
  


  Chapter One


  



  “Your time here is done, Tessa,” said Miss Pratt. “I don’t want my aunt’s leftovers anymore.”


  Tessa’s jaw dropped.


  They were standing in the dormitory where Tessa had grown up. An arched roof, smeared windows, and rows of iron beds. Each the same as the other.


  Rochford House was a privately funded orphanage. It was not graceful or lush. But all the same, it was the only home Tessa had ever known.


  With her feathered hat, fair coiffured locks and black velvet gown, Miss Pratt looked every bit the wealthy spinster. She had only arrived a month ago. And under her management this place was falling apart.


  Tessa found her voice. “I’ve been an excellent worker, and such a well-behaved resident, for all these years!”


  “I’ve got a benefactor coming. I don’t want you in the way. Now get out of my sight, slut, before you feel my cane!”


  Miss Pratt suddenly grabbed Tessa’s hair. The woman’s palm slammed, horribly, into her cheek.


  Tessa knew to say no more. She sailed out of the room with her nose in the air. But her resolve was crumbling.


  She stalked down the stairs. She went into the tiny yard. There was nothing here but her, piles of rubbish, and the tap.


  She wept a little bit. She squared her shoulders, though, and emptied the bucket.


  Since being rejected at birth she had lived here. Rochford House was the only place she belonged.


  Tessa gazed across the yard. She got a sickening feeling.


  How could the niece of Mrs Rochford say such a thing?


  Mrs Constance Rochford had raised Tessa. That kind widow had devoted her life to raising orphans from the East End of London. It had been hard to get her attention with seventy-nine other orphans there. But Mrs Rochford had been so decent. And her selection of staff had been careful, too.


  Now failing in health, she had retired and gone to Italy. Tessa only wished Mrs Rochford had not trusted her niece Miss Pratt to run this place. The kids growing up here would not be shown the relative kindness Tessa had received in her childhood.


  Mrs Rochford had seen they learned reading, writing, mathematics, elocution, deportment... everything. Being a private institution, it was just a little bit more luxurious than most places like it. It also meant Mrs Rochford had been able to run it how she liked.


  She had mixed the girls up with the boys occasionally. They had worked together in the kitchen and the dorms. Propriety had been lax. Tessa, and some of the other girls, had been just a little bit wild.


  But basically they were good Christians. Mrs Rochford had taught them to be grateful for what they had. And she had taught them to rely on themselves.


  That was a lesson Tessa had learned pretty quick.


  Her knees felt weak as jelly.


  She tried to pull herself together. She took a deep breath and leaned the mop against the wall.


  All her friends had gone. All the same, this place was the map of her heart. She knew no other. She could not tolerate leaving. Not ever.


  Well, she had five dormitories to mop. She had to get back to work.


  She crept upstairs. She hated doing this. And who was this important visitor? She did not want to be humiliated in front of them.


  Tessa slunk into the second dormitory. Miss Pratt was standing there, stiff as a ramrod. But Tessa’s view of her was blocked by someone else. A gentlewoman.


  This person was definitely quality. Tessa could see an elegant back hugged by a scarlet dress with seductive gold filigree. Unexpectedly, the woman turned around.


  “Ah, look at that little maid. Been here for a while?”


  Miss Pratt nodded. “Yes, Mrs Dalton. Been here since her birth twenty years ago. She no longer lives on charity though. Earns her keep.”


  The woman squinted. Her spectacular red hair, beautifully combed, flounced down her shoulders. Her eyes were outlined startlingly by dark makeup. A dead fox, head and all, hung over her exposed cleavage.


  “That mark on your cheek. How did you get it?”


  Tessa flushed. She was completely dishevelled. What would this graceful creature think of her?


  “The girls can get very rough,” said Miss Pratt with disapproval. “Probably some bitchy fisticuffs.”


  Tessa bowed her head. Go on, she thought. Say Miss Pratt hit you. And get caned.


  “Poor poppet.” The woman scrutinized Tessa closer. “Tell me, where are you from?”


  “Spitalfields.”


  “Are you an orphan?”


  “Yes.” Tessa did not want to tell the direct truth. Her parents could be alive. The precise term was unwanted child. But for the sake of convenience all here were called orphans.


  Mrs Dalton was staring at Tessa. She seemed to be sizing her up.


  Tessa had natural beauty to depend upon. A thick mop of ash blonde curls, ice blue eyes and flawless skin. But her hair was tied back in a practical bun, and she smelt of bleach. She was wearing a grey dress and a yellowing pinafore.


  “Miss Pratt says you would like another job.”


  Tessa fidgeted.


  This was when the moment was coming. The cut.


  She knew there was no way in the world she could refuse.


  Everything seemed to move in slow motion. “Ah- yes,” stammered Tessa.


  “I recently had to sack my maid-of-all-work.” Mrs Dalton smirked. “I would be very, very happy to employ you.”


  Tessa could feel herself descending.


  “Clean my house for me. Light the fires every day. Get my shopping, Miss... er...”


  “Elliott.”


  “Yes Miss Elliott. You can do those chores, I presume?”


  “Yes, indeed.” Tessa curtseyed.


  “Good. Be at Bloomsend Station tomorrow morning at ten thirty. I will be waiting.”


  Tessa felt as if all the breath had been knocked out of her. This was the end of her life as she knew it.


  “You are dismissed,” said Miss Pratt, a warning in her voice.


  Not wanting to turn up at her new job with cane welts, Tessa left the room.


  She had to trust Mrs Dalton would be at that station tomorrow.


  



  Tessa walked into the chilly spring morning. The orphanage was receding behind her.


  Her bag carried her few paltry possessions. She walked down the dearly familiar streets. Spitalfields was impoverished and sad. But it would forever hold her in its embrace because she had grown up here.


  She loved this place. Oh, how she wanted to cling to it. The clopping of the horses’ hooves through the mist. The lively market with the raucous traders and loud barrel organs. The rain-slicked cobbles. The little girls selling flowers, the bawdy tramps who begged on the street, and the ease of living in the city.


  At Bloomsend, what would Tessa get?


  She didn’t know anything about that place. So it was a resort in Hampshire, a county of patchwork meadows and sea ports? She was not made for that. She was meant for the smoke and throb of London! It all seemed very ridiculous.


  Aware this might be the last time she did so, Tessa walked down Brushfield Street. She made her way to the familiar sight of Liverpool Street Station.


  It was not often Tessa had boarded a train. This was gently, insinuatingly terrifying. She squeezed into a little space in a third class carriage and felt the engine vibrate. Everything was changing quicker than she wanted it to.


  She leaned her cheek against the window. As London kept pulling further and further away, Tessa’s fear intensified. Who was Mrs Dalton? Miss Pratt was sending her into a black hole.


  The journey went for two and a half hours. During this time, Tessa got very hungry. She was also surprisingly tired. At this time she usually had energy to spare. On any other morning she would have been taking care of children... and feeling rather cheerful.


  What on earth was happening in her life anyway? This was not supposed to be. Tessa nearly cried. How could Miss Pratt be so destructive?


  Tessa finally arrived in Bloomsend at ten. She stumbled off the train, cramped, stiff and stunned. She went with the flow of the tightly-packed crowd. Two boys were leering at her. But boys did not frighten Tessa Elliott. What scared her was the unknown.


  It was chilling how everyone completely ignored her.


  Tessa sat down in the pokey waiting room. It was full of people walking hither and thither. But it emptied very quickly.


  Travellers reunited with loved ones. Trolleys squeaked on the ground and families gossiped happily. Soon Tessa was left with a girl in a blue gown.


  A young man, handsomely dressed, walked up. He stared at the girl knowingly.


  The girl rose to her feet. The man smiled gently, and kissed her on both cheeks. He kindly took her bag and offered his arm. They walked away.


  Tessa felt desolate. That girl had seemed like her friend. But now she was gone.


  The train station clock chimed out eleven hours. No welcome red-headed vision, swinging her fox stole and fancy clothes, showed up.


  Tessa felt cold and anxious.


  An hour later and still she had made no progress. She made enquires at the station to see if anybody knew a Mrs Moira Dalton. But nobody did.


  Tessa stood still. Something strange filled her nostrils. A raw, salty aroma.


  She headed away from the station. She did not know what she was going to do. With little money, and in her exhaustion, she was lost.


  Blindly she walked into the street. It was an open promenade with cheerful, pretty shops. From a baker’s there wafted a most cruel odour of fresh cinnamon loaves and moist pastries. Only made her stomach churn all the more.


  There was a dainty confectioner’s. Tessa could not, would not, look at what was in the window. It seemed to radiate warmth and light. A man was entering, holding the door open for his smiling woman.


  Tessa felt desperate.


  A few tears trickled down her face. She scarcely had money to pay for lodgings tonight. So how could she pay for food?


  She held herself up so her neck felt like an iron rod. She saw ladies in stylish dresses, holding dainty parasols and wearing frothy hats. Handsome men, with macassared hair and canes dangling from their buttonholes, in lovely linen suits.


  Bloomsend was a popular resort. All these people were doing what Tessa had never done. Enjoying a holiday. Oh, the bliss of it!


  Tessa knew she could not yearn for a life like that. So she continued on. And then, she saw the pier.


  A gentle breeze washed over her. The pier stretched over the sea like a long finger. Why, it was an extraordinary sight indeed. The air flicked her hair strangely.


  The edge of the world was right there. All the fashionable people were walking onto the pier. It was as if they were going through a gate into paradise.


  She walked, tentatively, onto the little promenade that stretched over the beach. Tessa’s shoulders seized up as she saw the piles of soft, loose sand.


  People were walking on it. Some were in scant, skimpy bathing suits. There were children scampering at a great rate of knots. They were kicking up the sand, and running over the silky part of it wetted by the ocean.


  Some were speeding into the ocean itself. There was a bathing machine a few feet out into the waves. It rocked on its mighty wheels. Fellows in striped bathing suits were standing near it, flaunting their hairy legs. They were laughing and throwing a ball around.


  That sea smell was like nothing Tessa had ever known. She continued on, heartened.


  She stepped onto the huge pier. It was seething with holidaymakers. The pier stretched to accommodate at least twenty people abreast.


  It had, to her amazement, shops. That just subjected her to more torture. The odour of hot, greasy fish and chips was just a bit cruel and heartbreaking.


  What struck her, though, was how the horizon stretched into nothingness. It was the first time she had ever seen the ocean. The sea and the sky came to meet at a far-off point. They seemed to merge in an otherworldly haze.


  Women were undoing buttons on their sleeves. Men were holding hats in hands. The children were noisily slurping ice cream, and wolfing down salty chips. Bloomsend was infinitely seductive.


  Tessa felt faint. Then, she noticed a poster on the wall of the fish and chip shop. It was too extraordinary for her not to stop and stare.


  The poster showed a crazy figure. It was a tall, lanky magician in a dapper suit. He wore a glittery top hat and a strange mask. It was almost like a Guy Fawkes mask.


  The black suit was set off by flashy white gloves. And in his hands he caressed a whip. He was handling it with such dexterity.


  There was a declaration about the local show. Why, that was something Tessa had never done before. Gone to the music hall? The orphanage had never allowed that.


  She was curious. Behind the magician stood some provocatively posed women, entwined couples and colourful acrobats. It all spoke of fun Tessa had never had.


  The cries of the crowd throbbed against her ears. Her head ached.


  Tessa sat down on a bench. She felt completely and utterly exhausted.


  She was very, very lonely.


  Tessa had thought she was pretty good at stemming her tears. But not today. She was falling apart. Profoundly ashamed, Tessa began to weep.


  Then, she felt a hand on her shoulder. Tessa looked up and all but jumped out of her skin. It was the magician!


  


  


  Chapter Two


  



  Tessa was amazed. She went bright red.


  He looked different in real life. Not as gaudy. The glitter on his top hat and gloves struck light from the sun.


  But he was wearing a different mask. It was made of papier mâché, perhaps. It had a few strange hills and valleys. It was pulled into a grotesque grimace. But it was just a little bit more sedate than the crazy mask in the picture.


  She noticed his eyes were just visible. Maybe dark or hazel, they stared into hers. His gaze reached her through layers of shadow.


  But she could see his mouth quite clearly, as his jaw was exposed. His skin was rather tan.


  He sat down next to her.


  “What are you doing here, all on your own?”


  Tessa blushed.


  “I didn’t think anybody cared.”


  “Come.” He touched her arm. “Who has left you all alone like this? Have you been abandoned by your lover?”


  “No, sir,” said Tessa, still not believing this was happening. He seemed like such a magnificent creature. Why should he be talking to her anyway? The star of the music hall stage. What on earth would he want with a poor maid?


  Tessa told him what had happened.


  “Poor girl,” he said sympathetically. “How cruel. How unkind. Why could the woman not at least give you an address?”


  “Well, Miss Pratt would have caned me if I’d asked any questions. And as for Mrs Dalton... I think she just forgot.”


  “It sounds like she was thoughtless,” he said, disgusted. “How could anyone do that?”


  Tessa felt like bursting into tears.


  To come across such kindness, after such a horrible morning, was so soothing.


  It was very hard not to kiss him. It was very hard not to hug him, and gush about how thankful she was.


  But Tessa knew better than to be so open.


  “Thank you, sir,” she said simply. “You’re so kind.”


  He got to his feet. She watched as he extended his white-gloved hand. Hesitantly, she took it.


  “My name is Antonius Hall,” he said. “Otherwise known as Umberto the Unctuous, Magician il Supremo. Just call me Tony.”


  “I am Theresa Elliott,” she said politely. “Just call me Tessa. I’m nothing more than a poor orphan from a London institution.”


  “You’re not the only poor orphan among us,” he smiled.


  He walked her off the pier.


  They progressed into the pleasure gardens. Tessa couldn’t believe how lavish they were. There were red and white striped tents where vendors were selling pies and hot dogs.


  Oh, no. She could smell the savoury meat, and buttery pastry. She saw people eating meat pies with vivid tomato sauce dripping onto their hands. And cones with soft ice cream. Some strawberry, some lemon, some chocolate...


  The Ferris wheel. The brass band. The lazy tigers. The painted clowns. It was so wonderful she could not take it all in. She walked demurely by the side of the magician. Not sure where he would take her, she let him lead.


  He offered her his arm. And to her amazement she felt safe and protected.


  “I’ll take you on the Ferris wheel later,” he said. “And yes, I’ll take you to see the tigers. But first... you’re hungry, aren’t you?”


  “Yes,” she said, smiling shyly.


  Tessa let him lead her into a massive restaurant. It had grand pillars and a fancy arch. Once they were inside, she gazed in amazement.


  It was light and bright, and filled with gracious staff and colourful holidaymakers. The circular tables were spread with ornate tablecloths, and the chairs were dainty and elegant.


  She couldn’t eat here. She was not good enough. She nearly lost her courage.


  But she was not about to protest. She was absolutely starving and desperate.


  In his hat, mask and gloves, her escort was impressive. People stared.


  He walked her to a table, and pulled out a seat for her with a flourish. And Tessa found she was starting to get comfortable with him.


  “You’ll like it here at Tilbury’s,” he said, smiling. “Now, we can’t have you dying of hunger. What do you fancy?”


  Remembering how the steak pies had smelt, Tessa ordered pie, chips and peas. As they waited they talked about her life. He was so kindly. Tessa was shy. But this gentleman had a great interest in everything she had ever done.


  “I am from Yorkshire myself,” he said. “Been on this scene for a good many years. I am just an old circus performer who somehow ended up on the music hall stage. I was working in America for a while, but I’ve come home now.”


  “America? Why on earth did you leave?”


  “Well, you can’t keep away from England for all that long. Our droll little country calls us,” he grinned. “Ah, England, with its terribly old-fashioned ways... it’s where I am meant to be.”


  Tessa sensed that was not the complete truth. This man was still hiding his face from her. And she sensed he was hiding a lot more.


  When her food came she fought the urge to fall upon it in an unladylike manner. He was so well-mannered after all. As she ate her way through the mouthwatering pie, chips, peas and sauce, he told her a bit more.


  Tessa’s jaw dropped with amazement. Some people did lead remarkable lives!


  “You go up on a trapeze, and do triple somersaults?”


  “Not as much as I used to. They always ask me to be the emcee now.”


  “What on earth is an emcee?”


  So he told her all about hosting the show. He did not laugh at her lack of knowledge. They still wanted him to do a magic act and sing solo, and do acrobatics and walk the tightrope.


  “It’s incredible what they make me do,” he said. “They work me hard.”


  Tessa thought he must live such a fabulous life. She felt jealous of him. But she also felt frightened by the whole thing.


  She gazed at him, starry-eyed.


  “The one thing I’m missing is an assistant for my magic act,” he continued. “I’ve just returned, and I’m a bit unready. But it is something I must arrange. An assistant who I can trust, who sticks with me through thick and thin.”


  Tessa wondered when he would tell the next part of his story. This man seemed to be leaving many holes in his life history. She was glad, though, that he was telling her anything at all.


  “Would you like an ice cream?” he asked unexpectedly.


  Tessa’s eyes widened.


  “Why, yes,” she said shyly. She had never had one before! She couldn’t believe it when the waitress brought over the dish.


  The taste was heavenly.


  “Good?”


  Tessa closed her eyes. She had never tasted anything so divine. “I have arrived in paradise.”


  “Yes, you have.” He laughed affectionately.


  Tessa considered the scary fact that this man liked her. She felt very flattered. But he was a bit older than her, wasn’t he?


  She was only twenty. His black hair was turning silver. And from the way he was talking, she could tell he had seen a lot of life.


  After they had finished lunch there was the question of what else they would do. Tessa had the terrible feeling that he was going to leave her.


  But that was not what he said.


  “The manager has called me to a meeting,” he said. “I do not want to do it. But I tell you what I will do. I will drop you off with some of my friends for now, and I will come and get you at five. They will look after you. Time you met the actresses, yes?”


  Tessa felt excited.


  He led her through the gardens. And then to a little street with a number of ramshackle cottages.


  He guided her firmly towards a half-timbered building that faced directly onto the beach.


  “Maude will look after you,” he said. “I have known her for fifteen years. She has been nothing but kind. Come, don’t be scared.”


  Tessa shivered. He just smiled. He rapped smartly on the door with his cane.


  A woman answered. She was wearing a lovely aquamarine dress. Her mouse-brown hair spilled to her collar in too-tight pin curls. Tessa could not tell from her soft face quite how old she was, but from its creases and laughter lines she guessed mid-forties.


  Tony explained the situation. “Now take good care of her, won’t you?” he asked. “I have to speak to bloody Hubert.”


  “And tell bloody Hubert to have a cup of tea ready for me when I get there tonight,” laughed Maude.


  “Shall do.”


  Tony paused, and lifted Tessa’s hand in one fluid movement. She was absolutely startled when he kissed it. It was the first time a man had paid court to her in such a romantic manner. She was overwhelmed.


  He brought his face down earnestly to hers. “Now you will be all right?” he asked.


  “I think so,” she said timidly. After all, she had to entirely trust these people. It was like she was clinging to a rock in the wilderness. What could she do other than assume she was going to be all right?


  He smiled, and passed his hand across her cheek.


  “I’ll be back at five. I promise.”


  Tessa put a hand to her mouth. Her eyes stared ahead of her, seeing a future she might have to embrace. He waved, and was gone.


  Maude smiled. “Would you like a cup of tea?”


  Tessa sat down in the little parlour. The room was very bright, with a window that faced east. Somehow a sofa and a table with six chairs were crammed into the tiny space.


  There was a colourful piece of cross-stitch casually flung aside on the sofa arm. On the seat was a beribboned straw hat and a few cheap romance novels. Tessa moved them as she sat down.


  “Oh, sorry about that,” said Maude, laughing. “That’s just my wards, Gertie and Poppy. They’re very messy.” She poured the tea. “So, your employer just left you at the train station?”


  “She didn’t even arrive.”


  “That’s very sad. You must feel so abandoned.”


  Tessa nodded.


  Maude set the tea, milk and sugar before them, and then sat in the floral armchair opposite her. Like Tony, she was so kind.


  “Well, it was good of Tony to rescue you,” said Maude. “But I think there was something else in it too.” She giggled.


  “What do you mean?”


  “He thinks you’re pretty.”


  Tessa blushed.


  Maude abruptly dropped that subject. “So, where are you from, Tessa?”


  They spent the next five minutes talking about Tessa’s childhood. Then Maude began to talk about her own life.


  “I am from Kent,” she said. “My father was a doctor. My family were decent, law-abiding folk.”


  Maude sounded proud.


  “I was a naughty daughter. I drank wine. My skirt hems were turned up too short. I got in league with Satan, or so my parents said. I eloped with a man without marrying him.”


  Maude took a sip of tea. Silence reigned for a moment.


  “He said he was going to marry me,” she said bitterly. “And this has coloured my whole life. I lost everything.”


  Tessa was not sure what to say.


  Maude told her a fierce story. It was one about a series of lovers. Time and time again Maude had been abandoned.


  “I kept losing my faith in men,” she said. “But then, I kept regaining it.”


  It seemed that despite everything Maude was happy. Maude was a worldly woman who could speak French well. She knew some elaborate naughty words. Her knowledge of the facts of life surprised Tessa. Tessa did not admit she wished she could be like that herself.


  There was still a prim girl inside of Tessa. But as Maude sat there with her legs casually apart, gulping tea, Tessa could not stop thinking about the boys she herself had spooned with.


  They had given her comfort. She could not say they had given her love. But to feel their arms around her had been a joy.


  They had taken away her loneliness. Probably for five minutes each. They had never cared much. Certainly not as much as she had.


  But Tessa did not regret any of it. So she had to admit, if only to herself, that she could understand Maude.


  “Always being the mistress, and never the wife, was a bit trying,” sighed Maude. “I had to get a job. And one person gave me hope. A magician.”


  “Have I just met him?”


  “Yes you have.”


  “Tony!” Tessa smiled.


  “Yes. I went to see an entertainment with my then-lover. The emcee leapt down from the stage and asked if anyone wanted to get up there and sing.”


  “And you did?”


  “I poured all my melancholy and frustration into song. And Tony’s kind words made me realize that some day, I could get on the stage. I’d known I had a lovely voice. But this was the first time anyone in the business had said so.”


  Maude grinned. “So, I got up the courage to audition for a show. I finally pushed myself into it. And I worked with Tony, who supported me. Just as well. People can get suspicious of you if you’re a newcomer.


  “Tony was as lonely as me. But he had two young friends who he’d helped raise over the years. They had families who didn’t give a damn. That’s why he was looking after them.


  “There was Alex. A complete and utter scoundrel. He came from a family of acrobats who had just let him run wild. He didn’t seem to care about anything or anyone, except Tony.


  “And then there was Silas. A poor, crippled trapeze artist. I don’t mean he was unable to walk, or anything. Silas had a crippled heart. He had a horrible family.


  “Tony lived with them most of the time. You can’t always stay together when you’re in this business. You can’t always get into a show with your friends, and you have to go where work takes you. But he was watching over them when he could.


  “Tony was keeping those boys on the straight and narrow. He was stopping Silas from committing suicide. And stopping Alex from destroying everything!


  “I asked him why he was so interested in their welfare. He said they reminded him of himself as a boy. Tony said it hurt, in his childhood, when there was no-one to care for him. So it made him feel better, in a way, if he had someone to care for.


  “I decided that I would do the same. I thought I would take on a few wards.” She sighed. “I had three little ones who died. And two were born healthy. But their fathers made me give them up. Their existence offended their fathers’ wives.”


  “Oh, Maude.” Tessa was sorry. What Maude had said about Tony was weighing on her mind very much also.


  “So Poppy, who I adopted first, was compensation. Poppy was a maid at London Hospital. She had a gorgeous voice, and she was so graceful.


  “I gave her a home. I helped her onto the stage. And it’s very satisfying to see how she’s progressed. Poppy is a shy lass who was cut badly by the deaths of her family. But I like to think I comfort her.”


  Maude picked up the hat that was lying on the couch. She smiled, and flicked its very gaudy ribbon. “Later on I met Gertie. She was just a girl selling oysters on the streets of London. And I knew she had a horrible past.”


  “What happened to her?”


  “She had already conceived several children. The first when she was eleven.” Maude looked troubled. “The father was her father.”


  Tessa felt the familiar clench of horror. She had known girls like that.


  “Gertie convinced me her problems were water off a duck’s back. But I know her life has hurt her deeper than she says. At any rate, I saw how she could be a child of the stage. When I introduced her to some dancers from my troupe they noticed her talent.


  “I’m a poor dancer myself, Tessa. That is not my speciality. But these girls noticed Gertie’s grace, posture and musicality. As for Gertie... well, a fiercer little creature you’ve never met.”


  Maude grinned ruefully.


  Tessa blinked. She was not sure what to make of all this.


  “Gertie is doing wonderfully. She has a minor principal role in the show we’re doing now. Poppy doesn’t have the confidence to put herself forward. But Gertie does. And Poppy will marry well, and hopefully Gertie and I will benefit from it.” She laughed.


  Maude drank some tea. “Well, enough of that. Let’s talk about Tony. I would like to see him happy now.”


  Tessa was feeling rather sad over the whole story. But she asked a question she had been wondering about.


  “Is he, or has he ever been, your sweetheart?”


  “No, Tessa. Not ever. Tony has had his share of lovers. They have not worked out, though. He has not had any better luck than me.”


  “And what is he like?”


  “A bit like a father to everybody. A bit of a lost romantic.”


  “I thought he would be married.”


  “Tony has never married.” Maude looked grim. “He was born with a severely deformed face. A number of girls have fallen in love with him. But when he’s lifted his mask they’ve lost interest.” She sighed.


  “Is his face that bad?”


  “Well, why do you think he wears a mask? He can’t go out to the shops or to a party barefaced. People get upset. People complain that his face makes them sick. This hurts his feelings a lot.


  “He’s led such a tragic life. Tessa, he needs a sweetheart. He truly does.”


  Maude was giving her a pointed look.


  “He’s been such a good friend over the years,” said Maude. “He has taken such excellent care of the girls and me. And I want him to be happy.”


  “Maude,” said Tessa thoughtfully, “have you seen his face?”


  “Yes.”


  “What does he look like?”


  Maude looked serious.


  “He obviously likes you. Please don’t think of what he looks like. Let him have his fun. You will find out what he looks like, in time. And then you will reject him, like all the others did.”


  Tessa gazed at Maude. She had to admit, this woman was surrounded by sadness. Tony seemed to be too. But they knew how to rise above it. Tessa hoped she could do that herself.


  Maude shook her head, and began to dust the cottage. “Tony is so sweet on you, Tessa. I know him well enough to have noticed. It just made me laugh.”


  Tessa was lost in thought.


  “If you truly have nowhere to go, you can sleep here,” Maude continued. “But the bedrooms are taken up. You can sleep on the parlour sofa in front of the fire.”


  “That’s so kind of you.”


  “Tony would take you in. But there’s no way, in propriety’s name, that you can live with him and the boys.” She laughed. “So I’m quite happy to help. It’s what Tony wants after all.”


  Soon afterwards the girls arrived home. Tessa saw them for the first time as they walked in the door.


  Gertie was first. Her hair and her eyes were nut-brown, her face sharp and pointed. She was very small and slim. Gertie was confident, and seemed to have a cheerful disposition. Tessa thought it would be hard to get her down.


  Poppy had the same blatant cockney accent as Gertie, but was quieter and more refined. She was very pretty, with long auburn hair and fetching blue eyes. She was an absolute picture.


  Maude told them Tessa was a possible recruit for the stage. “Are you going to be dancing with us?” asked Gertie.


  “No. Buggered if I can dance.” Tessa smiled. She noticed she was slipping back into a cockney accent. And foul language- heavens above!


  She had thought the orphanage had thrashed that out of her. Obviously they hadn’t.


  “Tony found Tessa on the pier.” Maude smiled with satisfaction. “I think he has found his new assistant.”


  They both exclaimed.


  Poppy whistled. “Tony? Are you his sweetheart?”


  Tessa blushed hopelessly.


  “I... I don’t know.”


  “Now, girls, you can help me with supper,” said Maude.


  Tessa was horrified they were calling her his sweetheart. And she was appalled by the thought of going on the stage!


  So, they wanted her to be a thespian? In other words, a member of a theatre troupe? Everyone knew that was a wildly improper profession.


  But what could she do? She had nowhere to belong except here.


  They chopped the vegetables.


  “We usually have early supper,” said Maude. “We arrive at the theatre by seven, and the show starts at eight. So we get all this over and done with now.”


  Tessa realized she had to stop thinking about her problems. She could only focus on getting through the night. And then, in the morning, wonder what on earth she was going to do. How could she live with these people?


  Later, Tessa watched the girls practicing their dancing. They had stripped down to their shifts.


  Gertie and Poppy were now just two little ghosts twirling around the room, limbering up for their show tonight. Why, the movements they were doing were flagrantly provocative.


  “Are you going to join us?” said Gertie teasingly.


  “I can’t dance,” said Tessa.


  “I still think Tony might offer you a job,” said Maude. “You might become his new assistant.”


  In all their impropriety and bawdiness, these folk were extremely kind. Tessa wondered how she could have doubted them. She was starting to fall under their spell.


  She wondered if Tony really would come for her. But at precisely five, there was a knock on the door. Maude went and opened it. Yes, it was Tony.


  He was looking straight at Tessa. He seemed sincere. After exchanging a few words with Maude, he turned to her.


  “Come with me.”


  He advanced towards Tessa. She blushed.


  “I can’t have Tessa live with me,” he said to Maude. “You have said you will take her on?”


  “Of course.”


  “I am thankful, Maude.” He came up and took Tessa’s hand. “Now, Tessa. I know it’s been a hard day for you. Come for a walk on the pier with me. And we will talk.”


  Tessa was surprised to be whisked away again. But Tony seemed anxious for her company. He gazed at her as they stood on the pier.


  “You will meet me for lunch tomorrow?” he said.


  “Yes, I will.” Tessa was overcome. She did not know what to say.


  Tony gazed at the sea, and then he turned to her. Deep in those glinting eyes, she could read his thoughts. He seemed pensive.


  “Are you feeling overwhelmed, Tessa? After leaving home today? It must be hard for you.”


  And that made her weep.


  Tessa was ashamed. But in no time he had her squeezed in his arms.


  Tessa closed her eyes blissfully. She did not want this to end!


  She just wanted to drown in this joy. She felt his hand rubbing between her shoulder blades. She could smell the sea, and hear the lapping of the waves.


  She was so happy. She could hear the beating of his heart. She was no longer conscious of others on the pier. She just let herself rest.


  Then, suddenly, she heard her name.


  “Why, Miss Elliott!”


  Her and Tony both jerked up. She had been so enjoying the moment.


  They turned around.


  Tessa’s stomach clenched with dismay.


  Ugh! It was Mrs Dalton!


  Her skin was covered in rogue and powder, as if she was a harlot. She could not hide the fact her skin was paper-thin and starting to age. She was wearing a dress with a Persian influence.


  Tessa noticed, now, her red hair was false. However it did go beautifully with her golden-green eyes.


  Tessa knew the truth.


  And it was painful. She did not have the courage to go with Tony.


  She could rail at Mrs Dalton. She could tell her she should have given her the address. But Tessa did not have the stomach to do that.


  Now she saw this tiresome, irresponsible woman, she felt she just had to go with her.


  Tony looked at her in amazement.


  “So this is that woman?”


  “Yes, Tony. This is she. And I have to go with her.”


  Tony was about to say “don’t.” She saw it in his eyes. But Tessa turned around. She greeted Mrs Dalton politely.


  “I did not have your address,” said Tessa. She was not quite sure how to put things without being rude. “Ah... I did not see you waiting.”


  At first, there was a thunderous frown on the woman’s face. But then she looked gleeful.


  “And I see you’ve joined up with one of the music hall stars.” She laughed. “Don’t go near theatre folk, Miss Elliott. It’s more an idea to be part of respectable society.”


  Tessa widened her eyes, stunned by the woman’s flagrant rudeness in front of Tony.


  Tony drew himself up to his full height, which was about six foot three. Somewhat taller than Tessa, who was five foot ten.


  “Mmm, yes, madam,” he said. “I can see your greasepaint. With that much on your face, soon you’ll be making your way onto the stage yourself.”


  Mrs Dalton’s jaw dropped. She was horrified.


  Tessa stifled a giggle.


  “Meet me at Tilbury’s Restaurant on Sunday at twelve o’clock,” Tony whispered urgently.


  “Ugh! Did that man make a time with you?” said Mrs Dalton, as they both watched him walk away.


  “No,” said Tessa quickly. She was not the sort of person who told lies. Tessa realized how fast she was changing.


  “Come,” said Mrs Dalton, nodding shortly. Tessa noticed she had someone with her. A woman who obviously had the job of lady’s maid.


  “I was just walking out on the pier,” said Mrs Dalton, tossing her head. “Just as well I saw you.”


  Mrs Dalton then introduced the maid. Miss Catherine Eastman was about the same age as Tessa. She was wearing a smart grey dress, beautifully cut.


  Tessa trailed down the pier. Catherine walked just ahead of her, her head held high. The lady’s maid was obviously a confidante who could take liberties.


  Their feet clomped softly in the afternoon air. Tessa slotted in behind them.


  Tessa could have wept for the life she had glimpsed. It could have been hers. But she did not have the courage.


  


  


  Chapter Three


  

  Tessa soon got used to life in Mrs Dalton’s house. After all, her duties here were not much different to what they had been before.


  Mopping the floor. Blacking the fireplaces. Emptying the chamber pots, doing the shopping, tidying everything.


  Mrs Dalton’s elegant home was amazing. It had three storeys, and there was only one person to use them freely. Tessa had heard of luxurious houses like this. Now she could see how wealthy people lived.


  Downstairs was a vestibule that led to a beautiful parlour. It was hardly used. But above that the pastel green morning room, with its elaborate wallpaper and twisting glassware, was very popular. Next to it was a sumptuous dining room.


  The last stairway led to the bedrooms. Other than the tiny maid’s room lived in by Catherine, only one of them was used. Mrs Dalton had a lovely big glamorous bedroom with a fireplace where Tessa was instructed to keep the fire going all day. And there was a splendid en suite bathroom!


  It had a fully equipped, modern bath. It was the first time Tessa had ever seen a bath with hot and cold taps that could be turned on at random.


  In the morning Mrs Dalton sat and read the paper, and played solitaire card games. Then she would go out and shop or stroll along the boardwalk. In the afternoon her friend, Emily Ticehurst, usually came round. In the evening they would go out.


  The only meal Tessa was required to take charge of was breakfast. Lunch and dinner were managed by Mrs Hilton, a virtuoso who lived across the road. Mrs Hilton was extremely talented.


  “No, do not do that!” Mrs Hilton would say to Tessa, as she helped with the cooking. “Do not stir that! Do not put that herb in! Really, Miss Elliott, you’ve got to learn. You’ve got no feel for cooking.”


  Tessa thought that Mrs Hilton was probably right.


  Tessa told herself she had fallen on her feet. How could she not? She had to be positive. She would stretch out on her bed in a corner of the kitchen. And she would think of all the things she should be grateful for.


  Mrs Dalton had said not to meet Tony.


  “Disgusting, socializing with those theatre folk. I’m not having any maid of mine do it. It’s back to the orphanage if I find you doing it, girl!” She gave a tinkling, musical laugh.


  Tessa blushed.


  She knew Miss Pratt would never have her back.


  A part of her wanted to run away. She wanted to trust the theatre folk would look after her...


  But Tessa was not stupid, either. She had gotten herself stuck here. The theatre folk were far away.


  Part of a different world.


  She could not forget that lovely time spent in their company. But it seemed so distant now. It almost took on a hue, in her mind, as if she had imagined it.
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