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    J Mobbs Mahoney

    My nights are filled with thoughts or memories of a movie I had seen and forgotten, that was running through my mind, scene by scene, in detail. It took over my brain as soon as I relaxed, it overwhelmed me so much that it was now happening in daylight hours. I decided to write it down, to get it out, to free up my thoughts; however, the pen felt foreign, and I couldn’t keep up, I couldn’t re-read what I had just written, becoming more frustrated as it started to rise up, rushing to the surface, jostling for space. I fumbled for something else. My hand landed on a pencil, and everything calmed. My hand had a mind of its own as my unconscious mind divulged the information that had been trapped.

  
    1692

    On hearing of my father’s return, I found myself suspended between the echoes of his presence and the hollow truth of his absence these past three years. The thought of him felt distant, almost like recalling a dream that slips away upon waking. At seven, my memories of him are fragments, tones of his voice, a passing scent of his tobacco, the touch of a hand, I could no longer picture. I doubted I could even pick him out in a crowded room. Yet my mother’s heart seemed to know him still, she moved through the house in a flutter of anticipation, her eyes bright and restless, as if he might come bursting through the front door at any moment, with the sea air still clinging to his coat.

    The light outside had begun to lower, slipping from gold to grey. A pale haze now hangs above the rooftops where the chimneys breathe their evening smoke. I stood by the window, my forehead pressed against the cool glass, watching the passers-by move like shadows. Not knowing if one of them might be him. Somewhere a bell tolled five times, its tone heavy and slow, and with each note my mother’s steps quickened as though time itself urged her to be ready.

    She had changed her frock twice already. Now she stood, touching her hair, smoothing the fabric at her waist, murmuring under her breath about it being good enough. I wondered if she remembered him as he truly was, or as she wished him to be. It was difficult to tell where her hope ended, and her memory began.

    I wanted to feel what she is feeling, to share in her excitement, but all I could summon was a quiet unease. Three years is a long time, long enough for a man to become a stranger, and a boy to forget the shape of his father’s face. I hadn’t breathed a word of it. The room smelled faintly of beeswax and rain, the kind that gathers before dusk. I listened for his footsteps on the cobblestones, imagining that at any moment the sound would rise and stop before our door.

    With his ship having docked late that morning, and no sign of him by late afternoon, my mother’s patience began to fray as a thread pulled too tight. Tossing her apron aside, the fabric landing on the floor, she turned on me with a sharp tongue of a person who could no longer bear to wait.

    “Stay here,” she ordered, her voice straining.

    I obeyed, though I sensed that hope had already begun to rot beneath her words.

    She felt so compelled to rush that she forgot her shawl. I stood by the hearth, listening to the fading tapping of her shoes, the silence that followed pressing in on me like a held breath. The air instantly became heavy, or was it my imagination, the kind just before something goes wrong.

    I waited only a moment before slipping to the front door, curiosity tugging at me stronger than obedience. But I waited like she told me to, even though the waiting was its own torment. The stillness of the kitchen was growing unbearable, every creak and sigh of the house reminding me she was out there alone, chasing after a man who had long ceased to chase her.

    However, he was closer than either of us could have guessed. He wasn’t down at the docks, nor was he making his way home through the winding streets, but mere steps away, in the corner tavern, half-shrouded in smoke and laughter.

    The truth met her, not with words, but with silence, the kind that falls when the world shifts beneath you, and nothing will ever stand quite straight again. His embrace was no longer meant for her, but for another.

    On asking if she had tried to tap him on the arm to gain his attention, she looked away from me. However, the sadness in her eyes lingered a moment too long before she shrank back from me, anger settling across her features like a mask. My heart sank as I realised the depth of her humiliation. Without uttering a single word, she had made the decision not to step inside the tavern to approach him. Through the dimly lit window, she could see enough to confirm her worst fear, sparing herself from any further indignity.

    My breath caught. I had imagined this moment a hundred different ways, but never like this. The man who was meant to be my father, the one my mother had waited for with a fevered heart, was already home, just not ours. Ignoring my mother’s pleas to let it be, a surge propelled me out the door, part fear, part duty, part love, all of it causing me to feel older than my years.

    As I entered the dimly lit room, the air hung heavy with the intoxicating scent of ale, while a low barrier of tobacco smoke formed a hazy veil from the floor to the ceiling. The tavern was crowded, loud with men’s voices and the clatter of mugs. Scanning all the possibilities, I realized that I hadn’t given much thought as to what I would do once I stepped through the door. All around me, men and women were deeply engrossed in their own animated conversations, their voices blending together ina cacophony of sound. They raised their tankards, indulging in the moment as if the dawn of tomorrow may never arrive.

    The atmosphere was alive with their energy, while flickering lanterns cast shadows on the weathered wooden tables and worn-out chairs. Laughter and boisterous merriment was in every corner, painting a picture of revelry and escapism for those who had endured the long years away. I was an intruder and out of my depth. All I sought was the truth, for my own little piece of closure.

    Sliding myself onto an empty chair in the corner, no faces resembled the picture that had been a permanent fixture in my mind. I would have to wait until his name may be called out, then see if any recognition fell into place. There is a single man with no company of a woman, staring out the window onto the fading street. Now and again, when he thinks I am not looking, he glances in my direction. He has the same dark hair, and his face is deeply tanned from the weather. Should I approach this man? But something tells me that his demeanour would not have returned my mother so quickly.

    There is another man with a full salt and pepper coloured beard holding up the far end of the bar. He also glances over at me, but the look was not one of recognition. He had a more rugged appearance than the man at the table, whose eyes were distant, as if lost in thought. The one at the bar was more turbulent, as if always ready.

    He could be either of these two men, then he could be someone else entirely. I glanced around the room at the others who had not registered my entrance. An unexpected burst of laughter caused me to jerk in my seat, my eyes darting about the room, following the commotion. Glancing at the man at the table, he appeared not to have even flinched. What has caused his upset? What did he return to find? A buxom barmaid approached voluminously from down the stairs, her eyes filled with recognition as she leaned over, whispering something into the man’s ear at the end of the bar. He smiles at her in acknowledgement, his fingers gently replacing a strand of loose hair, curling it behind her ear.

    With an obvious heavy sigh, he turns to face me. His clothes give me no clue except for his weathered face. My eyes widen as he takes methodical steps towards me. My heart thunders in my chest. I don’t know this man. I am sure of it. He stands in front of me, casting a long shadow over my wooden table.

    His voice, rough from years of shouting above the noise of the waves. “Ethan,” he broke the silence with my name. It hung in the air like an anchor chain.

    My mind struggled to recognise him still. This figure before me, a distant memory that I had held onto of my father didn’t match. Then, in a moment of clarity, it was the remembrance of his eyes that dawned on me as nothing else fitted into the puzzle.

    “Father?” I whispered, with the deepest longing I hadn’t expected, tugging at my voice, as my eyes scanned his face.

    His eyes softened, only for an instant, as they swiftly hardened again. Before I could force the question, I wanted to ask, out of my throat, he reached into his coat and drew out a single shilling. The coin flashed under the tavern light, cold and indifferent, arcing through the smoke, before clattering on the table between us. It spun once, twice, and fell with a small, certain clink.

    “Go home, boy,” he said, as if he were sending off a dog. “That’s not the life for me now. I sail again in a fortnight.” He looked down at me, his face arranged into something like conviction, sharp, practiced, almost proud. There was no apology in it, no flicker of the man I was scrambling to remember. Only a measured dismissal.

    Anger rose in me like a small flame. It burned against my ribs, making my hands shake. I wanted to be taller, older, twenty years older, godless and strong., so I could cross that table and put my fist where his jaw met his cheek. I imagined the sound of it, clean and final, and felt a fierce, ridiculous hope that the pain would make him remember.

    I couldn’t help but glance behind him at the man sitting at the table, before my eyes returned to my father’s back disappearing in the crowd that had surrounded the bar for refills. My moment of hope had passed, leaving a bitter taste in my mouth.

    I felt the shame like a new garment settling on my shoulders. A shilling. A single coin. The sum of his affection, it seemed deliberately measured. I could have snatched it up and run with it, taken it home like a trophy to wound my mother and prove to her the truth of it. Before today I would have done precisely that, sprinted through the streets, the metal warm in my fist, and watched her face change, make her realise.

    But I didn’t move. The coin lay there. In its stillness, something inside me broke loose, rearranging itself. The first, awful certainty that the man who had been called my father was gone, not dead, but gone in the way that matters. Today, he had traded my name for a shilling. Today he had taught me how small we could be made, And with that lesson came a thieving, stubborn thing, I understood then I could live by other rules than the ones that had been set. I could learn to take what the world would give me if it would not give me a father. I could invent truths to smooth the edges of my shame. I could lie, if lying kept my mother’s hope whole for one more day.

    As I went to pick it up, he threw his head back and barked out a deep, hearty laughter at something that had been said. And just like that, we had been dismissed. So, I turned away from the table and from the man who had been my mother’s anchor. I felt his eyes on my back as if nothing had happened, I wasn’t going to glance back. I walked out into the approaching night with the taste of iron behind my teeth and a slow, new name forming in my mouth. Dishonest, my father was, and now, had caused me to be the same. The day he died.

    With my father’s reluctance to return home and his impending departure on the ship in two weeks, there was little time for me to dwell on what was to come or to what could have been. The weight of responsibility fell squarely upon my mother as I returned, noticing her sunken shoulders. Not only was she left without his presence, and knowing he no longer wanted her, but all that remained were the dwindling funds he had left behind that she had been carefully managing for his return, with the payment for the rented room now due.

    However, my mother proved to be a quick thinker.

    With our inability to pay our way, it felt as though we were being smiled upon with the sudden burst of the rear door announcing the arrival of the landlady, delivering her supplies. Mother wasted no time in seizing the opportunity, as she swiftly offered herself as cook for the household, knowing that the position came with free board, and it was also a position that was hated by others.

    The landlady was quick to agree, settling her bloated frame into a creaking chair at the kitchen table as though her approval were an act of charity. She mopped her flushed face with an over-soiled rag, waving her hand toward the baskets to be carried in.

    “Unload them there,” she said, already closing her eyes.

    Within minutes, she was dozing in the heavy warmth of the fire, her breath rasping like the bellows, resting near the hearth, as we began our new workload.

    The house itself would have once been a grand dwelling, belonging to a well-to-do family, or so I imagined from the moulding that still clung stubbornly to the ceilings. Now it was a hive of weary desperates, ten rooms crammed with whoever could afford a few pennies to keep them out of the night.

    The long halls that might once have echoed with polite laughter were now crowded with voices from every corner of London, sailors between voyages, washerwomen with red hands, and men who spoke in whispers, sleeping with their boots on. Every door we passed seemed to breathe, as if the house itself laboured beneath the very weight of so many lives.

    We were fortunate, or so my mother said, to have a small room of our own. We shared it only with an elderly woman who had long ceased to venture outdoors. She rarely spoke, but sometimes I caught her watching the bedroom door, her clouded eyes fixed as though waiting for someone who would never return.

    Despite the meagre arrangement, my mother carried herself with quite pride. She told me often that gratitude was the first step towards grace, that while others froze beneath bridges or starved in the alleys, we had a roof and a fire, and thus lived like kings.

    Our room was bare except for the solitary narrow single bed pressed against the wall for my mother. I made my place on the floor beneath her, where the scent of soap and flour from her hands lingered faintly in the air.

    At night, the murmur of the house surrounded us, soft snoring, the creak of floorboards from someone returning, or a cough from down the hall. In those quiet hours, I would listen to her breathing above me and wonder if she dreamed of the sea, or the man who had left us to face it again.

    Everybody in the other rooms had to sleep on the floors pressed up against the walls, as few have the luxury of affording a cot or a bed, as they take up precious space and cost extra, but no words of complaints can be heard whispered in the hallways. We are all grateful to have a roof over our head that protects us from the rain and snow, with food to starve off the worms. How we fought off the frigid bite of winter was up to the individual to battle against by themselves.

    Mother received no special treatment when it came to the bedding, as it was also threadbare, and her makeshift mattress was well-worn from years of wear. However, she would sigh contentedly each night she entered it as if she were lying on a bed of goose feathers, finding comfort within its worn fibres.

    On waking each morning, the frail lady moved tentatively, endeavouring to navigate towards the warmth that my mother’s bed would provide for her. Walking as if her spirit had already left her. I had mentioned it to mother that I believed her to be one hundred years old, as her bones creaked as badly as the timber flooring beneath our feet. She told me to hush, as ‘There but for the grace of God go P Mother, with her unwavering kindness, encourages me to carry meals up to her in the fear that one day her fragile legs might give way under the strain of the stairs, and she may fall, snapping her leg as they are only the size of a twig. It was a small act of compassion, but it reflected the depths of my mother’s empathy. And I liked to think I was helping my mother as her workload is immense.

    As I cradle the bowl] of hot oats, her voice a faltering whisper, I can barely comprehend what she is saying. On most days I just smile and nod, guessing that she may be thanking me, before waiting patiently to ensure the stability of the bowl and that she has the spoon securely hooked in her crooked, twisted fingers. I always add a smile of reassurance before I leave to let her know that I will return for that empty bowl. ’'m unsure if her smoky eyes can even see me; perhaps that is the reason why she never leaves the house. It is no fault of hers that she has been allowed to grow so old, and in such a state.

    Regardless of her hours, mother bore the hardship of her responsibility with a grace that defined her inner strength, despite the burdens she carried both physically and emotionally, she never uttered a word of complaint. If I worked somewhere else, you would be alone all day, and we still would have no money, she had explained to me once, on my questioning her on getting an easier job.

    The day after we accepted that father had mentally left us, mother introduced me to a ‘game,’ the delicate art of counting, beginning with the bounty of eggs in the larder. With a patient hand, she guided me through the path of addition and subtraction, her laughter echoing throughout the corridors, bringing delight and humour to all that dwelled within the confines of the walls. Filling the house with a sense of joy and discovery for me, as I began to use any objects, I could put my hands on to add variety to my new game.

    It was as if perhaps she had been holding herself back because of his presence, and now that he was no longer within these walls, she was free to express herself once again and show me the art that she knew herself.

    Witnessing the pleasure this simple act brought her; I was motivated to work even harder just to see the delight on her face. The washing that she performed for the three working lodgers for extra pennies became another lesson. Everything quickly became numbers, until she presented me with a new gift, a small bundle of coal, that the coal worker had brought home on her request. This simple gesture now ignited a new flame of desire within me, to write.

    I was now writing all that I had previously learnt, in that fleeting connection I realised that my mother was a learned person, despite the humble circumstances in which we found ourselves. It sparked a curiosity within me to understand how she came to meet a man like my father, who appeared to be worlds apart from her. The more she taught me, I became ever hungry to learn, she had ignited a fire within me that couldn’t be put out.

    While lying in bed, wearied from the day’s work, she was still my teacher, nurturing my mind and expanding my understanding, before her words slowed, as she fell asleep.

    Mr Walter, as I knew him, appears to be a hardworking coalman who is one of the few who rise early each morning to walk to work. He takes his bowl of oats with him to eat them on the way, with only them to nourish him through his many hours at work. I wrote his name on a torn rag and slipped it under his bowl as a thank-you when mother had told me what he had done for me, to continue my lessons.

    By the time he returns, his steps are laboured, and he is as black as the night from the dust clinging to his skin and clothes. He is one of the few who has two spare sets of clothes that mother soaks, washes, dries, and changes for him daily. Despite his best efforts to scrub away the evidence of his work, he is never able to remove it entirely. A constant reminder remains under his fingernails, and in the creases of his fingers and face, as an unrelenting odour emits from his very pores, announcing his arrival.

    He eagerly awaits in the kitchen for his evening meal, not that he is in any hurry or rushing my mother along. Perhaps his stomach is gnawing fiercely as a reminder to him each evening, that it lays bare. Or maybe he has an ulterior motive to persuade him to come each evening, smiling broadly as he reaches out for his plate, from my mother. As it is my task to run the meals to the tenants’ rooms who are paying that little extra for the meals.

    I had observed another game on my brief outings with mother, while I waited for her at the entrance of a shop or stall. I became captivated as I watched boys my age playing this game on the busy streets and felt an undeniable urge to try it out with my mother. I wanted to see her eyes light up when she had been fooled.

    The desire to experience the thrill and excitement surged within me, so I embarked on a mission to master this new game I had seen. Quietly watching her every move, biding my time, I had to wait for the perfect moment. She used a red sweat cloth, sometimes putting it in her pocket or on the table.

    Pre-occupied, she placed it on the table, quick as lightning I snatched it off the table without making a sound and hid it with the laundry. Through the cracks I could see her looking about, not remembering where she had last placed it. Placing my hand over my mouth to smother my impending giggles, I had to burst through the door with laughter unable to hold on any longer. She threw her arms around me, scolding me lightly as she kissed me on the top of my head.

    With great dedication I interspersed my day with moments of practice with my new game, practicing with carefully selecting different pockets on my clothing as the covering. Slipping the cloth in and out, slowly, deliberately, deftly memorising the sensations of each movement against my body and at the different angles. Whether it was the secret pocket within my jacket or the concealed compartment within my trousers, I familiarised myself with every angle, ensuring that I could execute the game flawlessly.

    Once I became confident in my abilities, I couldn’t resist the impulse to showcase my magic trick to my mother and the other members of the household. I yearned to witness their astonishment and amazement as I performed my vanishing cloth act. It was a simple yet elegant trick, where my cloth mysteriously disappeared from their own pocket, instead of mine, leaving them bewildered. With great anticipation, I gathered my audience, sensing the air filling with eager anticipation of a whispered child’s trick. As I performed my act, their eyes widened in disbelief at the mastery, their expressions transitioning from confusion to awe. The whole kitchen filled with gasps and delighted laughter, as my little magic show captivated their imagination and brought a moment of wonder into our lives. My simple act of the disappearing red cloth had momentarily transformed the room, creating a brief respite from the harsh reality that surrounded us, lifting us out momentarily from our harsh predicament.

    With my beloved red cloth tucked securely in my pocket, I had been eagerly waiting for the perfect moment to share a private performance with the old lady upstairs. She sleeps most of the time, so I had decided to wait until I bring her a meal with the excuse to wake her. Today was meant to be that day, when I would bring a ray of joy and trickery into her day.

    However, as I stood at the door, my heart sank, sensing the stillness of the room, my eyes widening on seeing that she hadn’t got herself into mother’s bed today. Perhaps the weight of her fragile state had become too much of a burden, preventing her from finding the strength to move. Uncertainty gripped me, and for a brief moment, a part of me hesitated to offer assistance. Like a delicate sapling tree on the verge of snapping, she seemed so vulnerable to the merest touch.

    Placing her bowl of oats near the door, and shoving my cloth deeper into my pocket. I tentatively edged closer, careful not to startle her. But as I reached out to touch her arm, a sour, clinging stench filled the air, rancid and heavy, like spoiled cheese left too long in the sun. My hand recoiled before my mind understood why.

    “Lady, lady, wake up, I have brought food for you,” I whispered, frowning, my eyes narrowing.

    However, instinctively stepping back, my gaze shifted to a dark puddle glistening near her feet. Her skin, once pale as parchment, now held a waxen grey. Something inside me twisted. The stillness of her body, the slackness of her mouth, it was wrong, unmistakably wrong. A sudden urgency took hold of me. I ran.

    I burst into the kitchen, my breath catching as I called for mother. “You must send for the doctor. Quick. Now!” I stammered, my words tumbling over themselves.

    Without hesitation, she wiped her hands on her apron and fled the room, her footsteps hammering up the narrow stairs. She called back for me to stay put, her voice sharp and brittle with alarm.

    Time slowed after that. The kitchen becoming too large, the ticking of the clock sounding impossibly loud. I stared at the pot simmering on the stove, not seeing the contents, the rising steam twisting like ghosts in the air above it. When heavy footsteps finally thundered across the hall above, I straightened, hope leaping in my chest.

    “Is that the doctor already?” I asked when mother appeared in the doorway. Her face was pale but composed, her eyes refusing to meet mine.

    She passed me without pausing, reaching for a wooden spoon as if the world had not altered. “No,” she said softly, her voice thin as thread. “She is without pain now.”

    The words fell between us, quiet but certain, and seemed to hang there like dust caught in a web. I didn’t know what to do with them, where to put them. I watched mother return to her cooking, her movements steady, as if by keeping to her routine she could keep it from seeping into our lives.

    A heaviness settled in my chest. The room smelled of broth and soap and something metallic from the floor above. I couldn’t balance the stillness of the lady upstairs with the clatter of spoons and the bubbling of the pot. Something in me felt different, though I couldn’t name it. After a long silence, I looked up towards the ceiling where the footsteps had been, then back at mother. My voice came out hushed. “How can I show her my new trick then?”

    At first, she didn’t answer. The spoon kept stirring. Then she finally turned, I searched her face for the answer, she smiled softly. “You will understand better when you are older. Death will smile on all of us one day.”

  
    1695

    While my mother had reservations about allowing me to venture out alone into the chaotic streets of London, she was no fool either. She understood that shielding me from the realities of the world would only inhibit my ability for growth and stunt my survival skills. And so, with cautious common sense, she devised a plan to gradually expose me to the life outside. Once a week, a prearranged destination would be diligently set up for me, serving as a task to test my capabilities in performing it.

    Whether it was making a purchase at a store, or from one of the many street vendors, or even delivering the odd letter to a specific address. These little missions were carefully designed to expand my horizons and instil a sense of responsibility within me. The men of our household who were employed had the resources to accommodate such ventures for me. They had understood the importance of this journey in my life, and willingly followed my mother’s request to provide me with these endeavours.

    Mr Henry Watson gave me my first task of delivering a letter for him, merely a folded sheet of paper, that I could have read if I felt inclined to do so. However, he had the effect of making me feel uncomfortable. I could never quite put my finger on the reasoning for this personal sensation, as he is always polite to my mother and treats her with patience and kindness.

    Perhaps it was because he fancied himself as a king, despite his shabby suits and humble circumstances. Clad in a worn suit, he holds himself with an air of righteousness as he leaves for his office each day, leaving his bowl in his room for me to retrieve, even though he makes a point of exiting by the way of the kitchen to farewell mother each morning, However, his grandiose facade belies the reality of his situation. Despite his best efforts in his appearance, not all of his clients can afford to pay on time for his services. He returns each evening, his pockets empty, and although his pride may have been bruised, despite his financial struggles, he continues to carry himself with an air of superiority, refusing to acknowledge the harsh realities of his situation.

    London isa city brimming with possibilities for all mankind; it can also be a treacherous place for anyone, even for the most seasoned traveller. Pickpockets and thieves lurked around every corner, waiting for an opportunity to seize any valuable possession that was not guarded.

    To protect myself, my wits became my soul's trusted companion. And when entrusted with a precious penny for a purchase from Mr Walter, I devised a discreet strategy, by carrying it safely in my mouth, hidden from prying eyes and fingers. Although I relished in witnessing the antics that these rogues undertook in helping themselves to others’ belongings. As it was a true art in itself.

    With every new task, a mix of excitement and unease coursed through me. I approached each with the same thrill of the game as that of the red rag, determined to master its rules. London itself became the board on which I played, its crowded streets my testing ground.

    As soon as I stepped outside, the air changed, thick with the scent of horse and coal, alive with shouts and the rattle of cart wheels. My heart quickened, and the noise and motion filled me with both wonder and defiance.

    Let the game begin, I thought, squaring my shoulders. Each errand, to me, was more than a task; it was a lesson in cunning, patience, and self-reliance. Every encounter, every mistake, taught me how to move through the city without drawing its cruelty too close. I learned to watch faces, to measure tone, to know when to speak and when silence served better.

    I was captivated by the city’s pulse, the living rhythm that seemed to beat through every street and alley. The merchant’s cries rose and tangled in the air, a vibrant symphony of barter and promise. People of every shade and origin hurried past, their words a medley of tongues I had never heard before. After years confined within the same house, I found it intoxicating, London unfolded before me like a great, unruly painting, alive with colour, noise and possibility.

    As I grew more accustomed to the rhythm of these excursions, I started to uncover quaint stores, narrow alleyways, or bustling avenues. Listening in, to engaging conversations with locals sharing snippets of their lives, I embraced that London was not just a maze of danger but also a tapestry of human stories intricately woven together, piece by piece, not only with its presence but also deeply enriched with its past. By the time I returned home each day, my shoes scuffed and pockets empty, I was heavy with pride that no coin could buy.

    The city tested me, but it also began to shape me.

    The streets had become my classroom, moulding me into a stronger, more flexible person than I would have been before. Each task now bolstered my confidence and was performed more quickly than when I had first tentatively started, so allowing me free time to myself for my own self-discoveries.

    Not every street in London is plagued with misery and squalor like ours, although undoubtably, there are many of them that are. Our location, being beyond the city limits, explains the reasoning for the scars of destitution that mar our street. St Giles, with its narrow thoroughfares and dingy lanes, seems to bear the weight of a bleak existence also. And nearby areas such as Turnmill and Clerkenwell further serve as stark reminders of a life lived at the bottom, a life left to dwell in the shadows, is as wretched with misery and squalor as ours.

    The bleak symbol of life at the bottom of these dreary buildings we call home, which stand as festering witnesses to generations of neglect, worn thin by the indifference of the landlords themselves. Their crumbling facades whisper tales of constant decay, hinting at the countless struggles endured within their dilapidated interiors.

    Even the names given to certain streets, such as Rotten Row, Foul Lane, Ragged Row, and Dark Entry, do little to inspire hope for those who venture down them. Instead, they offer a vivid depiction of the hardships one can expect in these areas. Perhaps they exist as an unfortunate truth, painting a sombre picture for the visitors and residents alike.

    In such gloomy settings, there is little incentive provided for improvement or progress. The weight of the environment serves as a constant reminder of the challenges faced by those who call these streets their home. As my mother slowly taught me, the voices of those who call these places home should never be silenced, as they function for those who dwelled there.

    In ancient London, so called a city marked by the devastating Great Fire, the streets are paved with sizable pebbles, creating a surface that remained uneven and far from smooth on any given day. These thoroughfares feature a central gutter, a constant reminder of the city’s struggle to control the flow of waste and water.

    On the primary streets, footpaths are paved with flat stones, yet they didn’t have the forethought to raise them above the roadway, which would have provided some respite from the mud. It is here that a delicate dance is played out, as pedestrians and carriages share the same path, each having to yield to the other. Of course, they were purposely placed for the pedestrians; however, it makes for a smoother ride for the passengers in the carriage. For my part, I learned quickly to straddle the centre, discreetly avoiding everyone’s path in an effort to avoid any untimely accidents. In these crowded streets, London carried both the vibrant pulse and the ever-present peril of life itself.

    Growing up amidst this crowded city, where familiarity bred acceptance, I found myself perplexed by the protests and complaints of visitors and foreigners about the city’s smell and stench. The pungent scent of London is an integral part of its character, woven into the patchwork of everyday life. It is a scent mingled with history, with the distant echoes of its struggles and triumphs. Nobody has ever remembered there being a time when it was not ever being there. It would be like questioning a day without light; it is something that just is.

    The drains, conductors for a medley of human waste, butcher’s sweepings, horse dung, blood, entrails, and the remnants of small animal carcasses, not to mention every imaginable type of urine, create an intricate web beneath the streets and in the gutters. And while it may have seemed like it came from a stagnant cesspool to those unfamiliar with the running of our city, to me, it is alive and ever-flowing.

    The secret to navigating the city’s scent would be to refrain from lingering foolishly, sniffing the air like connoisseurs of filth. Newcomers must adapt and move with purpose, for time wasted meant that any grievances carried less weight amidst the ceaseless ebb and flow of the city. London’s scent is not one to be savoured or analysed; it is a reminder of the intricate system that supported life in this far-widening important city of ours, a testament to endurance and the ability to adapt.

    Mainly, cattle are fattened up near Islington until they are sold primarily to buyers near Smithfield and Pudding Lane. The byproducts from these butchers are supposed to be transported to the river piers and unloaded into boats before being emptied out into the middle for the fish to feed upon.

    Unfortunately, it is not rare to find the waste blocking up the drains intended for only human waste. So, on a warm day, the numerous farm animals at the ends of these streets generate an invisible and putrid haze that can singe the hairs in your nostrils. I have mentally made a note of this area so as not to return unless it involves a great deal of money.

    As the first light, when the sky began to pale, my mother would rise from her bed and start her day with a purpose. Sometimes, while she thought I was off busy somewhere or still asleep, I would slip from the room and out into the street. The air at that hour felt

    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
  