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CHAPTER 1

A PENNY FOR THE PENNY- POST

(AND A MONDAY)
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Tailors have been around forever. PENNYWORTH’s - TAILOR AND HABERDASHERY has been around the longest of them all. And in 1840, in the small begotten town of Whittlesworth, PENNYWORTH’s was the most applauded tailor on the North-East coast of England. Very few knew that PENNYWORTH’S was not your everyday sort of tailor and haberdashery. There was a touch of magic to it too. 

You might wonder how a famous tailor could be magic without everybody knowing about it. The answer is simple: Fresh air. 

For most of the 1800s, doctors went about telling everyone how too much fresh air is bad for a person’s health. So most of England walked about their day fearing a strong draft of fresh air. This left little time to think about anything else. Let alone notice any magic that may or may not be happening.

The current owner of PENNYWORTH’s was a Mr. Charles Q. Pennyworth. The store had always belonged to a Pennyworth. This is only strange because (other than the original Pennyworth), not one of them had been born a Pennyworth. The name came with the store. It was simply how it had always been. 

Now mind you, Mr. Pennyworth was not your everyday sort of tailor either. He was a known haberdasher, selling all those small items that go with sewing; like needles, buttons and thread. He was also a skilled hatter and when the occasion called for it, a cobbler. Yet none of these are what made him special.

The fire crackled and snapped inside the fireplace. The current Mr. Pennyworth was sitting in his favourite overstuffed chair in front of the warm glow. His feet propped up on a matching footstool. And a large book open on his lap. 

Looking at the picture on the open page, he sighed. Mr. Pennyworth would not give up tailoring for anything in the world. But he was in dire need of a holiday.  And every tailor who is in need of a holiday knows one thing for sure: They would have to find an apprentice.

***
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SIMON POTTS SAT AT the small rickety table. It wobbled with every spoonful of porridge he scooped from the bowl. He sighed. Not because of the wobble. Almost everything in the small house either wobbled or wiggled, jiggled or quivered. Simon was used to this. The porridge was the consistency of glue and the taste was not much better. Usually, enough sugar could mask the taste, but the chipped sugar bowl was empty. He did not complain though and made certain his mam had already left for work before letting out the small sigh. Times were hard, but they were luckier than some. And his mam usually made up for the awful breakfast by putting on a good dinner: Cabbage soup. 

Simon was tall for a ten-year-old. Not much taller than average, but tall enough that people remarked on it. His hair which stood out at all angles was the colour of straw. Chestnut eyes. Very skinny. On a good day, the town bullies would call him ‘Scarecrow’ as he ran away. He did not disagree with the insult. Not with his mud-coloured trousers which had been stitched and patched many times. Or his shirts that had never been new.  And his socks, darned so many times yet were still somehow holier than the Pope. His brown newsboy cap was a gift from his mam the previous Christmas. It was the first new thing Simon had owned. It was also his favourite thing in the world. 

The front door slammed open as a figure whooshed in. A hand slammed down on the table. Underneath it, a folded-up sheet of newspaper. The hand belonged to Simon’s breathless mother. She was a small woman. Not terribly small but Simon’s next growth spurt would surely make him taller than her.

She had been on her way to work when the abandoned page of a newspaper, carried by the wind, was blown into her face. Mrs. Potts was a seamstress and a good one at that. She worked alongside twenty-nine other women for the local court dressmaker. (It was awful work. And she only got a shilling per shirt stitched.) Simon knew that it must have been important for her to turn back. 

His mam waved a hand at the piece of folded newspaper. Simon pushed aside the bowl of porridge and pulled the page closer. It had been folded in such a way that only one advertisement, framed by a thick black border of ink, could be read: Mr. Pennyworth was seeking an apprentice. 

Simon thought that this was a little strange. Most people would have waited for the hiring fair to come around. There was one every year and this would be the first one Simon was going to attend. 

He was a bit young. Most boys only started apprenticing at the age of twelve. But times were tough and Mrs. Potts said Simon had a knack, something he should use to his advantage. He was nervous about the idea. He had overheard that budding apprentices might be asked to do a public demonstration. 

This was on his mother’s mind too it seemed. 

‘I know the fair is next week,’ she had caught her breath, ‘but everyone knows that Mr. Pennyworth never attends it. I don’t think the man has ever had an apprentice before.’

And all Simon had to do was write a letter. 

‘There should be paper in the drawer. Along with a full bottle of ink.’ She dug around her apron pocket and pulled out a coin. ‘For the penny-post.’

Simon blinked, ‘Why?’

‘So you can post it, dear boy, says so right there.’ She tapped the bottom of the advertisement. ‘They even gave you the address. It’s best to follow the instructions.’  

She swooped in and gave her son a peck on the cheek before running out the door, her skirts and apron swooshing after her as she went.

Simon frowned but took the penny and placed it in the pocket of his mud-coloured trousers. It seemed an awful waste to him. PENNYWORTH’s was right down the road from the post office.

Giving up on breakfast, Simon fetched the inkwell, a sheet of writing paper and his father’s treasured fountain pen. 

Simon never had proper schooling. Simply because this was before schooling was forced on children. But Simon’s father had taught him many things. Including how to read and write. Although he had never mastered the careful loops and elegant swirls his father had when writing. With his tongue between his teeth, Simon carefully started to put words onto paper. 

By the time he was done, the ‘goop’ in the bowl was cold and the spoon was stuck. With another small sigh, Simon decided he could live with the hunger pangs. Carefully folding the letter, he placed it in an envelope. He put on his cap and made sure the penny for the penny-post was still safe inside his pocket.

It was the perfect day to walk to the post office. Preferable to past few days which Simon could only describe as dull and wet. At least today he could enjoy it. Most days were spent looking for odd jobs that paid. Being as tall as he was, chimney-sweeping was not an option. And as Simon could not tolerate the smell of fish, working at the wharf was out of the question. Usually, he would settle for selling papers on busy street corners and on lucky days, he would assist as a shoe shiner.  

It was almost a block away from the post office, down a dirty alley, that Simon saw them. Two boys cornering a small girl. He recognised the boys. Both big and bulky with more forehead than brains. They were part of the same gang that had blessed him with the nickname Scarecrow. They were always causing some sort of trouble. They were the sort of boys you avoided. Unless of course, you were good at running away. And running fast.

As they had not spotted him yet, Simon knew the best thing to do was to keep walking. But that is not what he did.

Simon was not sure what made him do it. It might have been the little voice that said it was something his father would have done. Perhaps a poor night’s sleep on a lumpy mattress had left his brains addled that morning. But before Simon could tell his legs to keep walking and his mouth to shut it, he found himself stepping into the alley and shouting ‘Oi, you two!’

Two heads turned. Two sets of eyes glared at him. The two boys snarled at Simon. And for the first time, Simon really noticed the girl, who was not as small as he had first thought.

If Simon were to guess, she was a year younger than him at most. Her plaid dress
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