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It is the nature of truth to struggle to the light.

Wilkie Collins






CHAPTER ONE

November 1882

WHEN PERDY AWOKE on that first morning of the new month, she thought she’d surely died and gone to heaven.

Soft crackles from a freshly built fire caressed the room, and heat the like of which she could scarcely recall the sublimity of caressed her ears and face. She rolled on to her front and looked around.

Matty Barratt smiled at her from the nearby armchair. ‘Morning, lass.’

‘Father?’ Perdy spoke breathlessly and a grin was stretching her mouth. ‘But how …?’

‘Ask no questions and I’ll tell no lies.’ He flashed a wink and tapped the side of his nose twice.

The precious fuel would not, she knew, have been given to him willingly. Whether it was scavenged from some public place and wouldn’t be missed, or else lifted from someone’s property illegally, mattered not to her in this moment. By God, she wouldn’t have minded a fig if it had come from the bowels of hell, would have sent down a special thank you to ol’ Lucifer himself even. Wood meant warmth and a means to cook – literally the difference between life and death, and especially so in weather as cruel as this. She wouldn’t spend a second of her time judging the man here before her, striving only to protect her.

And yet promises are flimsy at best, and the teachings of old difficult to dismiss: the strident voice of the clergyman from her younger days crept inevitably from her memories: Thou shalt not steal. Remember, Perdita, law and order: it is all which separates us from the beasts of the fields. Abide by it at all costs! Be steadfast! Abstain from sin and thus save your mortal soul … She heard the Church’s preaching clear as crystal, as though she was standing in the cool, dim, musty-smelling interior itself. A frown born from sneaking shame pricked her brow; she bit her lip. With effort, she pushed the matter to the outermost recess of her mind and kicked back the tattered blanket.

A half-loaf sat in the tiny cupboard by the hearthside, shielded from visiting vermin.

The ravenous rats that skulked about every home in their terrace and the ruinous streets in general, willing to fight dirty and even attack to secure a scrap of something to eat, were tenacious in their endeavour – as though the slum residents had grub aplenty to fill their bellies. They were every bit as wanting, could ill afford to lose a morsel to these blatant thieves.

Ironically, if caught, it wasn’t uncommon for the furry hunters to themselves become the prey. The evening meal for some would consist of stew – the meat of which had shortly before been scuttling about their dwelling. If it could go in the pot, it did do, was the grimly held mantra. Such was the hardship of life. Perdy pulled on her ancient clogs and padded across the flagged floor to prepare their breakfast.

The thin slice was devoured in five seconds flat and hadn’t made the slightest dent on her hunger – nonetheless, she said nothing. Her father was twice her size and therefore surely required double the intake, yet he never complained about the scantness of the portion – a fact which she admired about him the most and made her all the more resolved to follow suit. Griping got you nowhere but tongue sore, after all, so where was the point in it? By, but she could have murdered a sup of tea … That would be her main mission today, she determined, nodding to the redundant brown vessel sitting in the centre of the deal table. Securing enough pennies to purchase tea leaves and have a hot brew for supper would make a fine feast. It was at least a week or more since they had last tasted the stuff.

‘I’m away to find a day’s work.’ Matty reached for his flat cap and got to his feet. ‘Stop inside, enjoy yon fire while it lasts. I’ll see thee later.’

Perdy murmured a farewell, then, when the door had closed behind him, sat surveying the dark squat room, her eyes flitting about their sparse possessions in contemplation. Finally, she rose herself and, in spite of her father’s instructions, donned her shawl.

The narrow cobbled road that her family had called home for more years than even she had been alive was as familiar to her as her own hearthside. She’d spent practically her entire childhood on this stretch of knobbly stones. Playing in the muck and rubbish of the gutter as an infant, enjoying games of kick-the-can and tag-chase throughout the ensuing years – and more recently, with her budding adolescence, huddled by the little chandler’s shop on the street corner whispering and giggling about lads with other girls of similar age.

Those days, all of them, were gone, now. Lowering her gaze, she released a small sigh. She hadn’t the time nor the inclination for such trivialities, not since Mam died and the world as they had known it came smashing down on its head.

It had all appeared so pointless afterwards. None of it seemed to matter any more; she’d grown up overnight, had had little choice. With the loss of her mother, the hardships of life had swiftly increased tenfold.

The three of them had hardly been well off before, but somehow they had scraped through each day – and never without a tasty meal to line their bellies. Mam had been a sound homemaker; more vital still, she’d had the gift of making the farthings and pennies stretch out. Her passing had meant that the running of the household fell to Perdy and her father – she seeing to the chores and maintaining the dwelling, he controlling the limited finances. And therein the troubles had begun. She’d tried, she had, and so had Matty, but somehow it just hadn’t worked. Both aspects had gradually fallen to the wayside.

Neither was equipped to deal with such matters. Their matriarch had seen to everything with seemingly seamless ease; only rarely had she required her family’s help with the day-to-day running of things. She’d been their steadfast carer, the very glue that bound it all together and kept it smoothly and methodically ticking over. Little wonder, then, that, when she was no longer there, husband and daughter found themselves adrift – and quickly floundering – in an unfamiliar world. The responsibility was terrifying. The future ever more so. Despite their best attempts, still, their circumstances showed no sign of improving.

Perdy left her district of Ancoats behind her and made in the direction of the heart of the city. She stood, surveying the bustle of the passing people and horse-drawn carts and hansom cabs, with her hands clasped in front of her and her back against the wall of a run-down tavern. Manchester, the centre of the cotton industry in the north-west of England, was a hive, in every sense of the word, that never seemed to sleep. Its residents were natural-born toilers, as if they had had it bred into them in the womb. The place never stood still for a second; Perdy loved it. In spite of the filth and want – the downright abject poverty in large sections of the metropolis – it was home. Her home. Never, she told herself, would she ever want to be anywhere else.

‘Ahem!’

The loud, high-pitched exclamation that sounded suddenly, close to her left ear, made her jump; she whipped her head around. Standing before her were two females – and distinguished ladies to boot, if their attire was anything to go by.

She imagined at once what her downtrodden appearance in comparison must seem like to them – the earth-coloured patched and fraying skirts and the pitted clogs, finished off with the basic item of uniform of all female poor both old and young alike: the dark woollen shawl, missing several of its hemmed tassels through age, draped over her head and wrapped tightly around her shoulders – and cringed inside.

Their clothing of dainty, laced, heeled boots, elaborately decorated hats and warm winter dresses, boasting the best cut and material that money could buy in hues of burgundy and deep mauve, were a thousand miles away and more. Nor were their fingers, she’d bet, a worrying blue as were hers; no. Their hands were secreted in snowy-white, thick-furred muffs; nonetheless, they would be a healthy shade of pink, and soft as butter, too – no roughness or callouses or chapped skin for them to pain over. Manual toil was, she knew, as alien to them as their lifestyle of pianoforte recitals and pressing flowers into pretty scrapbooks, which they inevitably spent their time whiling away the hours with, was to her.

Presumably the one who had alerted her attention was glaring pointedly at Perdy’s leg, which was extended slightly on to the walkway: ‘You’re causing an obstruction,’ she announced in a clipped, nasal tone. ‘Kindly remove yourself so we can pass.’

‘But …’ Perdy glanced down again and frowned. In no way, shape or form was she preventing them from continuing. Half a sidestep would see them on their way without any bother. ‘Missis, I ain’t—’

‘At once.’ She cut her off icily and, looking down her long nose, sniffed. ‘Or must I be forced to summon a constable?’

Constable? Perdy quailed. The police were rarely a friend of the poor; nodding quickly, she hastened to do the lady’s bidding. However, her initial hesitation proved a grave mistake and in the next moment, she realised she was too late as a firm hand clamped down on her shoulder from behind – Perdy let out a small squeal. As though the woman had conjured him up, the lawman holding her by the scruff of the neck shook her as might a dog with a rat between its teeth: ‘What’s all this, hm? Causing a public nuisance, are you?’

‘No, sir!’ Perdy was close to tears. ‘I just—’

‘Insolent young gutter monkey. Make way for your betters!’

She noticed one or two other lower-class people passing by and, alerted by the scene, dip their heads and hurry on without a sound, irrespective of the empathetic flash in their eyes.

‘Aye, sir. Sorry, sir.’ Dropping her gaze, chin down, shoulders hunched in reverence, she scurried towards the tavern’s entrance and pressed herself flat against the cold bricks. Crossing her fingers, she prayed silently that that would be the end of it.

The seconds felt like days as she waited with bated breath. At last, she sensed the trio move off; she sagged a little. As the clod of the policeman’s boots and click of the ladies’ footsteps died away, she closed her eyes. Her shame was absolute; however, she was more than used to it, it was how it was, and she quickly ejected the incident from her thoughts.

Her main focus in mind on once again earning a few coppers somehow or other, she scanned her surroundings with a keen eye. There were few things she wouldn’t turn her hand to, but stealing was one of them. Nor would she beg. No; she hadn’t sunken so low as to shame herself doing that – yet. She found a few hours’ work on the occasional days if she was lucky, scrubbing floors mainly. The pennies she earned went some small way in helping towards the housekeeping: the purchase of a loaf or milk, or kindling for the fire.

Her father earned the lion’s share of the family income – when he could, of course. Unfortunately, more often than not, he failed to secure honest toil and they had no choice but to go without. Or else, when things became really desperate, he’d be forced into using his initiative, and secretly Perdy sometimes didn’t know which was worse. As with this morning, guilt for the wrongdoing always had a way of finding her and making her feel shameful. How she wished they could catch just half a break.

A man was scrutinising her from across the street – Perdy averted her gaze quickly. She recognised that glint in his eye, all right, had seen it countless times aplenty before this day: carnal desire.

Only last week, an elderly fellow had tried his luck with her in that respect. She’d been loitering about as she was now and, when he’d halted beside her to enquire friendlily what she was doing, she’d responded in kind that she was in search of work. His face had lit up like a lighted wick – he’d pointed to a narrow gap between two businesses. His dog had spotted something and, leaving his side, had taken off just moments before, disappearing down the passageway there.

Would she help him look for it? He’d make it worth her while, of course …

He’d been smiling, seemed jovial enough, and besides she’d needed the money …

She’d agreed without hesitation. However, once in the seclusion of the passage and like the flicking of a switch, his demeanour had changed instantly. Easing forward the waistband of his trousers with his thumb, he’d motioned down and told her to put her hand inside.

Her refusal had been levelled yet emphatic: No.

But she was after work, wasn’t she? he’d wheedled. This was work, aye – do as he said, and he’d pay her handsomely …

No, she’d repeated, retaining eye contact; her steadfastness paid off. With a snarl, the man had flounced off, muttering expletives, and Perdy had returned to the street with her mouth dry and her heart banging fit to burst.

‘No.’ She said the word once more, now, out loud. No matter what cock-and-bull tale somebody tried, she had to keep her wits about her, mustn’t let herself be drawn into a situation such as that again. Next time, she mightn’t fare so lightly.

She set off once more and, after enquiring at several premises for cleaning work and being turned down, set her sights instead on the men atop carts standing idly by the roadsides. Most would have been up and out to their labour since before sunrise, she knew, and would surely be ready for their midday meal and a tankard or several shortly.

‘Afternoon, mister,’ she offered chirpily to the first driver she came across. He had his arms folded, the horse’s reins resting limply in his lap, and his flat cap was covering his face as though he was taking forty winks. ‘Are you akip?’ she added, quieter now lest he indeed was and decided to take umbrage at being woken.

‘I am, aye,’ came the sleepy response.

‘Eeh, sorry!’

‘No harm done; I were but snoozing.’ He flicked the peak of his headgear up to uncover his eyes and peered down at her. ‘What can I do thee for, lass?’

Perdy gave him her most winning smile. He had a kind, rugged face at least; perhaps he wouldn’t turn her request down. ‘I’ll watch yon beast for you, mister, if you’d like? Take your time, aye, enjoy yourself a drink or two and a bite to eat.’ She nodded towards an inn nearby to confirm her statement, adding with an untruth and hoping to secure the deal, ‘’Tis a fair sup in there – or so I’ve heard.’

His lips parted in a smile then he threw back his head and roared with laughter, much to his animal’s displeasure, who snorted at the sudden noise and pawed the stones with a feathery hoof. Murmuring words of comfort, he patted the long neck. ‘Easy now, don’t take on so.’ To Perdy, he said, ‘So you’ve heard, aye? By who, like?’ There was evident merriment in his gaze, and it was clear that further laughter wasn’t too far away.

‘Oh, you know …’ She let her shoulders rise and fall. ‘Just folk.’

‘Folk, is it?’

‘Ay, go on, mister.’ Batting her eyes softly, her lashes fanning her cheeks in what she hoped was an endearing expression, she released a small sigh. ‘Thing is, I don’t know whether their ale is the best in all of Lancashire or weak as ditchwater – I need the brass, you see. I’ll look after yon nag well, really I will … please? What d’you say?’

‘You know horses, then, aye? This ’un can be a reet tartar when the mood strikes him – the truth, now,’ he went on, frowning. ‘I don’t want to be sitting enjoying my porter whilst unbeknownst to me, this one here’s careering hither and thither creating merry hell.’

‘I …’ The lie was on the edge of her tongue; however, she couldn’t utter it. She hadn’t the first idea of the animals, had she? What if it did decide to misbehave whilst under her watch; she wouldn’t know how to control it. It could cause an accident or worse – she wouldn’t have that on her conscience. Closing her mouth and with much reluctance, she shook her head.

The driver was silent for a long moment, then: ‘You were honest with me anyroad, and that in itself deserves rewarding to my mind,’ he announced eventually.

Reward? Her heartbeat quickened. ‘Really, mister?’

‘There’s not many decent people about, nay, and I admire it more so in one so young.’ Fishing into his waistcoat pocket, he dug out a coin and handed it down to her. ‘You’d take yourself off to your hearth, now, lass, if you’ll take my advice. You look frozen to the marrow.’

‘Eeh, ta.’ Staring at the shilling piece in her palm, Perdy’s grin threatened to split her face in two. ‘Ta ever so. But I’m not all that young, you know – I’m small is all. I’ll be thirteen come the day after the morrow.’

‘It’s your birthday Friday, aye? Ay, now. Hang about …’

‘Nay, mister!’ She placed a hand on his sleeve as he made to delve once again into his pocket. ‘Nay,’ she repeated earnestly. ‘Thanks all t’ same, but what you’ve give me already is more than enough for doing nowt. I’ll be away home now like you said. You’re reet kind, you are. Ta-ra.’

He didn’t return her wave. Instead, just before she could turn away, he beckoned her back. His stare had taken on a different look and one she couldn’t gauge – curiosity tinged with interest was how she would have described it had she to put a description to it, although she couldn’t be certain.

‘Aye, mister?’

‘Do you know Woodland Road?’

She screwed up her eyes in contemplation for a moment then nodded slowly. ‘Up Collyhurst way, aye?’

‘That’s right. It’s where I dwell; I’ve a smallholding there. ’Tain’t nowt grand, you know: a little stone cottage and a bit of a field with a few sheep, a goat, and a dozen or so chickens. But well, it’s all mine.’ He smiled. ‘I’m in need of a daily – I have been forra while if truth be told, though I didn’t like to admit it. Stubborn owd fool, I am, you see. Thing is, since my wife passed … Well. It’s hard going, managing on my lonesome.’

Perdy’s tone was soft with understanding. She and Matty could relate to that, oh they could. ‘A daily, mister?’

‘Someone to come in and clean of a morn, and cook a meal or two.’

‘I can clean.’

‘Aye?’

‘And cook, mister.’

‘Is that so?’

‘Well,’ she admitted with a quirky smile, ‘I try, at any rate.’

The man laughed again at her honesty. He lifted up a weathered hand, analysed it, pulled a face and wiped it down his jacket front, then held it out to her. ‘Silas Winkworth.’

‘Perdita Barratt – Perdy,’ she said, grinning, slipping her own hand inside his mammoth one.

‘So, Perdita Barratt – Perdy—’

‘Just Perdy will do.’ She grinned harder at the twinkle in his eye and realising he’d been teasing. ‘Eeh, you!’

‘So, Perdy,’ he said once more when their laughter had died down. ‘The position’s yours if you want it.’

‘Aye?’ she breathed, and at his nod, her lips parted to form an O. She knew a good man when she encountered one, and here was one. It would be an honour to toil for him.

‘I like you, lass. What’s more, you have a true and honest heart – aye, you do, I can tell these things. That’s important to me, you understand?’

‘I do, mister.’

‘I’m happy to meet your mam and father if they require it, put their minds at rest. So what d’you say?’

‘My mam’s dead.’

‘Ay, I’m sorry.’

‘It’s all right.’ Perdy rubbed the back of her hand across her nose. ‘Father looks after me now. He’d like thee. He’ll agree, I’m sure.’

They went over a few further details such as wages, which Perdy was more than happy about and thought she’d surely struck gold – she’d be earning a regular wage! And a very reasonable one it was, too – before bidding one another a final goodbye.

‘Me and Father will call on you this evening, aye. Goodbye for now, mister. Goodbye!’

Walking on air with her heart ablaze in blessed joy, the precious coin from Silas clutched tightly in her clenched fist, she made off on a half-skip for home.

Before making for her dwelling, when she reached her street she stopped in at the small shop and purchased the promised twist of tea. I’ll have a pot brewed nice and hot for Father’s return – he’ll be glad of that, Perdy told herself, smiling. Happen he’s had luck today as well, and would fetch them something tasty back for their evening meal. A juicy leek and mutton pie, perhaps. Her mouth began to water at the prospect. Or maybe a—

‘What in God’s name?’ The question fell from her lips on a whisper, dashing all other thoughts from her mind. Picking up her feet, she hurried towards the man who was just leaving her house with a bundle of her family’s belongings.

Believing him to be a thief – although it had to be said he hardly fitted the bill in his neat suit and hat – she was therefore shocked when instead of making off with their things, he dumped them unceremoniously on the flagstones by the roadside. He then tried to sidestep her and depart; however, she reached for his coat tails and plucked at them desperately, drawing him to a halt: ‘Sir. I don’t under …? Them are ours. That’s my home.’

‘Was,’ he blurted coldly.

‘Eh?’

‘Mr Matthew Barratt – your father, I presume?’

‘Aye, but—’

‘Then it is to he that you ought to put your questions.’

The authoritative body again attempted to take his leave, but once more, Perdy stopped him: ‘Please, sir, tell me. What’s afoot? Why were tha in our house?’

He stared down at her in annoyance, and for a moment she thought he might brush her off, but at last, he said, ‘I came to see whether the premises had been abandoned, whether the tenants had done a moonlight flit—’

‘But why?’ she pressed.

‘Mr Barratt is three weeks in arrears with the rent.’

No …

‘Consequently, the landlord wants him – all of you – out. Today.’

Perdy staggered a little. Groping towards the wall bordering her front door, she sagged against the blackened bricks and covered her face with her hands. This couldn’t be happening. Dear God. Dear God!

‘You ought to think yourselves extremely fortunate that the landlord hasn’t ordered that all of your possessions and chattels be seized and sold, to reimburse himself for the arrears.’

Her head was swimming. She could do nothing but stare back in utter misery.

‘The place is shut up,’ he went on. He pointed to an unfamiliar piece of paper, which she hadn’t noticed, nailed to the door. ‘Should your father or anyone else fail to adhere by the rules printed thereon, and attempt to gain entry, they will find themselves in a court of law on the charge of breaking and entering. Good day.’

‘Good day?’ Perdy mouthed to herself, watching the agent’s retreating back as he disappeared up the road. Good day? It had been, only a few short minutes before. What now? Oh, Father, Father …

They were done for. Just what in the world would they do?

The sky was a jet blanket punctuated with the occasional flickering star when Matty’s long gait appeared around the bend.

Her eyes raw from crying and keeping look-out for him, and her limbs sore and stiff from sitting in the same position in the freezing cold, Perdy finally rose with effort from the doorstep she’d been hunched on since mid-afternoon.

‘Lass?’

‘Father.’ A single tear escaped to splash to her cheek; she hadn’t even the energy nor will of spirit to wipe it away. ‘Father …!’

‘Christ, you look fit to drop – what the hell are you doing out here? What—?’

‘We’ve been slung out on our ears.’ Though neither of them could read, she pointed anyway to the official-looking notice. ‘See.’

Matty’s face turned as pale as the orb of moon above them – Perdy saw it in the light of the lurid glow lose every vestige of colour. He closed his eyes.

‘What will we do?’

He didn’t answer.

‘Father?’

‘Come,’ he murmured.

‘But where?’

Again, he offered no explanation. He picked up from the ground the sheet containing their worldly goods, turned without a backward glance and strode away up the street.

Tripping to catch him up, Perdy followed with her guts in ribbons.




CHAPTER TWO

MINUTES LATER THEY were approaching a dilapidated lodging house, just one of many that choked the district’s slum streets.

Father and daughter were shown to a long garret room by the lodging-house keeper and told to ‘squeeze in where youse can’. Then they were left alone to figure out between themselves in the dim light where to lay their heads.

Rows of beds lined the walls, each seemingly crammed with sleeping forms. The poisonous-smelling air from so many unwashed bodies in the confined space was terrible – Perdy wrinkled her nose and shuffled closer to Matty’s side.

He led the way along the narrow strip of floorspace, peering at the faces of the occupants in the beds as he went. At last, he nodded – two elderly women were slumbering in one, and he urged his daughter forward.

‘Climb in, lass – careful, now, try not to tread on them,’ he whispered.

‘Father?’

‘Go on,’ he pressed. ‘You’ll be safer with them.’

Perdy knew to what he was referring. This was a mixed-sex establishment, after all; a young girl sharing a bed with a stranger of the male variety would have been asking for trouble. Still, she was reluctant to get in. How, in the space of just a few hours, had so much altered? She didn’t want to be here. She wanted to be at home, on her own bed of sawdust, her father’s strong and capable figure beside her to snuggle up to for warmth and comfort. She wanted none of this. She wanted everything to go back to normal, be as it was. She wanted her mam. She was going to cry. She mustn’t, mustn’t. Father was trying his best, and besides she was a big girl now …

‘I’ll not be far away.’

It was as though Matty had read her thoughts – Perdy swallowed down her building emotions and nodded. Slipping off her clogs, she peeled back the filthy blanket, murmuring apologies when her bedfellows stirred, and slipped in between them.

Her father, she saw, as she watched him move off, found room in a bed three spaces away with another man. He lay down and the garret once again fell as still as the grave. Bar the rhythmic rumble of snores and the occasional sniffle or cough, there was no sound. Despite everything, Perdy was asleep within moments.

The following morning, she was awoken by a terrible racket; gasping, she bolted up in bed.

The lodging-house keeper was standing by the door and was bashing a ladle against the bottom of an iron cooking pot – for a moment, Perdy hadn’t a clue where she was or what on earth was happening.

‘Come on, let’s be having youse. Up and out! Up and out!’ the keeper bawled.

Remembrance crashed back and Perdy moaned inwardly. Following the rest of the room’s lead, she scrambled up and from the bed. However, she was swift to realise that her nightmare was just beginning:

‘My clogs …’ Her hand meeting fresh air as she swept the area where she’d left them the previous night, she shook her head. ‘They’re gone!’

‘Lass?’ It was Matty. Wading through the sea of bodies making for the door, he came to crouch beside her.

‘My clogs ain’t here, Father.’

His eyes widened. He rose slowly. Then he was springing across the room to throw himself to his knees and scan beneath his own bed: ‘Bastards!’

She hurried towards him, crying, ‘What is it, what—?’

‘The bundle. All our things.’ He spoke with a rasp. ‘Some dirty, light-fingered swine has had that away, an’ all.’

Good God, no. That was all they had owned in the world. She sat down on the bed before her knees gave way beneath her.

Matty made as though to bolt for the door. Then he turned back on himself and slapped the mould-stained wall in fury. ‘Oh, what’s the damned point? Whoever did it shall be long gone by now.’

‘What will we do, Father?’ his daughter said quietly when he had slumped down beside her.

He responded with a drawn-out sigh.

Perdy slipped her hand into his, which was lying limp in his lap, but he didn’t return the pressure and made no attempt to enclose his fingers around her own. It was as though he was in a daze. A light had gone out behind his eyes; the gravy-brown pools were devoid of life, looked huge in his thin face.

‘What are youse two doing, eh, still hanging about here? You deaf or summat – out!’ the lodging-house keeper yelled, having returned to check the room, crashing through their despondency. ‘And don’t youse bother returning here the night, neither. Wasting my precious bloody time hawking out late-goers; I’ll not stand for it, nay!’

‘We wouldn’t stop on here another night if you paid us,’ Matty spat, barging past her with a flick of his head at Perdy to follow.

Outside, they paused and stood looking around. The flagstones were unbearably cold on Perdy’s naked feet; her face screwed up in discomfort, she hopped from foot to foot. Barefoot, though. A flood of shame and embarrassment snaked up her neck to stain her cheeks. And in the depths of winter, too – what was she to do? Poor they might always have been, but even by their standards this was a new low. She’d never been forced to go shoeless before now.

‘Oh, thank the good Lord,’ Matty breathed out suddenly. His relief was palpable. He patted his jacket pocket at Perdy’s enquiring glance: ‘At least I had the foresight to keep what bit of brass I have on my person. ’Tain’t much by any stretch, but it’s better than nowt at all.’

She, too, was thankful for this small mercy; she sent up a silent thank you to God.

‘Come on, lass, afore you catch your death of cold.’

‘Where we going?’ she asked, skipping to keep up as he set off eastwards with renewed purpose.

‘The pawnshop,’ he answered. ‘See if we can’t pick you up a cheap pair of clogs. Huh, it’ll be a novelty us buying from such a place rather than flogging there, eh? Come.’

They emerged from the store ten minutes later, Perdy in her new footwear, holding different expressions. Though Matty was smiling, Perdy couldn’t summon up one to match it; her brows were instead knitted in a frown. Though her father had played down her horror inside the shop upon learning the price, she’d glimpsed the flash of worry in his eyes as he counted out the coins. This was one more expense they could have well done without. They couldn’t afford to fritter away money like this – and more than ever right now. Why hadn’t she taken more care last night, slept with her damned clogs on even? Foolish, foolish. She must try to do better next time, and would, for both their sakes, she vowed.

‘I’ll have to leave you awhile, try to find some work,’ Matty announced. He scanned the street through narrowed eyes. ‘Find somewhere to sit ’til I get back – the trough, there, up yonder.’ He pointed ahead. ‘Best not to wander far lest I can’t find you on my return.’

‘Aye, Father.’

‘You’ll be all right?’

‘I will.’

In the next moment, he was gone.

Perdy did as she’d been instructed and made herself comfortable on the edge of the stone structure. Dipping her fingers into the dark and murky icy water meant for passing horses, she swished them back and forth, creating small ripples on the surface. Her first thought went to the matter of sustenance and how hungry and thirsty she was. She’d had nothing in her stomach since the toast the morning before. The tea she’d bought had been in the bundle along with their other things – she’d put it in there for safekeeping. Huh! She laughed to herself bitterly. Damn and blast that thief. She hoped whoever it was had done it choked on it—

Silas Winkworth.

The name crashed through her mind suddenly with the memory of her purchase and whence she’d got the money to pay for it – she gasped. With so much upheaval and upset, she’d completely forgotten about him and his offer of a position. Well!

Grinning now, she sprang to her feet. Oh, if only Father was here … she could barely wait to tell him.

Pacing back and forth in the gutter, she bit her lip in indecision. The prospect of waiting here for God alone knew how long – hours, most likely – for her father’s return was an agonising one. Besides, what would she do with herself in the meantime? A slight drizzle was beginning to fall and already, in spite of the earliness, the temperatures were nigh on unbearable. Could she go in search of Matty? she wondered; however, in the next second the idea was dismissed. He wouldn’t be best pleased with that, her turning up – and if he had managed to find a day’s toil, neither would his employer.

Mind you … Her mouth bunched together in worry as another, far more terrible thought entered her head: what if there wouldn’t be any good news to impart after all? What if Mr Winkworth had found another daily by now – he very well might have, aye. He’d heard nothing from her since, had he? She’d promised to visit him with her father yesterday evening and they hadn’t, had they? Please Lord, don’t let me have messed this up. Please, please! We need this, oh we do, now more than ever before …

She had to know.

Her feet jerked around as though they had taken on a life of their own, and she found herself heading at speed for Collyhurst, praying with everything she was all the way.

The cottage, when Perdy arrived at Silas’s, was indeed squat, and the sandstone brickwork was discoloured by moss and the elements in general – nevertheless, it was sturdy-looking, and quite pretty in its own way. In fact, she rather loved it up here. It was certainly a far cry from what she was used to.

Manchester’s growth over the past century was staggering, and Ancoats in particular was densely developed. Foundries and engineering factories, ironworks, mills and textile works: it boasted – and was choked beneath the weight of – them all and more besides. The skyline was a heaving mass of smoke-spewing chimneys, and a continual sulphurous fog strangled the atmosphere. There could yet still, however, be found pockets of land unencroached upon by industry, and especially on the city’s outskirts. Scattered about here and there were the odd farmhouse, barn and outbuilding, a world away from the confined and cramped quarters of the slums.

Eyeing the front door, she asked herself if she ought to find a back entrance, as was expected of staff. She could hear the faint clucking of hens in the distance and followed the source of the noise. However, a quick look around the side of the building revealed a locked gate, denying access to the rear of the property, leaving her with no choice but to knock here instead.

No answer was forthcoming; she stepped back to the middle of the pebbled pathway to glance at the windows. All appeared still beyond the blue-striped curtains.

Was he away from home? Out with his horse, perhaps? Very possibly. What now?

She waited a while by the crudely built lychgate, swinging her arms and stamping her feet in a vain attempt to instil warmth into her limbs – the unremitting cold was beginning to seep into her bones. Yet however hard she willed it, there appeared around the crook in the hillside no sign of the man. Giving up hope at last, she
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