
[image: The Maid’s Disgrace]


Emma Hornby



THE MAID’S DISGRACE


[image: ]



Contents



	Cover

	Title Page

	About the Author

	By the Same Author

	Dedication

	Epigraph

	Chapter 1

	Chapter 2

	Chapter 3

	Chapter 4

	Chapter 5

	Chapter 6

	Chapter 7

	Chapter 8

	Chapter 9

	Chapter 10

	Chapter 11

	Chapter 12

	Chapter 13

	Chapter 14

	Chapter 15

	Chapter 16

	Chapter 17

	Chapter 18

	Chapter 19

	Chapter 20

	Chapter 21

	Chapter 22

	Chapter 23

	Chapter 24

	Chapter 25

	Chapter 26

	Read More

	Copyright






	iii

	387

	ii

	v

	vii

	1

	2

	3

	4

	5

	6

	7

	8

	9

	10

	11

	12

	13

	14

	15

	16

	17

	18

	19

	20

	21

	22

	23

	24

	25

	26

	27

	28

	29

	30

	31

	32

	33

	34

	35

	36

	37

	38

	39

	40

	41

	42

	43

	44

	45

	46

	47

	48

	49

	50

	51

	52

	53

	54

	55

	56

	57

	58

	59

	60

	61

	62

	63

	64

	65

	66

	67

	68

	69

	70

	71

	72

	73

	74

	75

	76

	77

	78

	79

	80

	81

	82

	83

	84

	85

	86

	87

	88

	89

	90

	91

	92

	93

	94

	95

	96

	97

	98

	99

	100

	101

	102

	103

	104

	105

	106

	107

	108

	109

	110

	111

	112

	113

	114

	115

	116

	117

	118

	119

	120

	121

	122

	123

	124

	125

	126

	127

	128

	129

	130

	131

	132

	133

	134

	135

	136

	137

	138

	139

	140

	141

	142

	143

	144

	145

	146

	147

	148

	149

	150

	151

	152

	153

	154

	155

	156

	157

	158

	159

	160

	161

	162

	163

	164

	165

	166

	167

	168

	169

	170

	171

	172

	173

	174

	175

	176

	177

	178

	179

	180

	181

	182

	183

	184

	185

	186

	187

	188

	189

	190

	191

	192

	193

	194

	195

	196

	197

	198

	199

	200

	201

	202

	203

	204

	205

	206

	207

	208

	209

	210

	211

	212

	213

	214

	215

	216

	217

	218

	219

	220

	221

	222

	223

	224

	225

	226

	227

	228

	229

	230

	231

	232

	233

	234

	235

	236

	237

	238

	239

	240

	241

	242

	243

	244

	245

	246

	247

	248

	249

	250

	251

	252

	253

	254

	255

	256

	257

	258

	259

	260

	261

	262

	263

	264

	265

	266

	267

	268

	269

	270

	271

	272

	273

	274

	275

	276

	277

	278

	279

	280

	281

	282

	283

	284

	285

	286

	287

	288

	289

	290

	291

	292

	293

	294

	295

	296

	297

	298

	299

	300

	301

	302

	303

	304

	305

	306

	307

	308

	309

	310

	311

	312

	313

	314

	315

	316

	317

	318

	319

	320

	321

	322

	323

	324

	325

	326

	327

	328

	329

	330

	331

	332

	333

	334

	335

	336

	337

	338

	339

	340

	341

	342

	343

	344

	345

	346

	347

	348

	349

	350

	351

	352

	353

	354

	355

	356

	357

	358

	359

	360

	361

	362

	363

	364

	365

	366

	367

	368

	369

	370

	371

	372

	373

	374

	375

	376

	377

	378

	379

	380

	381

	382

	383

	384

	385





	Cover

	Frontmatter

	Begin Reading

	Table of Contents





About the Author

Emma Hornby lives on a tight-knit working-class estate in Bolton and has read sagas all her life. Before pursuing a career as a novelist, she had a variety of jobs, from care assistant for the elderly, to working in a Blackpool rock factory. She was inspired to write after researching her family history; like the characters in her books, many generations of her family eked out life amid the squalor and poverty of Lancashire’s slums.

You can follow her on

[image: ] Twitter @EmmaHornbyBooks and on

[image: ] Facebook at www.facebook.com/emmahornbyauthor




Also by Emma Hornby

A SHILLING FOR A WIFE

MANCHESTER MOLL

THE ORPHANS OF ARDWICK

A MOTHER’S DILEMMA

A DAUGHTER’S PRICE

For more information on Emma Hornby and her books, see her website at www.emmahornby.com




For Mark – my mountain. And my ABC, always x




Slowly comes a hungry people, as a lion, creeping nigher …

Alfred, Lord Tennyson




CHAPTER 1

1842

‘YOU MUST PROMISE me, Phoebe.’ The woman’s grainy voice scraped the stuffy air between them. ‘Please. Let me go to my Maker with peace in my heart. Promise me.’

Phoebe Parsons gulped back a pain-filled sob. ‘I do, Lilian. I promise.’

The small white face relaxed a fraction, the paper-thin skin lifting at the corners of her mouth in the shadow of a smile. Moments later, Lilian Yewdale took her final earthly breath and was gone.

‘I promise.’ Dipping her head, Phoebe, too, closed her eyes, and wept silently.

This was it. What she’d feared for years had today become reality. She was on her own. Completely, terrifyingly alone.

When she’d awoken this teeth-chatteringly cold mid-autumn morning, she had no idea that her life was set to change for ever. Of course, she’d known her mistress was ill but she’d never imagined, never dreamed … Even the doctors had assured her that Lilian would rally. But they had been wrong, for she was dead. Gone in her thirty-fifth year, leaving Phoebe with no one. And if she knew Warwick Yewdale, she was set to lose a whole lot more before this day was through.

Phoebe stood and crossed to the rosewood washstand to swill the grief from her face. After smoothing the creases from her dark grey bell-shaped skirt and tidying her thick brown hair in the mirror, she took several long breaths. Then she headed to the door and, for the first time in days, left the sickroom.

Her boots sounded unnaturally loud on the polished wood floor as she made her slow way to the new master’s study. The new master. Phoebe shuddered at the thought. God help the domestic staff beneath this roof from hereon in with Warwick at the helm.

‘Enter!’ came the booming demand to her knock.

‘Sir.’ Phoebe addressed his stiff back. ‘Sir, your stepmother has gone.’

He lifted his head from the papers he’d been looking at but didn’t turn. ‘Gone?’

‘Dead, sir.’

‘Hm.’

Silence descended. Phoebe shuffled on the spot. ‘Is there anything I can do, sir? Anyone you’d like me to inform—?’

‘That shan’t be necessary.’ He rose and finally swivelled his head around to look at her. His stance was emotionless, collected. ‘You may leave, Miss Parsons.’

She felt her face grow hot then the blood drain away again with horrifying clarity. She swallowed hard. ‘Leave … for good?’ she murmured.

‘Naturally,’ he threw back. ‘Your services at this house are no longer required.’

‘Now, sir?’

‘This instant!’

‘But Lilian – Mrs Yewdale,’ she corrected at the audible grind of Warwick’s teeth, ‘she gave me her solemn vow that I could remain here until I had secured alternative employment—’

‘And that vow died with her.’

Phoebe licked her lips. Tears threatened, and she’d begun to shake. ‘Please, sir. It’s late and I … I have nowhere else to go.’

‘That is no concern of mine. Now’ – he returned to his desk – ‘you’ve wasted enough of my time. Gather your belongings and leave.’

‘But sir—’

‘At once, Miss Parsons. Or I shall be forced to deal with you as I would any common trespasser – which of course is exactly what you now are.’

As though by some unspoken order, the three black dogs lounging by the fire lifted their heads and emitted low, menacing growls.

Phoebe backed away. ‘May I be so bold as to ask from you a character reference, sir? With Mrs Yewdale gone …’

To her surprise and relief, although he sighed in annoyance, Warwick snatched up a piece of paper. After scribbling out a few lines, he folded the sheet and sealed it with a wax stamp. He held it out to her.

‘Thank you, sir.’ Then, given he’d been forthcoming in this regard, she thought she might as well try: ‘May I be permitted to see Mrs Yewdale one last time before I go, sir?’

‘Certainly not.’

‘I would like to say goodbye.’

Amusement gurgled in Warwick’s throat. ‘Whatever for? My stepmother is past the capability of receiving such trivialities.’

‘Even so, sir—’

‘No, I said! Now leave!’

Phoebe hadn’t time to press her wish further as, at the click of their master’s fingers, the hounds leapt up and bounded at her, teeth bared. With a cry, she flew from the room, slamming the door behind her just in time.

Warwick’s cruel laughter filtered through to her as she stood, panting with terror, in the hall. After a last hate-filled look towards the study, she turned on her heel and ran to her bedroom to pack.

The wrench minutes later when passing Lilian’s room, now clutching the small portmanteau containing her worldly possessions, was unbearable. Phoebe dragged herself on with grim resolution. Warwick Yewdale would have no qualms in setting the dogs on her again should she disobey him and sneak a visit to her mistress – would likely take the horse whip to her into the bargain. Having to be content instead with saying a final farewell in her mind to the dead woman, whom she’d miss more than she could ever express, she headed downstairs.

The servants glanced around as she entered the kitchen.

‘She’s gone.’

A collective breath whispered through the room. It spoke of regret and sorrow and of dread. Lifting up her bag, Phoebe sighed.

‘He never has …’ The cook shook her head. ‘It wouldn’t have harmed him none to let you stop on ’til you found yourself another position.’

‘He refused the notion point blank, Mary. I’m to vacate the house forthwith.’

‘I’ll not be far behind!’ cried the parlourmaid, who had been enjoying a cup of tea at the table. ‘I’ll not serve under that tyrant’s rule. Nay, never!’

‘I’m of the same mind on that, Kitty lass,’ murmured the cook, whilst even the housekeeper nodded agreement.

But Phoebe saw in their eyes the uncertainty, the fear of the unknown, and knew they would suffer it. It wouldn’t just mean giving up their jobs but their home, too. A regular income. Security. No one could afford to risk that – particularly so at present, with the country in the grip of mass unemployment. Not if they had a choice, at any rate, unlike her.

‘Where will you go?’ asked the housekeeper, and Phoebe wanted to scream at her that she didn’t know, that she was ruined, done for … But she didn’t.

‘I’ll be fine, Mrs Tibbs,’ she assured her, forcing a smile. ‘I have a friend who will put me up until I’m back on my feet.’

The staff gathered around her. ‘Goodbye and Godspeed, lass,’ they said in turn, patting her shoulder and squeezing her hand in farewell. Choking back her emotion, she thanked them and hurried from the house.

There was no friend.

Coming to a standstill at the end of the road, Phoebe peered around through a blur of hot tears.

There was no one. No one …

The dark and dangerous streets were to be her home now.

Across town, forty-year-old Victor Hayes was realising a similar fate.

How in hell had it come to this? his numb mind asked again of the passing traffic. He’d had it all just one short week ago and now his future – his life – was shattered to dust. And for what? He’d done nothing wrong! Nothing that warranted losing his job, and consequently his home and wife, at any rate.

His eyes creased at the thought of Kate. Daft mare. She’d believed the rumours, same as everyone else. Surprised him, that had. He’d thought she at least would have taken his word, but no. She’d packed a bag for him whilst he slept, had been waiting in the chair by the window for him to waken, back ramrod straight, mouth set, gaze bright with angry tears.

She’d caught wind of the whispers, knew what folk were saying. Even when he’d explained again, insisting that what he spoke was the real truth, it hadn’t made a difference. He’d disgraced himself both professionally and personally, Kate was adamant – and with someone like her, a low woman of the night, of all people! Well, she wanted no part of it. She wanted him gone. And leave he did, for he’d rather have that than cause his wife further embarrassment. But he’d done nothing. Hopefully, with time, he’d make her see that, make her see sense. Make them all see he’d had no immoral dealings with Suzannah Frost.

Now, as his musings switched to the streetwalker in question, his bushy brows drew together in an uneasy frown. Not because of the gossip – no, no. That wouldn’t have affected her. It was the trouble she’d fallen into, the low-bellied scum she’d become entangled with – and the threat they posed to her – that worried Victor.

He’d seen it a hundred times before, and rarely was the outcome a positive one. The pimps and bullies took over their lives. The vulnerable became their property and with that came their freedom and income. Suzannah didn’t deserve that. None of the sex workers of this municipal borough did, but she was different. He saw something in her he didn’t very often with the others. She had potential to be better. But potential without the wherewithal to change was pointless. And now, stripped of his position, his contacts lost and his reputation in tatters, he was powerless to help.

‘I should have just kept well out of it,’ he growled, a line he’d told himself countless times over the past few days. Yet he knew he couldn’t have done that. It wasn’t in him to turn a blind eye to anyone’s suffering, whoever they were. Class certainly didn’t come into it, as it had with some of his colleagues. Every person was deserving, and the solemn oath he had taken all those years ago when embarking upon his new career, to serve and protect the people of Manchester, he’d taken very seriously.

Sighing, he scanned the throng of passers-by without much seeing them. His thoughts were on finding a place to lay his head that night and the rest to follow, and just how long the money he had squirrelled away would support such a haphazard lifestyle. But first, he must find somewhere to get a bite to eat.

Victor rose from the edge of the public horse trough he’d been perched on for the past hour and stretched his back. His canvas-sack bag, which contained what few bits his wife had deemed essential to stuff inside – shirts and trousers, a pair of boots and his comb and razor – sat by his feet, and this he threw over his shoulder. Then he pulled the collar of his jacket up around his chin against the stinging cold and set off towards the string of eating houses along Oldham Street to fill his grumbling stomach.

He ordered liver and onions and a mug of strong tea. Whilst he waited for the serving girl to bring the meal, he sat close to the open fire, holding out his hands gratefully to the flames.

The hot food was tasty and quickly restored his flagging energy; he was sorry to swallow the last morsel. He deliberated whether to request another helping but, mindful of funds, decided against it, opting instead for a second cup of tea. He was sipping at the piping brew and planning in his mind where best to seek out cheap lodgings when another customer entered. He gave her a cursory glance then swivelled his eyes back again to see she’d been crying. She sat at a small table to his left and placed her portmanteau on the floor by her chair. Then, as though sensing she was being watched, she half turned towards him.

Victor directed his attention back to his drink. The woman was giving her order now and he heard her ask for a cup of tea. Nothing to eat; though, in his opinion, she could have done with it. She was a little on the thin side, he observed, his gaze flicking back discreetly. In fact, she looked to be wanting of more than a good feed. The pinched face peeking out from her straw bonnet was void of colour and the purple smudges beneath her brown eyes showed clear signs that she hadn’t slept properly in a while.

He wondered what had brought her here, not only alone but at this hour – daylight was rapidly leaving the October sky. Night-time on the streets of this borough posed dangers enough for man; for the fairer sex, it was tantamount to suicide. Such recklessness was just asking for trouble.

By her neat and clean attire, she didn’t appear to be a vagrant. A drifter, then, who had happened upon Manchester in search of work? Possibly. Though judging by her white and uncalloused hands, it was evident she wasn’t used to heavy toil. His curiosity mounted. Then, with an irritated click of his tongue, he inwardly shook himself. It was of no concern to him. He must stop this. It was time now to concentrate on himself and him alone. Other folks’ issues had nothing to do with him any more.

When she rose shortly afterwards and disappeared into the darkened evening, he ordered a last brew with a resolute nod, telling himself to hell with everyone else. He had problems enough of his bloody own.

Shivering uncontrollably, Phoebe drew her sealskin capelet more securely around herself. A cast-off of Lilian Yewdale’s, which she’d been delighted to accept when her kindly mistress had offered it her, it was Phoebe’s pride and joy. However, though attractive, it really wasn’t adequate for this time of year, she admitted to herself. A thick woollen shawl would be much more suitable. She’d have to locate a pawnbroker’s tomorrow and exchange her capelet for one, she decided. She’d be sad to let the garment go but she must be practical. She’d not survive the harsh weather out here otherwise.

A fresh flurry of noise from an inn facing leaked across the cobbled road. Women’s shrill voices, intermingled with the shouts of men, angry in drink, rent the air – lowering her head, Phoebe quickened her pace.

When, sometime later, a sign affixed to the window of a house in the centre of a tumbledown row proclaiming ‘Beds Vacant’ caught her attention, she breathed deeply in blessed relief. Low and miserable the dwelling might be but, by God, it had to be better than remaining a moment longer on these mean streets. The sights she’d seen …

Phoebe shuddered at the memory of this, her first day of destitution – and wanted to weep herself hoarse to think there were many more to come. Lord help her. She’d witnessed suffering and depravity in all its forms.

Rag-clad women, some with babes in arms, almost all with a huddle of emaciated, barefoot children clinging to their skirts, teeming around the doorways of every beerhouse she’d passed, their desperate eyes as they begged the revellers for a penny tearing at her heart like a blade. Streetwalkers and their customers carrying out carnal acts in shadowed corners, the sights and sounds leaving those passing by in no doubt as to what was taking place. Males and females alike, any sense of pride they possessed dulled with drink, vomiting or urinating by the roadsides. Ribald language and bawdy songs, ferocious arguments and punch-ups … It felt as though she’d stumbled straight into hell.

Now, after extracting some coins from her portmanteau, she hurried on for the common lodging house.

She was nearing the door when it burst open and two young men tumbled on to the front steps, feet and fists flying. There came a muttered curse from inside, undoubtedly from the lodging-house keeper, followed by the door swinging shut again with a resounding slam which rattled the panes in their rotten frames.

Phoebe had moved hastily back – now, watching the ongoing skirmish from a distance, she bit her lip, unsure what to do. Before she could decide whether to go in search of another place, the men’s anger was spent, the altercation over as fast as it had begun – swearing and yelling threats, they parted ways and disappeared in opposite directions.

Silence descended once more on the moonlit street, yet she hesitated still. Could she bring herself to approach? What further horrors lay in store inside the house? But what choice had she? she reminded herself. The simple answer was none. Thank goodness she was by nature frugal and had always put a bit by from her wages, but what money she had wouldn’t stretch far. She couldn’t afford to squander it on a better class of establishment, for who knew how long it would take her to secure employment, even with her precious reference? No. She would just have to endure it.

The unkempt woman in her middle years who answered Phoebe’s knock confirmed she had room for her but refused her entry until the threepence fee was in her palm. With a flick of her greasy head, she indicated that she should follow, and Phoebe stepped inside.

A host of indeterminate smells each as rancid as the others enveloped her in a clogging veil; it took all of her willpower not to retch. Black mould bloomed on the ceiling and walls, and the filthy bare boards underfoot felt spongy with rot. If this first impression was anything to go by then, Mother of God, she could just imagine what the sleeping quarters would be like …

‘Up there to the top of the house, first door on your right,’ the keeper said, thrusting a thumb towards the staircase. ‘You’re to be up and gone in t’ morning by eight o’clock sharp. No fighting, or you’ll be out on your arse right away. I’ll have no trouble beneath my roof.’

‘I understand. Thank you,’ Phoebe told her retreating back – already the woman had turned and was disappearing down the hall.

‘Oh aye, I nearly forgot.’ The keeper looked over her shoulder. ‘That there’s the communal lounge.’ She pointed to the door directly in front of her. ‘Cook yourself some grub, brew a sup of tea, whatever you fancy. Just be sure to clean up after yourself when you’ve done.’

Once more, she ambled off, and Phoebe was alone. Glancing from the lounge to the stairs, she screwed her lips in deliberation. Her mind made up, she headed in the direction of bed.

The sloped-ceilinged room was lit by a candle at either end. In the dimness, she could just make out rows of long black shadows and her brow furrowed in confusion. They looked almost like beds, but surely not … There couldn’t be so many crammed into a single room, could there? As her vision gradually grew accustomed to the gloom, her heart dropped to her boots. There could and there were. Bar a narrow gap down the centre, the entire space was filled with bed upon bed – profit was clearly more important to the keeper than were her customers.

Sniffs, coughs and snores rumbled into one continual medley which jarred the nerves, and the gut-turning stench of bodily excretions and other nauseating odours hung like a noxious fog, choking the very air. Phoebe didn’t know what to do first: cry or be sick. There was one thing she couldn’t do, however, but wanted to more than anything else, and that was turn tail and run. This was her life, now, after all. She must front this out.

Picking her way across the floor, she squinted at each bed she passed in search of that which she’d occupy – and her horror slowly rose to manic proportions. None were vacant. Worse still, it wasn’t, as she’d naively assumed, one to a bed. There were at least two or three persons, sometimes up to four, squashed into each. These poor, destitute souls were sharing beds with complete strangers and in their pathetically desperate state were grateful to do so. The cruel reality brought a lump to her throat. What hell on earth was this?

‘’Ere, lass. Squeeze yourself into ours.’

Phoebe turned towards the source of the voice and could just make out the craggy face of an elderly woman. Snuggled beside her lay sleeping a teenage girl.

‘It’s just me and my granddaughter in here – come on, there’s room aplenty.’

‘Thank you,’ Phoebe murmured, moving to the opposite end of the bed and pulling back the threadbare blanket.

Even in the darkness, she couldn’t fail to notice the small black critters, disturbed by her action, scuttle for cover. It was overrun with vermin. Dear God …

‘Cockroaches,’ her bedfellow informed her on a yawn. ‘It’s the rotten straw in the palliasse, you see. Don’t fret none, they’ll not harm thee.’

Biting down on her tongue to stop herself from crying out in utter disgust and devastation – how had things come to this? – she lowered herself gingerly on to the bed. Within seconds, it became evident that cockroaches were not the only thing it was infested with; wincing, she scratched at the itchy bites that had sprung up on her arms and legs.

‘Oh aye, there’s fleas, an’ all.’ A gravelly laugh leaked from the old woman’s toothless mouth. ‘Them buggers you do have to pray don’t eat thee alive by the morn.’

Phoebe had no response. Blinking back tears, she stooped to remove her footwear.

‘Nay,’ the woman hissed when Phoebe made to place the boots under the bed. ‘God alive, lass, don’t leave them there, else you’ll be leaving this pit come the morrow in your bare feet.’ She waved a hand around the room, indicating the other occupants. ‘We’re amongst all manner of foul and thief – they’ll have thee stripped bare the minute your eyes are closed. Nay, never let nowt out of your sight in t’ lodging houses. Same goes for that pretty bag of yourn,’ she added, nodding to the portmanteau. ‘Stuff your boots inside, stockings an’ all, and use the bag as a pillow. That way, you’ll feel it and waken if someone does try to have it away in t’ night.’

Painfully aware that she had a lot to learn, Phoebe did as she’d been instructed. Her bonnet, she left where it was. Careful not to lie on the tangle of limbs, she shuffled herself into the gap between the two, pulling the grubby blanket up around her nose against the odour from the pairs of unwashed feet either side of her head.

‘Goodnight, God bless, lass. I’d add, don’t let the bedbugs bite, but well …’

‘Goodnight,’ Phoebe answered thickly, past the lump in her throat.

‘You must promise me, Phoebe.’ The deathbed plea hours before whispered like mist in the breeze. ‘Please. Let me go to my Maker with peace in my heart. Promise me.’

And her response: ‘I promise.’

But how, Lilian, how? her mind begged of her departed friend as she fell into a fitful sleep.




CHAPTER 2

‘BASTARD! I’LL SNAP your filthy fingers!’

Awakening, Phoebe bolted upright with a gasp. The room was still dark, but she could see two shadows struggling by her bed.

‘What’s it to thee, anyroad?’

‘I don’t much care for thieving parasites, that’s what,’ the one who had spoken first growled. ‘Shift yourself. Move!’

‘All right, all bleedin’ right, leave go!’

The taller of the men slammed his scrawnier opponent against the iron headboard. ‘Get out of here whilst you still have the use of your legs. Now.’

When he’d scuttled out, Phoebe, shaking uncontrollably, stole a look at the one who remained. He was staring straight back, his breathing heavy with fury, and she shrank further beneath the blanket.

Several people in the surrounding beds had stirred during the ruckus, one or two lifting themselves on an elbow to squint over, but no one had attempted to intervene. And by the look of this man here, it was easy to see why. Tall and thickset, with jet-coloured hair and neat beard and piercing dark eyes, he cut an imposing figure.

‘Are you all right?’

His tone was completely at odds with the harsh one from moments ago. She nodded. ‘Who are you? What’s happening?’

‘That one just now, he was attempting to steal your portmanteau. I wakened and caught him in the act.’

Phoebe was shocked. ‘I didn’t hear or feel a thing, I …’ She shook her head. ‘Thank you, Mr …?’

‘Hayes. Victor. And you’re welcome.’

She watched him cross to a bed on the opposite wall, but he didn’t lay down his head. Instead, he sat on the edge, his arms folded.

Filled with an odd sense of security at the sight of his presence, Phoebe fell back to sleep.

When she woke again, her bedfellows were gone. In fact, besides a few remaining stragglers determined to snatch what precious extra seconds of rest they could before a new day of clawing to survive began all over again, the room was deserted. Victor, however, was still present.

‘Good morning, Mr Hayes,’ she said with a small smile.

‘Is it?’ he retorted. Then his face softened a little and he half smiled back. ‘Sorry. Good morning.’

He was shrugging on his jacket and Phoebe hurried to put on her stockings. ‘May I buy you a cup of tea, Mr Hayes, by way of thanking you for last night?’

He hesitated, and she thought he’d decline the offer. But he didn’t. He nodded then waited by the door whilst she quickly laced up her boots. She secured her capelet and picked up her portmanteau and they left the room and descended the stairs.

Stepping outside into the sulphurous air created by thousands of industrial and domestic chimneys, Phoebe drew in a blessed deep breath. Even this was preferable to the reek of the hovel they had just vacated. Without a word, they crossed the road and headed towards the eating house she’d visited the previous night.

‘Two teas, please,’ she told the serving girl when they were settled at a table. She turned to Victor. ‘Do you want something to eat as well …?’

‘Will you?’

Phoebe shook her head. ‘I’m fine with the tea, but please, you feel free.’

‘The mistress does a lovely bit of porridge, mister,’ the serving girl chipped in.

Victor smiled. ‘Then porridge it shall be. Twice,’ he added with a lift of his eyebrows to Phoebe when she made to protest. ‘Some bread and butter, too, I think.’

‘Very good, mister. It shan’t be long.’

‘I said I was fine with just tea,’ Phoebe said when the girl had left.

‘Like yesterday, you mean?’

She frowned. ‘I don’t under—’

‘I saw you in here last evening. You ate not a scrap then, either.’

‘Come to think of it …’ She nodded slowly. ‘I do remember you, after all. You were seated over there.’ She pointed to the table in question.

‘Yes.’ Then: ‘Tea alone won’t keep you going for long. You’ve got to eat, or you’ll make yourself ill,’ he pressed.

‘I haven’t much of an appetite of late,’ she admitted, lowering her eyes.

‘Me neither, if truth be told.’

His gaze had taken on a troubled edge and she wondered what his story was. What had brought him to where he was now, dossing down in some low lodging house, living out of a bag, same as she? He didn’t seem like a vagrant. Not the ones she was accustomed to, anyway. She’d spied them on more than one occasion when she’d been down in the kitchen in the Yewdales’ house. Men, normally, but sometimes women, too, would knock at the back door to plead a heel of bread or sup of water, and kindly Cook had always obliged. But Victor wasn’t like those poor unfortunates, wasn’t dirty or dressed in ill-fitting rags. So what, then?

‘Hello?’ Victor’s voice cut through her thoughts and she blushed pink to have been caught second-guessing his affairs. His business really had nothing at all to do with her!

‘Sorry,’ she told him, shaking her head. ‘I was in a world all of my own. What were you saying?’

‘I said you know my name, but I as yet don’t know yours.’

‘Oh. Yes. Phoebe. Phoebe Parsons.’

They shook hands awkwardly and laughed. Then the serving girl was back with their order and they tucked in gratefully.

‘You see?’ Victor announced when they had finished their breakfast and were sipping at the last of their tea. He inclined his head to her empty dish.

She smiled in admission. ‘Yes, you were right. I do feel better now.’

They sat in easy silence for a while, enjoying their full stomachs and the heat from the fire, until Phoebe said, ‘What time are we permitted to return to the lodging house, Mr Hayes?’

‘You’re really that eager to?’ he asked incredulously.

‘No, no. It’s terrible. Only … Well. I haven’t anywhere else to go. I can’t very well sit in here all day – I’m sure the proprietor wouldn’t like that – and the lodging house does stave off the worst of the elements, I suppose.’

‘Sometime later tonight, I’d say.’

‘Oh.’ She swallowed hard. How on earth was she meant to pass the time until then?

‘I’d better be going.’ Victor rose and reached for his hat on the table.

‘Oh,’ Phoebe said again – it was all she had. Her heart had dipped with the prospect of being adrift for the remainder of the day and alone.

‘Goodbye, Miss Parsons.’

She wanted to ask him whether he’d be staying at the lodging house again that night but decided against it, deeming it too forward. Though she did hope he would be. ‘Goodbye, Mr Hayes.’

After he’d walked away, she closed her eyes. She could order another cup of tea? That would buy her a little more time in the warmth. But what then? What about the rest of the long day and evening stretching ahead?

Her mind drifted to the luxurious house she’d left behind and her friends below stairs. How were they faring with Warwick Yewdale? And what of dear Lilian? Had her stepson even informed the odd relative or two she had in the world of her passing? Probably not, knowing him. He’d likely not deem the occurrence important enough to bother. Damn him. Oh, how she wished things hadn’t changed, that her mistress was still here. She could see her now, stretched out in the drawing room on the satin chaise longue, one of her beloved books open beside her, ash blonde ringlets bobbing about her ears and her pearl-like teeth sparkling behind her pink lips as she laughed at something Phoebe had said … Lord, how she missed her …

No, she told herself firmly, dashing away the tears that had pricked with the back of her hand. She wouldn’t wallow in self-pity, wouldn’t dwell on all that was lost, refused to. She must think, be practical.

Glancing down at her capelet, she remembered her plan regarding acquiring a sensible shawl. She nodded, her purpose renewed. And afterwards, she’d take a walk around the main thoroughfares and try her luck at gaining fresh employment. With another nod, she drained her cup and rose.

‘But … the mister you were with paid afore he left, miss,’ the serving girl revealed in puzzlement when Phoebe went to settle the bill before leaving.

With a wry smile, she thanked her and set off towards the centre of the borough.

As he’d suspected, Kate wasn’t home.

Victor glanced left and right along the quiet street and released an irritated sigh. His wife would have gone to her sister’s house to gripe about his shortcomings from there. And so it had begun: discussing their business with all and sundry, damn her. And talk she had, if the twitching of next door’s curtains was anything to go by.

He gave his neighbour a sarcastically bright wave and she let the material drop back into place with her nose in the air. Gossiping hag, she was nothing else. And all the time he’d done nothing! He could shake Kate for her knee-jerk assumptions, he really could.

Dragging a hand through his hair, he stepped back into the road and turned once more to look at his house. He could kick the door in, he surmised. As the man, he was more than entitled to take full claim of his castle, after all. But Kate wouldn’t stand for that, and where would it leave her? She’d refuse point blank to continue residing with him whilst her temper was still up, would no doubt stop on at her sister’s indefinitely, and he couldn’t let that happen, wouldn’t see her evicted from her home. She was blameless in all this, too – more so. It was all such a bloody mess.

But what was he to do? If he had to spend another night beneath the roof of some stinking lodging house, he’d go mad. He could possibly afford to rent a couple of decent rooms until, God willing, all this foolishness blew over. But how long would his funds last, and what then? Besides, that option seemed a little too permanent, too real, for his liking. This was his home, here. Soon, when everyone came to their senses, all would be as it had been again. Soon …

A vision of his bedroom, of his wardrobe and what was hanging up in there, swam into his thoughts and a stab of something so painful that it snatched the breath from him struck.

His uniform. Blue trousers and frock coat embellished with white embroidery and silvery buttons. The diamond-and-circle-patterned collar patch, emblazoned with his number and the letter of the geographical division for which he worked – or at least had worked …

The three-quarter-length thick woollen cape, invaluable when out pounding one’s beat in all weathers – a rain-sodden uniform would have been hazardous to the health – fastened in place with a chain-and-hook fixing at the neck. At the risk of it becoming an encumbrance should a constable find himself in a scuffle, the soft alloy chain could be snapped easily, allowing him to remove his cape quickly. Lastly, his sturdy boots, the shine on them like black glass, so bright you could see your reflection in them, standing beneath on the floor of the wardrobe alongside his smart top hat … He could see it all clearly in his mind’s eye.

His truncheon he’d been forced to hand in to his chief constable upon his dismissal, along with his rattle for summoning assistance. The uniform would be requested back shortly, too, no doubt.

The Duty Band, a piece of white-and-blue horizontally striped cloth with a buckle, was attached to the uniform when officers were on duty. When off duty, it was the only item they were permitted to remove – bar to bathe or go to bed, they wore their uniforms at all times. Glancing down at what he wore now: a white flannel shirt, best broadcloth suit in gravy brown and woollen coat two shades darker, finished off with a round, narrow-brimmed hat, all somewhat stained and dreadfully crumpled – more than likely lousy now, too, he suspected with a ripple of disgust – from his night in the lodging house, Victor frowned. It was still an oddity to him, wearing civilian apparel again; he doubted he’d ever grow used to it.

The prestige his role had given him – all gone. Along with his marriage, his home and his unblemished good name. For what? His gaze swivelled westwards towards Ancoats and Suzannah Frost residing in the slum district’s poverty-riddled belly. His feet jerked with the desire to seek her out, check she was well. But his common sense told him it was unwise to and, with a shake of his head, he swung around and clumped away in the opposite direction, resisting the urge to shoot his abandoned home a last look over his shoulder.

Market Street, with its high-end shops and counting houses, was as always a hubbub of noise, teeming with transport and people. Taking his time, eager to kill some hours, Victor strolled leisurely on through the throng towards Piccadilly, lined with warehouses and huge hotels, continuing on further for London Road.

Here, though the grimy working men’s quarters were still mostly concealed from the eyes of the genteel patrons, the surrounding premises gradually grew less impressive. The shops and factories and works, churches and chapels and beerhouses, catering more towards the labouring populace and all mulched together in a hodgepodge mass, squatted beneath a sky the colour of crushed grey pearls, whilst a hundred sounds and smells rapped at the senses.

The shouts of hawkers plying their wares and cart drivers urging on their horses or warning folk to make way, the nerve-jangling scrape of iron-rimmed wheels and merry clop of hooves interweaved with the odd burst of child laughter, greetings and general conversation, whilst wafts of tobacco, fresh fish and newly baked bread amongst other smells from the surrounding businesses mingled with the cloying stench of hot manure.

Drinking in everything, Victor was reminded how much he loved his home. His mouth curved in a fond smile. There was no place quite like Manchester in the whole of the world, he was certain. It held an unassuming specialness that he couldn’t even describe – he wasn’t a man of words, was no poet or philosopher – but he knew it to be so without question, and he felt it instinctively deep in his breast. That pride, warm and solid and sure, which every Mancunian emerged with from the womb.

As he approached a busy corner, he was accosted by a stunted child, his thin face wreathed in misery; the tip of his dripping nose was cherry red, his lips tinged mauve from the cold. Clutching the tools of his trade in chapped hands, he gazed up at Victor with hungry desperation:

‘Polish your boots, mister?’

Peering pityingly down at him shivering in his suit of rags, his feet shoeless and encrusted with filth and sores, Victor nodded assent and placed a foot on the small wooden box positioned before him. In his current situation, it was an extravagance but, as well as wanting to help the boy to earn a crust, he did like to look his best and old habits die hard.

The urchin blacked and buffed to an agreeable standard and Victor rewarded his efforts with a generous tip. ‘Are you destitute, lad?’ he said quietly, knowing full well the answer but asking nonetheless. The weather was worsening with each new sunrise. These unforgiving streets would likely carry him and countless others of his ilk off before the next spring. Unfortunates young and old swarmed in depressingly high numbers; but what was the alternative? The majority would sooner perish from cold and hunger in the streets – and this they did in their droves – than knock upon the door of the much-feared poorhouse, and that was the truth.

At the question, the boy’s sharp eyes narrowed and he backed away. ‘Mebbe I am, mebbe I ain’t,’ he offered in a tone low with unease. Then he licked his lips and glanced both ways, as though expecting the workhouse van to rumble around the corner at any moment and bundle him inside.

Victor could only sigh helplessly. Despite his earlier inward praising of his borough, like so many others it wasn’t without its flaws. The gap between rich and poor was painfully, shamefully acute and he hated the fact.

A recent trade crisis, leading to economic recession, was still very much affecting the populace. It had gradually increased in severity and by the time the stifling summer just passed had rolled around, industrial depression was at its lowest ebb. Unemployment figures were high, and those who managed to cling on to their jobs saw a drop in wages – a devastating blow when food prices were soaring. Suffering and sick of it, tensions inevitably spilled over and mass strikes had broken out across the country.

Districts in Lancashire and beyond had ground to a halt as almost half a million workers forced into revolt ceased productivity, causing mills, factories and more to shut down. Here in Manchester, thousands upon thousands had marched through the streets – peaceful and dignified but determined for change. ‘A fair day’s wage for a fair day’s work’ was the maxim. Was that really asking too much? they wanted to know. Surely it was the basic right of every man?

Victor certainly thought so. His profession, however, had required him to assist in ‘managing the mob’, and he’d hated the feeling of being on the opposing side, so to speak. Though the general consensus amongst the ruling lot was that the working class had got above themselves and had no right defying those in authority and dictating to their betters, Victor hadn’t agreed. He empathised with the poor and felt deeply for their plight.

The strikers held out doggedly – to the death for some – until desperation as their families slowly starved had forced them back to work. Though some wage cuts were withdrawn, achieving the small victory had come at a heavy price – the hardship had been immense.

‘Steady on, lad,’ he began now to the boot polisher, but the boy was already turning about.

‘Ta, mister,’ he called, indicating the precious coins gripped tightly in his fist. ‘I’d best be on my way …’

Victor watched him skitter off to become lost in the crowd. With another sigh, he moved on once more.

Sometime later, he paused to purchase hot pigs’ cheeks from a street vendor and leaned against the bricks of a nearby inn to enjoy his feast. A glance heavenwards had him frowning – pewter clouds had gathered ominously, heralding a downpour in which he was reluctant to get caught. The food had warmed his insides but the stiff wind that had started up was turning his face and fingers to ice; looking behind him, he nodded. A rare sup beside the inn fire would remedy that.

He’d pushed open the scuffed door and was about to enter when, to his right across the street, a familiar figure caught his eye. His brows lifted, his interest piqued. He stopped and watched her disappear inside a pawnshop.

Victor’s hand lingered on the door a moment longer. Then he dropped his arm to his side and made his way across the cobbled road.

The door creaked shut at her back, blotting out the day, and the dimness closed around her like a shroud. Phoebe peered through the musty-smelling interior and was glad there were no other customers present. She crossed to the man behind the cluttered counter.

‘Yes?’

‘I, erm, I’d like to … pledge this, please, sir,’ she mumbled, loosening the clasp at her throat and removing the capelet from her shoulders, both embarrassed to be here and unsure whether she was conducting the business correctly – she’d never stepped foot inside one of these places in her life before.

‘Hmm. Yes. Nice.’ He spoke to himself, running the soft material through his hands then scrutinising the fur collar for moth damage. She knew he’d find no complaints there. She’d always been careful to wrap the garment in linen washed in lye and place pieces of cedar wood in her drawer, to ward off pests, when the capelet was not in use, during the warmer months. Finally, he turned his attention back to her. ‘Five shillings.’

Phoebe nodded in surprise. True, the garment was fine quality and held virtually no sign of wear, but it was a good few years old – third-hand, now, she realised – and very much out of fashion. She should be able to purchase a warm shawl out of that and still have shillings to spare.

The pawnbroker had begun to count out silver coins into her hand when, suddenly, he paused. His gaze had travelled to her chest, and his eyes, two dark amber slits like those of a cat who had spotted a mouse, lit up. He smiled, and Phoebe squirmed beneath his scrutiny, acutely aware of their state of isolation. Her arms crossed instinctively to shield her small bust. Let him try anything with me – I’ll scream blue murder, scratch the flesh from his face … she swore silently to herself, her heart beginning to drum.

‘That there.’ He pointed. ‘If you’re for selling it, I can give you a good price.’

Frowning, she glanced down. The brooch pinned above her left breast winked back and she felt her colour rise. She’d thought he … when all the time … A relieved laugh gurgled in her throat. ‘This?’ She fingered the cherry-sized ornament with its intertwining bronze leaves studded with imitation emeralds. Pretty enough, but by no means valuable; at least, not in a monetary sense. ‘It’s but a cheap bauble, sir.’

‘Ah. Yes.’ He was quick to agree, his head bobbing on his neck in a nod. ‘Indeed it is, indeed it is, but my wife has a weakness for such things, and I’d be only too happy to take it off your hands—’

‘Oh, I couldn’t, sir! It was a gift from my mistress on my last birthday.’ Sadness gripped her chest, as always, at the thought of Lilian Yewdale.

His face visibly fell. He eyed the piece again. ‘As I said, my wife … I’ll give you twelve pounds for it.’

‘Twelve … twelve pounds?’ Phoebe was agape. During her position as lady’s maid, she would have had to have worked an entire year for such a sum. It had to be some kind of trick or mistake. Who on earth would pay that amount for this – however much it may please their spouse? It was madness. ‘Sir, I don’t think you understand—’

‘Fifteen, then.’

She drew in a breath. For the briefest of moments, she was tempted to accept – and on his head be it! Besides, surely Lilian would understand … Then shame, like a chill wave, washed through her. She shook her head. ‘Thank you, but the answer is no. I couldn’t ever part with it. However, I would like to buy something from you,’ she added, looking around. ‘A shawl, please. The thickest you have.’

He motioned to the far wall, where hung an assortment of woollen clothing, and as she made her way across to peruse them she surveyed the array of goods set on wide shelves all around her. From boots and trousers and dresses to pots and pans, sheets and counterpanes and tablecloths, clocks and jugs and vases and pictures in frames, coal buckets and curtains – the list of unredeemed and purchasable items on offer was endless. All the while, the owner’s eyes remained locked on her. Ignoring his stare, she concentrated her attentions on the outdoor garments.

Phoebe selected a near-new shawl in dark blue with white tassels, and after paying and thanking him turned to leave, but he stopped her:

‘If ever you change your mind …’ He once again glanced with longing at the brooch. ‘You know where to find me.’

Hoping beyond hope that she’d never have cause to accept his offer yet realistic enough to admit that circumstances may force her hand in the future, however much it would pain her, she nodded. Bidding him goodbye, she wrapped the shawl around herself and left the shop.

‘Oh. Hello.’ Phoebe smiled up in surprised delight into Victor’s face.

‘Miss Parsons!’ He appeared equally surprised to see it was she. ‘I didn’t recognise you for a moment – the shawl,’ he explained, motioning down.

She explained about the growing cold and her pretty but unsuitable capelet. ‘I’m glad I spotted you, actually. Let me buy you lunch. I insist,’ she pressed when he made to decline. She lifted an eyebrow. ‘You paid for breakfast, after all.’

‘Ah. That.’ He flashed a crooked smile.

‘It was very kind of you, but please, you must allow me to return the compliment.’

‘I’ve eaten already … All right, then. A cup of tea would be nice.’

When they were seated in their usual eating house, she asked, ‘So how was your morning, Mr Hayes?’

‘Unremarkable.’

He didn’t seem to want to divulge more, and she left it at that. Whatever he’d been doing and where was nothing to do with her. ‘Are you sure you won’t eat something?’ She nodded to the serving girl making her way across.

‘No, thank you. Tea will do just fine.’

She ordered two cups and they sat sipping the piping brews in companionable silence. Phoebe wanted to ask him if he did plan to spend the night at the lodging house – the thought of staying there alone after the previous night’s antics scared her – but he might think her impertinent to probe his movements. Instead, she sent up a silent prayer that he would and returned her attention to the world passing by beyond the window.

When at one point a police constable went by and Victor, having spotted him, too, ducked quickly out of sight, Phoebe frowned in confusion, and this swiftly gave way to curiosity then unease.

‘Mr Hayes?’ she murmured questioningly.

He didn’t respond. His face was wreathed in dread coupled with acute embarrassment – she could almost feel his discomfiture across the scrubbed table.

‘Mr Hayes, is something—?’

‘No. Nothing.’ A last quick glance through the pane and he rose back into his seat. His gaze remained firmly fixed on his tea. ‘Nothing’s wrong.’

Phoebe watched him discreetly over the rim of her own cup. Why had he felt the need to act so? Unless … She swallowed hard. People only hid from the law for one reason, surely? He was a wanted man, had to be. God above. And yet he seemed so … normal, upstanding. Could it be true? And if so, was she as safe as she’d thought herself to be in his company? What crime had he committed? What was she to do?

‘It’s not what you’re thinking.’

Victor’s voice had pierced her fretting and it was as though he’d read her mind. Her cheeks flushed brick red. ‘I don’t know what you mean, I—’

‘I’m not a wanted man, Miss Parsons.’

For reasons she didn’t understand, she believed him instinctively. Nor did she push him for an explanation; his business was his alone, after all. She simply nodded and they returned their attention to their tea.

A short time later, Victor, who had barely spoken again following the incident with the constable, announced, ‘Don’t let me keep you, Miss Parsons, if you have plans for this afternoon.’

She was about to deny any such thing, was quite content to sit here in his company, but there had been an edge to his tone and a hint of, if not annoyance, then a brooding desire to be alone with his thoughts, within his deep eyes. She reached for her shawl. ‘I did think to look for employment. I suppose there’s no time like the present. Well, goodbye, Mr Hayes.’

Victor nodded without looking up. Phoebe lifted her portmanteau from the floor beside her chair, shot him a last quick look then left the eating house. Whatever his reasons for wanting to avoid the law were, it was weighing heavily on his mind. What was his story? she wondered.

After enquiring at several businesses, she eventually secured an address – taking a sharp right turn, she headed off for the servants’ registry office.

Filling vacancies for affluent households was big business. Whether full or part time, from ladies in need of temporary cooks and waiters for special occasions – though even these instances could result in full-time roles if a good enough impression was made – to more permanent positions, there was always demand for domestics.

Those seeking staff relied on agencies and in turn, many out-of-work servants turned to such establishments in the hope of gaining employment. If a servant was suitable for a situation and agreed to the terms and requirements outlined, their details were forwarded to the potential employer and an interview was arranged. In the main, it proved a smooth affair. Phoebe just prayed she’d be successful and would soon be in a steady, live-in job once more.

Outside, she read the large notice in the window:


MRS FONTAINE, RESPECTABLE SERVANTS’ AGENCY.

Employer registration 1s/6d (plus an annual 12-shilling fee for details of recruitable employees). Domestics seeking employment, registration 1 shilling.



She rummaged inside her bag and extracted the correct amount. Then, clutching the coin and Warwick Yewdale’s reference, she pushed at the door.

Locked.

Frowning, she scanned the window again, spotting now in the bottom corner:


Opening hours 2–6 p.m.



The time wasn’t yet one; she’d have to try again later.

She wandered around for a while before turning and making her way back. Sure enough, the premises were now open, but already the reception room was packed with applicants on the same mission as herself. There were but a handful of males present; females predominated greatly. This was no surprise. There were few opportunities for women in particular besides domestic servitude. Furthermore, be it because of ill or unwanted treatment or to improve their prospects and wages, maids frequently changed jobs. Picking her way through the crush, Phoebe approached the high mahogany desk.

‘Yes?’

She had to clear her throat before she was able to address the formidable-looking registry keeper with the stiff back and stern face. Her nervousness was mounting by the second; her whole future depended on this going well. ‘Good afternoon. I’d like to register, please, if I may.’

One look at Phoebe’s serviceable clothing and shawl and the woman was in no doubt as to her role: ‘You’re seeking work as a servant rather than looking to employ one, am I right?’

‘I’m a fully qualified lady’s maid and until very recently worked for a highly respectable family in Cheetham Hill. I understand perfectly the duties required: hairdressing, dressmaking and millinery, amongst other things—’

‘More importantly, you’re honest and strictly sober?’

Besides a celebratory sherry at Christmastide and New Year, which Lilian used to insist she join her in, not a drop of alcohol passed Phoebe’s lips throughout the rest of the twelvemonth. ‘Oh yes.’

‘Very well.’ The woman reached for a form. ‘If I can just have your particulars …’

After providing her full name and age, nodding to confirm ‘lady’s maid’ as the position trained for then shaking her head in answer to whether she was married or had any dependants, she gave her last place of employment and its duration.

‘And your current address?’

Looking to the floor, Phoebe shook her head once more.

‘You’re destitute?’

‘Yes,’ she whispered, both embarrassed to admit how far she’d fallen and worried this would lower her chances here. However, she was pleasantly mistaken:

‘Not to worry,’ the woman told her. ‘I also offer a female servants’ home. It provides a safe place for those in need when out of work. There, see.’ She inclined her head towards the window; across the road stood a row of plain grey apartments.

Phoebe could have cried. No more bedding down at the lodging house – or worse, the street! Everything was finally slipping into place. ‘Wonderful. Oh, thank you!’

‘The home is under my supervision and I must warn you, I run a very tight ship,’ she continued. ‘My rules and regulations must be wholly adhered to, you understand?’

‘Oh yes.’ Phoebe agreed without hesitation. Right now, she’d have promised the keeper the world if she’d asked.

‘I expect all those dwelling there to practise high morality, cleanliness and order. You are also required to attend morning church service each Sunday. One last thing: you must be back at the home before 9 p.m. each night. If you do require to sleep elsewhere, at a relative’s for instance, you must first come to me to obtain permission.’

‘Yes, of course.’

‘All conveniences such as candles, fire, bed and linen are provided. Food, however, is not. The rent is three shillings a week. My terms are satisfactory to you?’

She nodded readily. ‘They are.’

‘Good. Now, where were we …?’ The woman flicked her gaze back to the form. ‘Ah yes. What was your reason for leaving your last position?’

‘My mistress … she died.’

‘I see.’

‘I am in possession of a reference. It’s from Mr Warwick Yewdale, my mistress’s stepson, and attests to my good character.’

‘I should think so,’ she stated, taking the letter from her and breaking the seal. ‘I deal with only the very best, and my agency boasts an impeccable reputation to prove it. No applicant can possibly be considered without a first-class reference.’

Phoebe nodded her understanding. ‘That, I trust, will prove satisfactory.’

The woman scanned the lines then paused to glance up. Once more, she turned her attention to the paper and read it through again, this time thoroughly. Finally, she met Phoebe’s eye. Her lips had stretched into a thin line and a frown was pulling at her brows.

‘Is something wrong?’

‘This is some ridiculous pastime of yours, is it, wasting people’s time?’

‘What? No, I …’ Phoebe shook her head in perplexity. ‘I’m sorry, I don’t—’

‘Really,’ she cut in, flinging the reference across the desktop. ‘Read that.’


Miss Phoebe Parsons is both an idler and a liar …
 A shameless harlot with unscrupulous morals …
 Disagreeable, dishonest, unprincipled, incompetent …
 Would not recommend her services to neither man, woman nor beast …



The unbelievable words danced a devastating jig on the white paper. She could feel her heart beating in her throat.

‘I’m afraid I’ll have to ask you to leave, Miss Parsons.’

‘No …’ Phoebe shook her head again, sending tears of injustice spilling down her cheeks. This couldn’t be. Even he wouldn’t stoop to such a callous low, such utter cruelty, surely! ‘It’s lies. It is, it—!’

‘Good day, Miss Parsons.’

Her shoulders fell with terrible truth. His damning – and totally false – testimony had sealed her fate. He’d scuppered her chances of ever gaining employment in her chosen field again. Warwick Yewdale had effectively ruined her for the fun of it.

Reaching the street, she gulped in lungfuls of air. Her devastation was absolute. She should have guessed he was hoodwinking her when he’d agreed to provide a reference, should have known him helping her was too good to be true. He never did anything for anyone even out of common obligation, never mind decency or kindness. Why? Why? What in God’s name was she to do?

She turned and made her slow way back towards London Road. There were of course the ‘Situations Vacant’ columns in newspapers, but what would be the point? Without a character reference, those, too, would yield the same result. Reputable households didn’t take on just anybody and everybody. The lack of a character would scream unsatisfactory candidate. No decent employer would touch her without one. She was finished. Unless …

The only possible option left open to her now, she realised, was the unlawful practice of falsifying one. Could she do it, despite the risk of detection and subsequent punishment? Then again, should it work … She bit her lip, red-faced with guilt to even be considering such a notion. But I’m desperate, her mind insisted. Surely, I have no choice?

No one, not even Warwick Yewdale, need ever find out. Former masters and mistresses were not legally obliged to provide a reference, after all – any responsible person, therefore, was permitted to write one.

The idea was still heavy in her thoughts later when she climbed the lodging-house steps. She was making her way past the communal kitchen towards the stairs when Victor’s voice reached her:

‘Evening, Miss Parsons.’

‘Mr Hayes,’ she murmured in greeting.

‘Tea?’ he added when she made to continue on her way. He encompassed the room with his arms. ‘It’s early yet, there’s nobody else here, so we can enjoy a cup in peace?’

After a long moment, she nodded in defeat and crossed the hall. She took the low stool next to his and accepted the chipped mug he held out to her. ‘Thank you.’

‘You’re all right?’

He seemed easier of mood than he had been that morning, and she was glad of it. Then her own trials bore down on her once more, scattering all else from her mind. She swallowed a sigh. ‘Yes.’

‘Really?’

‘I said yes, Mr Hayes. Sorry,’ she continued when he glanced away; worry had made her tongue sharper than she’d intended. ‘No. No, I’m not all right.’

Victor waited in silence. When she wasn’t forthcoming, he encouraged her with a slight incline of his head. ‘A problem shared, Miss Parsons …’

‘There is no relieving my troubles, Mr Hayes, and most definitely not by half,’ she whispered thickly, her throat filling with tears. ‘You see, I’m ruined.’

‘Ruined?’

She nodded. ‘And there is no rectifying the fact. I’ll never … never …’ Putting her head in her hands, she burst into silent sobs.

‘Phoebe …’ Without realising it, it seemed, Victor addressed her by her Christian name. He laid a gentle hand on her arm. ‘What in the world has happened? Don’t take on so,’ he soothed in his soft, deep voice. ‘Tell me what’s occurred. Happen I can help—’

‘You cannot, Mr Hayes, no one can!’

‘Try me. Please.’

‘The servants’ registry office. I went this afternoon and … and they … Dear God in heaven. It was so humiliating!’

‘Surely no … Not again, it can’t be.’

Victor’s tone had her raising her tear-streaked face to him in confusion. ‘What do you mean?’

‘Those places – and countless other “agencies” besides. Not all are as scrupulous as they claim, are they? You’re … all right?’

‘Besides bruised pride – yes, I suppose so.’

‘You’re certain, Miss Parsons?’

His insistence baffled her. She shook her head. ‘I’m sorry, but what exactly …?’

‘You’ve discovered to your cost this day, have you not, that fraudulent practices operate all over this city?’ He shrugged his shoulders in bitter regret. ‘It’s clear you’ve led a rather more sheltered life than most. Your blinkers of innocence have been forcibly removed from you, it seems. I do hope your ordeal wasn’t too great? Of course, I must insist you report this at once to the police.’

‘Mr Hayes, I think you misunderstand me.’ Phoebe was completely flummoxed. ‘What is it that you mean?’

‘I thought, when you said …’ He cleared his throat. ‘My mistake, think no more of it. Well, you see,’ he continued when she urged him on with a pressing stare, ‘there was one such agency plying a similar trade not so long ago. Except it wasn’t.’

‘I don’t …?’

‘It claimed to be a servants’ registry office, only it was something else entirely,’ he explained. He looked decidedly uncomfortable. ‘Their tempting pledges and syrupy assurances in the newspaper articles they put out were believable enough, I will admit – more so to those folk desperate to have it be true. Summoned by the keeper, scores unwittingly flocked to register, with some poor lasses even upping sticks from the country to skip like the proverbial lambs to the slaughter. They suspected nothing untoward, and why would they? Reality was, they hadn’t the slightest clue what they were really walking into.’

Phoebe’s hand snaked up to her throat. She’d gone cold all over. ‘What happened, Mr Hayes?’

‘Upon arriving at the office, the girls were directed to the servants’ home; therein they were to dwell, in cramped and wretched conditions. Days passed and, despite their questions with regards to securing domestic positions, the keeper offered up no information but instead insisted all would be finalised in due course. It was to later transpire that positions did not in fact exist. They had been lured to the agency under false pretences.’

‘For what? Why ever else were they there?’

Victor stared into the meagre fire. ‘The one thing that makes this sorry world of ours go round. The one thing many people value above all else.’ He turned to face her and his dark eyes were hard as flint. ‘Money.’

‘But surely if the servants were out of work, then
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