, energetic-looking person in a mob cap and apron, with pale blue eyes, watery as pools, and a cheerful smile.

‘Oh, hello – who’s this then – the new maid, is it?’

She had a sing-song accent that Dora had never heard before and she looked kind.

‘This is Dora,’ Miss Pyman said. She nodded at the woman. ‘This is Cook, Mrs Morgan.’

Dora stared at her and remembered to give a polite nod though she was not sure what to say.

‘Now – I see they have at least clothed you,’ Miss Pyman went on. ‘Come upstairs and I’ll tell you about your uniform. You will be provided with two sets of clothing at your own expense – it will be deducted from your earnings.’

Dora only vaguely took this in as she stared around her. The journey here to this place on the edge of Birmingham that Mrs Hodges called ‘Edgbaston’ had been astonishing enough. Houses of a size she had never set eyes on before, set back along wide roads with trees and gardens and flowers . . . And now inside the house, glimpses of walls decorated in lovely colours – crimson here, soft blue or cream there – not like the endless drabness of the workhouse. Whether or not she had to pay for her uniform made no impact on her at all. She had never earned money in her life so it meant nothing. In fact, she was too speechless with amazement that first day to say anything else at all.

Dora came to realize, gradually, that this house of the Gordons, which seemed like a palace to her, was modest compared to some of the other grand Edgbaston houses. It was a long, spacious house but with only two floors. Dr Gordon and his wife had a room at one end of the house and beside them, each of their children – Alicia who was sixteen and Robert, thirteen – had a bedroom. Dora was allocated a small room at the other end of the upstairs corridor, opposite which was Miss Pyman’s room. They were the only staff who lived in, apart from Billy, the lad who lived over the coach house; he looked after the horse and carriage and drove Dr Gordon around. Apart from meals, which he polished off silently and at cheek-bulging speed, they hardly saw him.

The main staircase – the servants’ one being a dark, low-ceilinged tunnel at the back of the house – with its ornate banister and pink runner of carpet, was washed in light which poured in from a window at the far end and was reflected in mirrors on each side. The hall carpet glowed in rich, bright colours and along it, at intervals, there were small tables on which stood decorative lamps, vases of flowers and a Chinese pot decorated with curling dragons from which a plant trailed down, its curling tendrils reaching almost to the floor.

The kitchen and store rooms were of course at the back of the house. To one side of the front door was a large, beautiful reception room with pale blue walls behind which extended an elegant dining room. To the other side, in front of the kitchen, were Dr Gordon’s study and at the front, a room called the Library.

At first Dora felt as if she hardly dared walk about the house even while doing her work, it was so lovely. The drapes and furniture in silky, pale shades of blue, the gorgeous rugs and yes, the gleaming brass which she was already getting to know. The big, homely kitchen, the long garden stretching between sun-warmed walls, and the way the light fell through the long windows – all of it seemed heavenly.

And the food! Her diet in the workhouse had been a grey mix of gruel, of bread and potatoes and scrag-end stews and never enough of any of it. The Gordons, as she discovered, were keen to develop the social good of their servants. This included making sure their staff were fed well to fuel sufficient energy to carry out their jobs. Dora was introduced to meals she could never have dreamt of! Meat – delicious beef and even chicken – with plentiful potatoes and green vegetables and fruit, many of them grown in the garden behind. And puddings – fruit tarts and pies, junket and suet puddings studded with raisins or soaked in syrup . . . She could hardly believe her luck in being sent to this house just for the food, if nothing else.




Two

Dora was sitting at the kitchen table, hurriedly downing a bowl of porridge. She had been up at six, before anyone else, had stoked the range and put on the washing water to heat, and carried up pails to each of the bedchambers, very carefully so as not to spill it all down the stairs. She laid the breakfast table before clearing away the washing things and bringing down the slop buckets. At least with the summer coming there was only one fire to lay in the main sitting room, which would be lit in the evenings. By the time she had done all that she was ravenous and Mrs Morgan gave her a wink and ladled plenty into her bowl.

‘There you are, cariad – you get that down you.’

Dora had heard Mrs Morgan use that word before and she thought she kept saying ‘chariot’.

‘Why did you say that?’ she dared ask, scraping out her bowl. ‘You keep saying “chariot”?’

Mrs Morgan found this very amusing. ‘Cariad, dear,’ she said, chuckling. ‘It means love or darling. It’s Welsh – like me.’

Dora felt tears rush into her eyes and suddenly the lump in her throat was aching so that she could not swallow the last mouthful. No one in her life that she could remember had called her darling and she felt as if she might burst inside.

‘Don’t take on.’ Mrs Morgan came and patted her on the shoulder, seeming moved by what she had caused. ‘It’s just what we say, that’s all.’

Miss Pyman came bustling in then, like a chill wind.

‘Dora, hurry up now – Friday’s the day for dusting the library.’

‘Is that . . . Dr Gordon’s room?’ Dora asked fearfully.

Since she had arrived she had only a couple of times set eyes on the sharp-featured whirlwind of a man who was master of this house, but from what she had seen as he went striding along the hall and took the stairs two at a time, he seemed absolutely terrifying. And just now his voice with his clipped accent, which she had learned was Scottish, had come ringing through from the hall, crying, ‘Good morning to you, Miss Pyman!’

‘No, stupid,’ Aggie sneered, suddenly springing into life as she did when there was something nasty to say. She was carrying a pile of the family’s breakfast plates for washing. ‘That’s next door.’

‘That’s enough from you, Aggie,’ Miss Pyman snapped. Dora noticed she seemed flustered, even pink in the face after being greeted by Dr Gordon. ‘When we need any direction from you I’ll ask for it. Dora, you will be thorough. Mrs Gordon sets great store by the books. You are to dust the sills and fireplace and table, of course – but also all the books. There is a stepladder to reach the higher shelves.’

‘Yes, Miss Pyman,’ Dora said, scrambling to her feet. ‘Shall I start now?’

‘Of course start now! Why else would I have asked you? Knock on the door first and only go in if there’s no answer.’

Dora quickly fetched cloths and a long-handled feather duster from the cupboard and left the room to Agnes’s smirking. Silly bint, she thought. She had met Agnes’s type in the workhouse and she wasn’t about to give her any ground here.

The day she had first arrived, alone in a bedroom for the first time in her life, she had put on the uniform that she found laid out on the bed. Set on the chest of drawers was a three-part looking glass, each section in a wooden frame, the two side-mirrors folded in at an angle. The glass was spotted and distorted but also for the first time she could ever remember, Dora could see her own image and from three different angles. There had been no looking glasses in the workhouse.

Gazing back at her was a thin, yet still sturdy figure in a serviceable – but new! – black dress, the white apron she had just tied on carefully standing out fresh and clean against it. Holding the white, frill-edged cap ready to cover her hair, Dora stared at herself in astonishment. A softly rounded face looked back at her, the eyes seeming full of an intense curiosity, the thick, autumn red hair straight and sleek in a cascade over her shoulders. All in all the girl looking back at her had an intense, interested look to her.

‘Is that me?’ she said out loud. Her blood thumped faster in surprise.

In the few stories she had ever heard, fairy tales which for a treat the teacher in the workhouse might read to them, the princesses had tresses of long, golden hair. Never red like hers. And in the stories she made up in her head the heroines were pale as lilies, their hair a yellow gold. Dora had never heard that someone with hair like hers could be pretty.

She pulled her hair back, twisting it up so that she could pin it on top of her head, then fixed the white cap over it. There, she was a proper maid in her new clothes and black shoes. It made her feel rather important.

Carrying the dusters she crept along the hall, quite unaware of the fact that two things were about to happen which would affect the whole course of her life.

She was a little afraid to move in this house, as if she might disturb someone. Mrs Eliza Gordon, she heard from the other servants, was a religious, studious woman. She wore clothes in sober hues – though sometimes with a stylish touch of colour, a grey dress with perhaps a rich rust- or crimson-coloured belt and cuffs. She had a pale, oval face and serious expression which Dora found intimidating, but the others said she was a good woman, kind and fair.

Now though, she was afraid of running into Mrs Gordon in the library. However, there was no reply when she knocked on the dark wood door. Cautiously, Dora pushed it open and stepped in, gasping at the sight that met her.

For some minutes she just stood on the thick rug in the middle of the floor, completely dazzled by its rich reds, greens and golds, which in its turn covered a shiny floor made up of strips of wood, all arranged in a pattern. A thick beam of sunlight from the window facing the street lit the dust motes dancing in the disturbed air and fell on the few visible strips of wall which were of a muted gold, making them glow. But little of the walls could be seen because they were covered from floor to ceiling by shelves crammed full of books, their spines of deep green, red or brown leather; others cloth-bound in red or blue, cream or black, many of them faded by the light. Lower on the shelves were two well-worn Bibles and squeezed in piles beside them, a great many newspapers and periodicals.

Dora’s eyes moved greedily round the room. Books – and more books! She had only ever seen a scant number of books. Their schooling on slates, their pencilled work rubbed out to begin again, were all she had known for years except for the occasional, usually black-covered, book in the teacher’s hands. As older children they had learned to use a dipping nib on paper – an activity she loved more than almost anything else in life, however scratchy the pen and cheap the paper.

The dusting forgotten, she moved round the shelves, eyes feasting on the titles, her lips moving to pronounce them. Her fingers reached hungrily for the little booklets, discovering their titles: ‘Household Words, The Christian Teacher, Eliza Cooke’s Journal . . .’ Her lips moved, her feet taking her along the shelves to find more and more books. ‘The Pilgrim’s Progress by John Bunyan; Notes on Nursing by Florence Nightingale . . .’

She pulled out one volume, holding it like something holy. Turning it round, she examined the spine. ‘Household Education by Harriet Martineau . . .’ She flicked through the pages, all those lines of close print. Imagine writing a whole book. She bent and sniffed the old paper smell of the pages then closed it with reverence.

One day, she thought, I’m going to write a whole book. Placing it back on the shelf, she superimposed her wild dream on to the spine. ‘By Dora Lunn . . .’

But her whole body jarred and jumped then, as everything went black, strong hands pressed over her eyes and someone close to her, laughing. Dora could not help herself. She let out a scream.

‘Shush!’ a voice urged. ‘You’ll get me in trouble!’

Light was allowed back into her eyes again as the hands were removed and Dora found herself looking into a face topped with dark brown curls, the deep blue eyes dancing with life and a mischievous grin all over his face. She had only glimpsed Robert Gordon, younger of the two Gordon children, when she took in his morning washing water. But all she had ever seen of him was the curl of his hair as he still lay fast asleep under the covers. And she had caught sight of him a couple of times from a distance as he ran about in the garden.

‘He’s a handful, that one,’ Miss Pyman had remarked disapprovingly as he went tearing out through the kitchen one afternoon, sweeping up a huge slice of cake with him as he went.

Dora stared at him now. She had no idea what to do.

‘Who’re you?’ Robert asked. ‘Have I seen you before?’

She shrugged.

‘Well – what’s your name? You’re the new maid?’

‘Dora,’ she said.

Robert put his head on one side. ‘How old are you? I’m thirteen.’

‘Twelve,’ Dora said, adding, ‘I think.’

‘I’ve escaped,’ he said, starting to move restlessly round the room. ‘I’m supposed to be ill in bed but really it’s just that I didn’t want to go to school. I loathe school with all my might and main.’ The way he said it was so dramatic that Dora laughed.

‘You’re lucky – I wish I could go,’ she said.

‘You can go instead of me,’ he said, so woefully that she started to feel truly sorry for him. ‘But I suppose you’re a servant so you can’t.’

There came the sound of hurried footsteps along the hall and an exasperated voice called, ‘Robert? Where are you?’

A moment later Mrs Gordon appeared at the door.

‘There you are! You really are the end, Robert. Get back to bed at once.’ She glanced at Dora, taking in that she was there. ‘Stop bothering the servants. If you’re unwell you must stay upstairs. Are you unwell – truly?’ A lovely scent of lavender had floated into the room with her and Dora breathed it in. ‘Because your father is losing patience with you – if he thought you were telling untruths he would be terribly angry.’

Dora watched Robert struggle with his conscience for a few seconds before he nodded, appearing to wilt before her eyes into a decline.

‘He’s always angry with me whatever I do,’ he said, and the words were so full of a genuine upset that Dora felt her heart melt towards him.

‘That’s not true, dear,’ Eliza Gordon protested, her voice gentler now. ‘But you do provoke him – you know he has such strong opinions . . .’ She rested a hand on her son’s shoulder.

‘I felt better for a moment,’ Robert added faintly. ‘But I think I’d better go and lie down again.’

‘Come along then.’ His mother steered him with one hand, her voice loving now, which filled Dora with longing. How would it be to have a mother like that, someone to care for you? ‘I’ll come and see you into bed again.’

As they turned to go back into the hall, Robert suddenly inclined his head towards Dora and gave such an exaggerated wink that she had to stop herself bursting out laughing, before he slunk back to his sickbed.

She watched him go, this lad who moments ago was bouncing and energetic. She remembered his laughing eyes, the full pink lips and mischievous grin and smiled to herself as she picked up her duster.




Three

‘Give that back – it ain’t yours,’ Dora snapped, enraged to find Agnes not only nosing about in her room but also holding her horn hair slide. ‘What d’you think you’re doing in here?’

‘I was just looking,’ Agnes said, her white face puckering up as she threw the thing back across the bed. ‘Ain’t no charge for looking.’

‘Keep your thieving mitts to yourself!’ Dora grabbed the slide, clutching it tight in her hand. She was trembling with rage and all she wanted was to go up and slap that mean, sly face with all her strength. She certainly wasn’t going to explain to Agnes what it meant, that little slide – something her mother had touched. The one thing that connected her to Before. To all she had lost.

‘Fancy getting all het up over that bit of tat,’ Agnes sneered, backing away from the fearsome glint in Dora’s eye. Once she was safely on the other side of the bed she spat out, ‘Little workhouse rat.’

Dora rounded on her. ‘I dunno what kind of family you come from – but at least someone taught me right from wrong.’ She went up close to Agnes, hissing at her. ‘Now get out – and don’t come in here again.’

Still holding the slide, she watched Agnes who stuck her tongue out rudely before leaving the room. Dora shut the door, clinging to the doorknob for a moment, trembling with anger.

If I catch her in here again, I’ll throttle her, she said to herself.

Apart from Miserable Agnes, she was content enough, working for the Gordons. Her job was as maid of all work – to do whatever jobs needed doing. Up and down the stairs cleaning and laying fires, in and out to the garden with messages for the gardeners, or waste for the compost heap, or bringing in herbs and other produce.

On Mondays Mrs Slater the laundry woman came and toiled out in the brewhouse, a brick building out at the back. She was a chatty, relentless person in her forties who often asked Dora to ‘Come and lend us a hand, wench, will yer?’

Dora would go out to find her wreathed in steam from the copper of boiling water, which she stirred with a wooden paddle, her plump face and arms running with damp. As often as not she tucked the ends of her skirt up into her waistband to keep it out of the wet and out of her way, displaying ragged flannel bloomers underneath.

‘Help me get these into the tub, will yer?’ she’d say and they would haul the tangle of bedding or clothing out in a steaming mass to be fed into the maiding tub and pounded with the dolly. ‘Fetch up a couple more pails of water . . . Give us a hand mangling this lot . . .’ And so on.

Mrs Slater never stopped work herself, barely even for a moment – just long enough to down gulps from the bottle of beer she always brought with her which stood just inside the door. She told Dora she worked like this six days a week.

‘No good waiting for my old man to bring in the wages,’ she said, with matter-of-fact cheerfulness. ‘’E were a shunter up the station – but ’e went and got ’isself mangled by a locomotive.’

Dora was never sure if she would have preferred more or less detail about this terrible event. Mrs Slater never told her any more and she never liked to ask, but the stark facts played on her mind.

Fridays were the only day she dared venture into the library. In the morning, she had to dust and sweep Dr Gordon’s study. He seemed always to be out then which was a great relief to Dora. She definitely did not fancy running into her master who, she had found out, was a surgeon at the General Hospital. Quite what this meant he was doing all day was another thing she was not sure she wanted to know more about.

But in the early afternoon, the library was her job. During her first month at the Gordons’ she did as instructed, knocked on the door and hearing no answer, went in and dusted the room. She lingered over the task, reading the titles on the spines of the lovely books, longing to take something away to read. But there were so many and she had no idea if she was even allowed to touch them.

That summer afternoon, carrying her dusters, she knocked as usual and hearing no reply, walked in. She was shocked to see the young lady of the house, Miss Alicia Gordon – who Dora knew, from chats with Cook, to be sixteen – sitting at the table.

The young woman’s thick, blonde hair was fastened low at the back of her neck and she wore a dress in dusty pink cotton with lace at the neck. She turned as Dora entered, her oval face much like her mother’s, but firmer and pinker with youth, lit with a smile.

‘Sorry, miss,’ Dora said. ‘I didn’t hear you. I’ll come back later.’

‘No – it’s all right.’ Alicia was seated in front of a newspaper at the table. ‘You can carry on. You didn’t hear anything because I didn’t say anything!’

Though Dora had encountered the girl most mornings when she took up her washing water and received a sleepy ‘Thank you’, and had seen her in passing in the house, they had never properly met.

‘You’re the one who brings up my washing water, aren’t you?’ she said. ‘So what’s your name?’

‘Dora,’ she said, ‘Dora Lunn.’ She stood uncertainly with a duster in each hand, but the girl seemed friendly and not someone to be afraid of.

‘Please – do your work.’ She gestured round the room and Dora went to the window to begin cleaning the sill. ‘I was just reading about Her Majesty coming to open Aston Hall and the big Park. I wish we could have gone to see – Mother had one of her meetings – but I would love to have gone to see the Queen.’

‘I’ve seen her.’ The words rushed from Dora’s lips before she had even thought.

She stopped, the cloth resting on the sill, as her mind churned again, just the way it had done when Mrs Hodges showed her her belongings before she left the workhouse. Blushes burned in her cheeks. Why on earth did she say that and to this young mistress of hers, of all people? And yet somehow, she knew that what she had said was true.

‘Have you?’ Alicia said. She sounded intrigued, but doubtful.

She thinks I’m lying, Dora thought. And she knew she was not lying but at this moment she could not explain why she could remember looking over a sea of heads at the little royal figure processing along. A tight feeling across her body, someone holding her up off the ground. And light, so much light . . .

The next thing she knew, she was lying looking up at the ceiling rose at the centre of the room, feeling very peculiar. A face loomed into view, oval, blue-eyed, with blonde hair smooth backed, and an expression of genuine concern.

‘Dora? Are you all right? Whatever happened?’

Dora tried to sit up. She felt a bit sick.

‘Have you eaten properly today?’

Dora nodded. Oh yes – she always ate something at any opportunity!

‘Sorry, miss,’ she said. ‘I don’t know what . . . I just . . .’

The door opened then and a voice said, ‘Alicia?’

‘I’m here, Mother,’ the girl said. ‘With the maid. She fainted.’

Mrs Gordon came and looked down at Dora and to her utter astonishment said, ‘Oh dear – some water.’ She left again for a moment and they heard her asking Miss Pyman to bring a cup of water.

Alicia laughed at the astonished expression on Dora’s face. ‘Well, she can’t ask you to fetch it, can she?’

Mrs Gordon came back in and the two of them helped Dora carefully on to a chair. Having expected a telling-off, she was overwhelmed by their kindness. She could smell Mrs Gordon’s lavender scent.

‘I was talking to her about the Queen coming to Aston Park and . . .’ Alicia gestured to the floor. ‘She went down like a ninepin.’

Dora heard Miss Pyman’s footsteps and she was handed a cup of water. She sat sipping it, as the two women stood each side of her, mortified and not knowing what to do, the confusion still raging in her mind.

‘She said she had seen the Queen,’ Alicia went on, baffled. ‘And then – bang . . .’

Dora felt, rather than saw, the two women exchange looks above her head. They don’t believe me, she thought. They think I’m a fibber – or a loony. They’ll have me put away.

‘I did,’ she said managed to say. ‘She went walking past – she was in a pink dress . . . And there were people, lots and lots of them all together, clapping. And glass – everywhere. It was so hot, and bright . . .’

There was a puzzled silence and then Mrs Gordon leaned down, her expression somewhere between stern and intrigued.

‘Are you talking about the Great Exhibition?’

Dora nodded slowly, images, sensations, flitting through her. The arm holding her up – Pa, and on the other arm was . . . Who was that? Elsie?

‘Did you see a picture?’

‘No. I went with Pa.’ It came crashing in then. ‘And Mom – and . . . and . . .’ She was gulping, sobs overtaking her even though she desperately did not want them to. ‘And my sisters . . . and my brother, John his name was . . .’

‘Didn’t she come from the workhouse?’ she heard Alicia say in a puzzled voice as she wept.

‘She did, the poor child,’ Eliza Gordon said as she stood upright again. ‘But there are not many begin life as an orphan. Heaven knows what tragedy landed them in there.’

To Dora’s confusion, she found her mistress kneeling at her side, her face full of concern.

‘Drink your water, that’s right. You may rest a little here before you continue your work.’

Alicia knelt down the other side of the chair and Dora felt overcome by this concentration of concern for her welfare.

‘Can you read, Dora?’ she asked.

Dora wiped her face; her body was still heaving with sobs but she tried to control herself. She nodded.

‘Here . . .’ Alicia got up and went to the shelves. She showed her mother a little magazine.

‘My goodness – I had no idea we still had any of those old penny dreadfuls. I’d hardly call that educational.’

‘But she might enjoy it,’ Alicia said, and Dora could hear that she really did want to cheer her up. ‘I used to love them! Would you like to take this – you may have it if you like?’

She held out the little booklet which had a brightly coloured picture on the front of a black horse galloping along. Dora reached for it, thrilled.

‘Thank you!’ She looked up at both of them in astonishment. ‘I love stories.’

‘Well, there are plenty of stories in here,’ Alicia said, laughing. She looked at her mother. ‘You can move on to something more improving later.’

After a few moments, both women left the room and Dora was left to continue her work, the little magazine in her hands. She was full of astonishment.




Four

The next morning, when Dora carried up the washing water and knocked on Robert Gordon’s door, for once he was awake.

‘Come in!’

The boy, rumpled from sleep with his dark curls falling over his forehead, looked at her with sleepy interest.

‘Oh,’ he said. ‘It’s you again.’

Dora watched him, fascinated, out of the corner of her eye as he pushed himself further up in bed, the sheets and blankets in disarray. He wore a very creased, pale blue nightshirt.

‘You look as if you’ve been fighting dragons all night like St George,’ Dora said, pouring water from the pail into the flowery china jug. For a split second she imagined a huge spiny beast with a flailing tail pushing its way in through the window and it made her smile.

Robert laughed in surprise.

‘What a queer thing to say.’ He pushed back the bedclothes and the nightshirt fell down past his knees. ‘Alicia said you swooned yesterday – in the library.’ He seemed to find this funny. ‘One moment she was talking to you and the next, wham! You were flat out on the floor!’

Dora, arranging the soap and washcloths, did not reply.

‘Are you all right now?’ Robert asked, seeming to feel he had not been very kind.

‘Yes, thanks,’ Dora said.

She looked up at him at last and his good-looking face with its infectious grin was too much to resist. She found a smile curving her own lips up.

‘If there’s nothing else you need?’

‘You’re Dora, aren’t you?’ As she nodded he said, ‘If you could get me off school that would really be something.’

‘But you’re lucky going to school,’ she retorted before she could help herself. ‘Why don’t you like it?’

‘Oh, don’t you start.’ He flumped back on the bed with as much drama as a woman with the vapours. ‘Father never stops telling me: “King Edward’s is the top school in the country – you’re being given the best chance life could possibly afford you.”’ Robert imitated his father’s clipped Scots accent so perfectly that Dora could hardly stop herself laughing.

He sat up suddenly, his face falling into lines of real distress.

‘I can’t do it. I try and try and everything just . . .’ He made a helpless gesture. ‘When I read, the words all end up crushing together – like a train crash. And it all goes in one ear and out the other. I’m just very stupid and Father doesn’t understand. I’ve tried talking to Mother about it but all she says is that I just need to concentrate and try harder. But I can’t . . .’

By the end of this outburst the lad was almost in tears. Dora could feel all his desperation coming to her in waves but it was very hard to know what to say. Reading came to her so easily, was so enjoyable – and writing too, if she ever had the chance. It was hard to imagine finding it so difficult.

‘Oh dear,’ she said. ‘I suppose you’ve got to go to school today?’

‘Yes.’ Robert said tragically. ‘I need to get a move on as well – the carriage will be outside.’ He sat up again, looking so sad and upset. ‘The other boys rag me all the time – “Your father’s so clever, why’re you such a blockhead?”’ He punched both hands down on the mattress so that dust rose and shimmered in the air.

‘I hate it. I wish I was you!’

That was Dora’s afternoon off and it was a lovely summer day. Up until now when she had a little spare time she had just stayed around the house, up in her room. But it was so warm that the outside beckoned her and once she had eaten bread and cheese and some tangy pickled onions, she dared to take herself off for a little walk around the neighbourhood.

A horse and carriage was passing as she stepped out through the side gate, but once the sound of its hooves and lumbering wheels had faded away, for a moment it was quiet enough to hear bees buzzing in the flower heads.

She stood there for a moment, disorientated by suddenly having a choice of her own. It was the first time she could remember that she had ever had the freedom to roam out by herself. It felt strange, even frightening. For want of any other clothes, she still had on her maid’s uniform, minus apron, and her little black straw hat. Surely someone would see her and tell her to get back inside?

Her heart beating hard, she turned left and started to walk along the elegant street. A hammering started from further along. Moving slowly past, self-conscious and still expecting someone to ask her what she thought she was doing there, she watched for a moment as workmen hammered long nails into the beams of a half-built house. One of them raised his cap to her with a smirk on his face and she went on to where the end of the street met the junction that she knew was called Five Ways. She did not dare go further and strolled back, enjoying the scents of flowers in the front gardens and the afternoon’s sleepy warmth.

She passed the Gordons’ place again and walked to the other end of the street, where the houses ended and it petered out to a scrubby path. Feeling adventurous, she followed it along a strip of land, pushing aside stinging nettles and cow parsley until the path opened on to another, cutting sideways across it, and beyond that her way was blocked by the ribbon of water that was the cut.

Footsteps were approaching and she heard the chink of a horse’s bit. A man in a billycock hat, trousers tucked into sturdy leather boots, was leading a horse along the towpath, the big strong animal’s eyes blinkered. The harness glinted in the sun and the horse was pulling on tow ropes which in their turn hauled a long, colourful boat behind it. Dora stared, fascinated.

‘How do.’ The man raised his hat. He was sunburnt, his face lined and weather-beaten.

‘Good day,’ Dora said shyly, standing back out of the way.

As they passed she caught the smell of hot horse and the man’s sweat. Then her eyes fixed on the boat. Its paint was chipped but the colours were bright and she saw the hold was heaped with sharp lumps of shiny, blue-black coal. Planks ran over the cargo and above was strung a washing line with a few cloths flapping in the breeze.

Standing at the long tiller at the back was a swarthy woman, her head covered by a black hat which had drapes fastened to it, extending down her back. Close to her were three small children, two of them with a scarf over their head and tied under their chin, the third and youngest wearing a black cap. The woman had the tiller tucked under one arm, but at the same time she was busy sewing something on the roof of the tiny, painted cabin.

For a moment Dora felt afraid of these strange people, but the woman was so busy she did not even notice the girl watching them from the bank, though the children stared back at her in fascination.

And then they were gone, the horse, the gliding boat, leaving Dora wondering how it would be to live the way they did, forever on the move, the water opening out in front of them. She imagined herself, the one in charge of a boat like that, steering her way to new places, new adventures . . . She sat for a while near the water, then turned for home again.

When she got back the house was quiet. Cook was half-snoozing on a chair in the kitchen and Agnes was sloshing water in the scullery. Dora downed a glass of water and asked Cook if it was all right for her to sit in the garden.

‘Miss Pyman says it’s all right so long as none of the family are out there to be disturbed,’ Cook said sleepily. ‘If they were to come out you could go down to the vegetable garden and sit there, I suppose.’

Dora ran up to the attic and fetched the booklet that Miss Alicia had given her. She had carefully hidden it among her bedclothes so that sneaking Agnes would not find it. She still did not trust Agnes not to go nosing around. Then she went out of the back door.

‘Snooty cow,’ she heard Agnes say as she went out.

‘There’s no call for that,’ Cook said.

It was a long garden enclosed by brick walls with plants trailing up and over them in profusion. To the left of the house, from the garden point of view, was the brewhouse, a modest building separate from the house. To the other, as an extension of the building, was a long conservatory of low brick walls, the top of the walls and ceiling all glass. It was a lovely building and Dora always enjoyed looking at it, often seeing one of the gardeners inside tending the tomatoes and the fruit trees espaliered along the back wall – apricots and vines – and outside against the wall, a large, spreading tree with odd, bulbous fruits hanging from it that Cook told her was a fig tree.

Looking carefully round she saw that no one was out there, but she walked down the lawn, with lavender and roses on each side, until she was close to the vegetable garden. She tucked herself behind a bush, excited to read more of the little booklet.

It was called Black Bess, Knight of the Road and was all about a highwayman. Dora sat, completely taken up in the story. Some of the words were difficult and she stumbled over them but she was determined and reading came easily to her. Soon she was miles away in her head, galloping along the highways on Black Bess. Her pulse was racing so fast as the horse galloped up behind a coach, pistols at the ready and gaining on the coach to terrify the passengers into handing over their riches—when someone crashed down next to her, behind the bush.

Dora almost left the ground. She gasped loudly, seeing Robert Gordon’s skinny legs, still in his school trousers, splayed out in front of him, his scuffed black shoes, his face looking into hers.

‘Oh my – you frightened me!’ She laid her hand over her thumping heart.

‘What’re you doing here?’ he asked, though his tone was amiable. ‘You’ve pinched my hiding place.’

‘Have I?’ she said. ‘Sorry.’

‘Are you reading?’ he asked, astonished. ‘What’s that?’ He took the booklet from her hand and stared at the dog-eared cover.

‘Miss Alicia gave it to me,’ Dora explained. ‘Said I could borrow it to read, I mean.’

‘So you can read?’ He handed the booklet back, seeming chastened by realizing this.

‘Yes,’ she said confidently.

‘Can you write as well?’

‘Yes. We had a school room in the—’ She could not bring herself to say the word ‘workhouse’. It felt shameful. ‘We did some lessons.’

Robert stared ahead of him at the raspberry canes, suddenly miserable.

‘What do you do at school?’ she asked.

‘Oh, you know. Arithmetic and geometry. Latin. Greek. All that stuff. I hate the classics. It’s bad enough trying to read in English.’

Once again, Dora felt sorry for him. He seemed so cast down by it all.

‘But we play rugby and cricket and that’s marvellous! So it’s all right some of the time, but . . . Everyone’s so . . .’ He couldn’t seem to think of the word. Turning to Dora he said earnestly, ‘I can talk to you more easily than them. Except for Freddie – he’s a good sort.’

He lay back on the grass and put his hands behind his head.

‘Read to me a bit then, if you’re so good at it.’

Dora obediently turned back to the beginning of the booklet. Having read it before she was now fluent and she started to read. Robert lay quite still beside her. When she paused after a while and turned to look at him, he was fast asleep, his long lashes a dark curve above his cheeks. And he had caught the edge of her skirt between his fingers, was clutching on to it, as if for comfort.




Five

It was a sultry Saturday afternoon in July. Miss Pyman had stopped lurking about and retired to her room. Dora was in the kitchen sweeping the floor as Cook prepared the last of the vegetables for the evening meal, bossing Agnes as she did so.

‘If I’ve told you once I’ve told you a hundred times, that’s no good. Get it out and do it properly.’

She glared accusingly at the peeled potato that Agnes had thrown sulkily into a pan. The potato peered back with the numerous eyes that Agnes had failed to gouge out of it. The gardeners had not long brought in this fresh box of potatoes and the table was dusted with a light silt of earth.

‘Don’t,’ Agnes snapped at Dora as she swept around her feet. ‘You’re getting on my nerves.’

‘Cook told me to . . .’ Dora was arguing, only just defeating the urge to bash Agnes’s ankles with the broom, when there came a tap at the door. To their surprise, Miss Alicia appeared.

‘Dora – could you please come into the library a moment – my mother wants you?’

She left again immediately, certain of being obeyed. Dora righted herself, holding the broom handle. Mrs Gordon asking for her? She wondered if they wanted the little book back, but if so why not just ask her there and then?

‘Don’t just stand there, get your apron off and go,’ Cook instructed.

Dora saw Agnes’s eyes go narrow and mean.

‘Trust her,’ she said, ramming her knife viciously into the potato. ‘Currying favour.’

‘I’m not!’ Dora protested. ‘I don’t know what she wants!’

As she left she wished she hadn’t bothered – it was no good saying anything to Agnes.

Dora was standing outside the library door, quickly brushing her skirt and tucking a couple of strands of hair under her cap, when the front door opened. Dr Gordon came billowing in, banging the door shut and only pausing to pick up letters from the hall table before sweeping towards the back of the house. To Dora’s relief, he did not even notice her as he passed. He disappeared into his study, leaving behind him a waft of the odd chemical smells that she knew were the smells of the hospital.

Dora listened at the library door. All seemed quiet inside.

She had been with the Gordons just over a month and once or twice had been asked to carry a tray of refreshments to this room of an afternoon when Mrs Gordon was having one of her meetings. She had learned in that time that Eliza Gordon was something called a Unitarian, which Miss Pyman, who was apparently one also, explained stiffly:

‘Unlike other Christians we do not believe that God is three persons – only one. And we believe that all souls can be saved.’

This left Dora none the wiser – three persons? But what she did pick up from Mrs Gordon and the other earnest ladies seated round the table on those afternoons, was that they were interested in helping other people and spent a good deal of their energy working out how to do so. They even took an interest in her and asked her questions – especially about the workhouse.

Now, heart thumping, she knocked on the door.

‘Do come in!’ She heard Eliza Gordon’s calm voice.

Dora entered to find her mistress seated at one side of the library table and Alicia at the other, seemingly absorbed in reading a newspaper.

‘Ah – Dora.’ Mrs Gordon pulled out the chair beside her. ‘Do sit.’

‘Me?’ Dora couldn’t help saying.

Alicia glanced up with a smile. ‘I don’t think there’s anyone behind you.’

But Dora still could not get her legs to move and take up a chair right beside the rather awe-inspiring Mrs Gordon in her plain blue-grey dress, her tobacco-brown hair visible round the edges of her lace cap, smoothed back from a middle parting, and her pale blue, rather penetrating eyes.

‘Alicia tells me that you enjoy reading and writing?’ Eliza Gordon coaxed. ‘Would you like to read with me?’

‘Oh yes – please!’ Dora said. But she was trembling as she perched on the edge of the chair.

‘Do sit back or it will tip,’ Mrs Gordon said, tucking her chair further in. ‘And I promise I shan’t bite.’

‘I’ve finished reading your booklet,’ Dora dared say to Alicia. ‘Shall I fetch it?’

‘Oh no – keep it. I’m sure no one else wants to read it,’ Alicia said.

Mrs Gordon had a book in front of her. Dora silently read the lettering on the cover: The Peasant and the Prince. It looked exciting. Beside it, neatly laid out, were a dipping pen, a small glass inkwell with a brass top and some sheets of paper.

‘Firstly, take up the pen, my dear,’ Mrs Gordon instructed. ‘Are you able to write your own name?’

Dora, nervous, held the pen, a lovely thing compared to the rough ones she had used before. It had a polished, dark wood handle and the nib was pointed and elegant instead of the cheapest, most scratchy of things.

Alicia took the top from the inkwell and Dora dipped, carefully, then set to write ‘Dora Lunn’ in her careful copperplate.

‘I know all my letters and I can write,’ she said, sitting up. She was good at writing and she wanted Mrs Gordon to know it.

‘So, can you write . . .’ Mrs Gordon thought for a moment. ‘All things bright and beautiful, all creatures great and small?’

Dora dutifully and speedily obeyed.

‘Very good!’ Mrs Gordon seemed genuinely impressed, as if she had not expected it of her. ‘You are quite the little scribe.’

Dora glowed at this praise. If there was anything she hungered for in the way of praise, it was this.

‘I like writing,’ she said timidly. ‘And stories.’

‘Well, I have a story for you here,’ Mrs Gordon said, pulling the book towards her. ‘It is written by a lady who I admire greatly. Her name is Harriet Martineau. Her brother was, until recently, the Mayor of our city.’

Dora gave a polite little nod. She was not certain what being the Mayor meant, but she was burning with curiosity about the story, especially when Mrs Gordon opened the first page to reveal a coloured picture. She peered at it.

‘Let us see how well you can read,’ Mrs Gordon said.

And Dora, bathed in the lavender smell of her mistress and with the prospect of a story opening out in front of her like an inviting and unknown path, leaned over the book.

‘“One fine afternoon in April 1770, there was a good deal of bustle in the neighbourhood of the village of Saint Menehould . . .?”’ She stumbled over the last word and looked up.

Mrs Gordon told her the word. ‘It’s in France,’ she said. ‘This story is written about the time before the Revolution in France.’

And to Dora’s frustration she closed the cover again and started talking about the revolution by the poor in France and then again about Harriet Martineau who had written the story, and how she was a passionate abolitionist and supporter of the right for women to have the vote – not to mention an education – and the improvement of her servants—

‘Mother,’ Alicia interrupted, when it seemed as if Mrs Gordon was settling in to talk for the rest of the afternoon. She could see Dora’s head was spinning. ‘I think she’d like to read the story.’

Dora gave Alicia a grateful smile.

‘Harriet Martineau is Mother’s hero,’ Alicia said. ‘Once she gets started . . .’

‘Well, she is a woman much worth talking about,’ Eliza Gordon said, her face lifting into a smile. ‘Forgive me. Let’s go on – your reading is surprisingly good as well.’

‘Yes and I want to hear it too,’ Alicia said, though also reaching for another newspaper.

Dora had just begun on the next sentence when there came the sound of a door opening next door and Dr Gordon’s voice thundered through the hall.

‘Robert! Come down here – immediately! Now – do you hear?’

He sounded furious, his voice brutal.

There was a pause as all of them listened, frozen, to the footsteps coming closer down the stairs. Dora glanced at Mrs Gordon and saw a look of awful dread on her face before she managed to control her features.

‘Yes, Father?’ they heard.

‘What is this?’ Dr Gordon bellowed, his temper lost to the point where anyone overhearing was no consideration. ‘Dunderhead of a boy! I come home, to find this waiting for me. Not only a card with the lowest possible marks in almost every subject – oh, except for cricket. Apparently you can throw a ball . . . But the headmaster has seen fit to write to me of his abject disappointment . . . “No application . . . Discipline poor . . . Absolutely no scholarly aptitude and niggardly effort . . . Very disappointing.”’ His voice rose to a roar. ‘What do you have to say for yourself?’

Eliza Gordon suddenly shot to her feet looking distraught.

‘Mother . . .’ Alicia warned. ‘He’s in a terrible temper.’

‘All the same,’ Mrs Gordon said, gliding calmly to the door. She turned to Dora, beckoning her out of the room. ‘I think we shall have to leave it there for the day.’

Dora followed her mistress out and scooted past the three of them as Dr Gordon continued to rant at his son and Mrs Gordon to protest. As Dora went to the kitchen, she caught a glimpse of Robert at the foot of the stairs, head down and as helpless as if a giant wave was breaking over him.

‘Whatever’s going on out there?’ Cook said as Dora scuttled into the kitchen.

The rage of Dr Gordon directed at his son did not last long, but afterwards, Dora could not stop thinking about it and her stomach turned with dread. Dr Gordon was so clever and so frightening. She felt terribly sorry for Robert who just could not seem to keep up.

When things had gone quiet she crept into the hall. Voices came from the library and she could hear Dr and Mrs Gordon having a heated conversation. Dora hurried upstairs, to the Gordons’ side of the house. She stood at Robert’s bedroom door and straight away, from inside, she heard his sobs. The boy sounded so wretched that she longed to knock on the door and go to him. But she did not dare. She sensed that he found comfort in being with her and she wanted to try and cheer him up. But after all, who was she, a servant? She could not just go willy-nilly into his room.

She stood for a few moments, listening to the anguished sounds from inside, her fists clenched at her sides. Then she made herself turn away and go back downstairs.

Dr Gordon was not a religious man but Eliza Gordon made sure her two children attended the Unitarian Church of the Messiah on Broad Street every Sunday.

The next morning, as they prepared to set off, Dora passed through the hall. It was only then that she saw Robert properly that morning. When she had taken up his washing water he had been so soundly asleep that he looked as if he would never wake, and by the time she went back for the slop bucket he had already gone downstairs.

‘Come along.’ Mrs Gordon laid a hand on her son’s shoulder, steering him towards the door. Dora saw the kindness in it, that Mrs Gordon was feeling tender towards him as well, in the face of his father’s rage and disappointment.

As Robert Gordon followed his mother and Alicia to the front door, he turned and saw Dora standing at the bottom of the stairs. She hesitated, then smiled, wanting to send him all the sympathy she could through her eyes which she fixed fully on his. For a second, Robert, so downcast-looking, was startled. Then, seeming cheered, he smiled back, his lovely face lighting up. And just for those few seconds, the two of them were caught, as if as equals, in each other’s gaze.
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