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DECEMBER 1914

CARRIE DOBBS SHIVERED as she stepped out of the basement lobby. She inhaled a deep breath then sighed, releasing clouds of vapour into the night air before gently shutting the door behind her. Pulling her woollen shawl firmly around her shoulders, she wrapped her arms around herself to keep out the sharp cold. Climbing the five worn stone steps that led up to the pavement, the ones she ascended just once a week, she opened the black wrought iron gate which gave a familiar squeal, and stepped up onto the pavement. The gate swung back into position behind her and closed with a comforting click against the railings. She looked down at her feet and marvelled at the grey flagstones, so ordinary in the daylight, but now overlaid in an intricate lace of frost, and glistening with reflected light from the yellow orbs of the streetlamps edging the path. She walked to the centre of the pavement, the pale grey skirt of her uniform skimming the path, and looked up at the imposing house on the tree-lined street. Heavy curtains were pulled across every window, a warm blush glow from the lamps inside penetrating the lavish ruby-red velvet. She looked away, a wave of loneliness and despair sweeping over her taking her breath away. Lifting her gaze reluctantly back to the house where she had served as a maid for two years, tears pooled in her eyes. She brushed them away with the back of her knitted fingerless glove, then turned gloomily away from the house and began the two and a half mile walk home. 

A swirling mist had settled around the tops of the streetlamps and she pulled the brown chenille tasselled shawl even tighter around her slim shoulders. As she reached the corner of Nightingale Lane, white-hot sparks from the chestnut seller’s brazier pierced the darkness. The embers fell from the brazier in a shower, and sizzled as they made contact with the frozen flagstones. Carrie smiled, her spirits lifting as the delicious smell of roasted chestnuts floated down the street towards her.

The seller glanced up as she walked towards him, recognition crossing his face. He picked up a trowel and shovelled a scoop of chestnuts into a brown paper bag, holding them out to her. ‘Here you are, Carrie. They’ll warm you right through. It’s flippin’ freezin’ tonight.’

She smiled at him and shook her head. ‘Not tonight, Joe. They smell so good they’re making my mouth water, but I can’t afford it. It’s rent man night, and we’ve got just about enough with the wages from Dad and me.’

He pulled a comical face which made her laugh. ‘Have them anyway. My good deed for the day. Oh, go on,’ he said, pushing them on to her. ‘I might not get the chance to do it again.’

She stared at him. ‘Have you been called up?’

He shrugged. ‘Not exactly, they’re not calling up yet, but me and some of me mates want to do our bit. You’ll have to get your chestnuts from someone else from now on. This is my last week. I leave for France on Sunday.’

‘Oh, Joe. You must be so scared. And what about your family? Christmas is just around the corner.’

‘Not scared exactly. It’s important some of us older ones put ourselves forward, for King and country. Look how many lads have already gone. I can’t turn my back on them no matter how much I’ll miss the kids.’

She leant forward and kissed his cheek. ‘Good luck, Joe. I’ll be thinking of you and all the other boys who’ve had to leave their loved ones. Stay safe. I’ll try and pop in to see your Molly and the nippers over Christmas. Just to say hello, and maybe take them a few bits from the ‘ouse if I can get them.’ 

‘That would be so good of you, Carrie. My Molly’s so worried. She don’t want me to go. Says she don’t know how she’s going to make ends meet with the bit we’ll get. I’ll be sending her what I can, but only the good Lord knows if it’ll be enough. We’re living on scraps as it is and that’s before rationing.’

‘I know. Everyone’s having to tighten their belts what with the war an’ all, although it hasn’t affected everyone the same.’ She rolled her eyes and inclined her head towards the palatial houses. ‘I’ll do what I can, Joe. I promise.’

He smiled warmly at her. ‘I know you will, Carrie. You’re a good’un you are.’

She continued her journey down the frosted streets, her hands clasped around the bag of hot chestnuts. It gave her comfort, the heat from the chestnuts penetrating her woollen gloves, but it didn’t lift her heavy heart. She thought about Joe’s wife and three children. The youngest was only a few months old and she knew there was a chance he might not see them again. It’s so sad, she thought. So very sad.

As she neared her home, the scenery gradually changed. The well-maintained lanes with their grand houses and imposing entrances were gradually replaced by grim, tenement filled streets, patrolled by small gatherings of unkempt children, unfed and uncared for, their noses running with snot and their faces unwashed of the grime of the dirty streets. Their thin cheeks were bright red and nipped with the cold. None of them wore a coat, and a few didn’t have shoes. Shoes were a luxury most parents could ill-afford. 

She heard some of the children coughing, the rasping hoop of tuberculosis or bronchitis infected lungs punctuating the screams of laughter as they fought to get their breath in the damp air. A few of the girls pushed battered prams made from orange boxes, the latest additions to their parents constantly increasing broods hidden amongst the dirty blankets. The babies cried for their mothers, wondering when their next meal would be, their tiny bellies craving milk. Their cries were ignored by the other children whose attentions were directed towards having as much fun as possible away from the reprimands of their parents, who neither worried nor cared as long as their offspring were out of sight. Women stood on the corners of the streets; some were as “rough as ‘ouses” as Carrie’s mother would often say when she was on a rant, but some were ordinary women who didn’t know where the next meal would come from, and had to get money to feed their kids somehow. Their bodies were all they had left to trade with, and Carrie blessed herself as she walked by them, giving them a wide berth, praying she would never be in the same position.

She shook her head, the contrast of the two worlds she occupied not lost on her. She realised that the disparity between the two was a secret given up more readily when night closed in. Nightingale Lane was unashamedly opulent, the brightly lit glass Tilly lamps, decorated with crystals, shone through sparkling windows. The pristine facades with gleaming black front doors fronting the lavish home were occupied by luxuriously dressed residents whose lives were relatively untouched by the war. They never went without a meal; the pantry at number ninety-nine was testament to that. It was always well-stocked with everything anyone could wish for, and more besides, things Carrie hadn’t even heard of and definitely didn’t want to eat, no matter how hungry she got. 

She stopped when she got to the corner, watching as a mother dragged her child into a slum, clipping his ear as he went. Here was her street. The gut-wrenching smell of boiled tripe and cabbage, mixed with the throat burning odour from the tanning factory where her brothers worked, was constantly on the air surrounding the dirty streets, all of them infected with neglect. The overwhelming and seemingly ingrained poverty and apathy of its residents lowered her spirits even further.

She thought of her home, picturing the scene in her mind’s eye. Her mother, Florrie, would be in the scullery, with its unadorned painted brick walls and faded curtain, once brightly coloured and hung with pride, suspended from a piece of fraying string fastened across the doorway into their tiny living room. Then she’d lean over the old range, putting together a meal with whatever she could afford to spare from the scant income Arthur, Carrie’s father, brought in from his job unloading the boats anchored at St. Katherine Dock. 

Her older sister, Elsie, would be sewing by candlelight, squinting in the gloom, making clothes for her baby expected in January; her husband, Len, a man who didn’t inspire trust, apparently called up to fight in France. At least it’s what he’d told them. 

Her brothers, Tom and Alfie would likely be at work in the tanning factory. Too young to join up, she knew if the war went on much longer, it wouldn’t be long before it was their turn to leave their home and everything they knew. She hoped and prayed that the war would be over long before then. After nearly five months of war, the government would have them all believe the war would be over by Christmas. The front pages of the newspapers continued to tell their readers that ‘Our Boys Will Be Home for Christmas’. They need to get a move on, she thought. Christmas is only three weeks away. 

Her thoughts went back to the houses in Nightingale Lane. Some of them were already decorated with Christmas trees shimmering in the windows, and many heralded the arrival of the festive season with ornate wreaths of holly and dried citrus fruits displayed on the front doors.

As she stepped off the pavement, an army truck turned into the street, passing her before she got to the other side. In the back, behind a divided tarpaulin sheet that flapped open as the truck rumbled over the cobbles, were five young men. A couple of them looked as though they should have been at home with their mothers, not dressed in the now familiar uniform on their way to the fighting fields of France. Carrie shivered as she glimpsed their pale faces. She knew their brave expressions belied their quivering hearts as they travelled into the unknown.
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SHE CONTINUED WALKING down Hanbury Street until she got to a shabby front door, painted brown as all the doors in the street were. Carrie took a deep breath and pushed against the door which dropped slightly as she opened it, scraping against the floor as she went into the gloomy hallway.

‘Is that you?’ a voice called out.

‘Yes, Mum.’ 

‘Are you late?’

Carrie hung up her coat and briefly closed her eyes, swallowing hard. ‘I don’t know. Am I?’

Florrie was in the living room, clearing the table of Elsie’s fabric and threads.

‘Mum,’ Elsie cried. ‘I’ll do it. Look, I’ve lost me place now.’

‘Well, Dad will be home in a minute. He’ll want his dinner on the table after the hours he’ll have put in. Come on, Elsie, you’ve been at it all day. I don’t know what’s taking you so long, my girl. You’ll have to be a bit quicker at things than that when that baby comes. It won’t wait for what it wants as and when it suits you, particularly if it’s a boy.’

‘You only had to say.’ Elsie glanced across to Carrie and rolled her eyes. ‘What is it, anyway? For dinner I mean.’

‘Can you not smell it? Tripe and onions, and suet pudding and golden sugar for afters. And make the most of it. The food shortages are coming and it’ll be even worse than it is now. I don’t know what we’ll do for Christmas, what with there not being much about. What little there is, is so expensive. Someone’s making money out of us. It’s always the working people what suffer the most.’ She glanced at Carrie. ‘I expect the Sterns are all right. If you could eat there more often it would be a great help, Carrie. It’s a good job you’re in work, my girl, although only God knows how long that’ll carry on for. And when Alfie and Tom go off to war we’ll have even less coming in.’ Tears at the thought of her sons going to war filled her eyes, and she wiped them away with her pinafore, then blew her not inconsiderable nose loudly on the floral fabric.

Carrie held the still warm chestnuts out to her mother. 

‘We could have these with our suet, Mum.’

Florrie snatched the bag from her. ‘Chestnuts? What’re you wasting money on bloody chestnuts for, our Carrie? For goodness sake, girl, we don’t need chestnuts. We’ve got rent to pay.’

‘I didn’t spend anything. Joe gave them to me. He’s joined up. I think he just wanted to do something nice before he left.’

Florrie’s expression of annoyance fell from her face. ‘Oh, well, in that case. That’s different, that is.’

Elsie pushed herself off of the chair by the fireside and placed her precious baby garments into a wicker sewing box. 

‘Dunno what you’re worrying about. If there’s no food around to be bought it don’t matter how much money we’ve got.’

‘We still have to pay the rent. And buy coal,’ said Florrie. ‘You won’t want to bring your little mite home to a cold house, will you? Tut, I dunno. Makes you wonder what the point is of bringing more babies into this world. I hope it’s a girl you have, our Elsie. I couldn’t bear to think of another of our boys going off to war.’

Elsie turned her head and looked at her mother crossly. ‘For goodness sake, Mum. It won’t go on that long. They said it’ll be all over by Christmas. For God’s sake, stop worrying. Len will be home by the time this one comes along, he’ll make sure of it, and he’ll help us,’ she said smiling to herself. ‘He’s clever is my Len. We won’t go short then. He knows how to get money.’ She rubbed her bump protectively.

‘That’s as maybe,’ said Florrie. ‘And I don’t want to know where Len West gets his money from. It’s bound to be dodgy, knowing him. He’s got his fingers in too many pies, that one. He wants to be careful he don’t get ‘em burnt. And anyway. Who said? Who said it’ll be over by Christmas. It’ll be one of the shortest wars in history if it is. I don’t trust ‘em. They’ll say anything to keep our mouths shut.’ Florrie glanced at Carrie. ‘You’re quiet tonight.’ She frowned. ‘Not coming down with anything, are you? We can’t afford to have you off of work, Carrie. We need every ha’penny.’

Carrie shook her head. ‘No, I’m just a bit tired. Mrs Stern had us spring cleaning again this week.’

‘Spring cleaning? In the winter? What’s wrong with the woman?’

‘They’ve got guests staying at Christmas. She said she wanted the house to look like a new pin.’

Elsie lifted her chin. ‘Bloody ‘ell, it’s all right for some. I’d feel lucky if I had an old pin. Guests indeed. I suppose Her Ladyship’s got a Christmas tree up already.’ 

Carrie nodded. ‘And you should see what they’ve got in the pantry. I don’t know where they get it all from. Some of it I’ve never even heard of.’

‘Connections,’ said Florrie, pulling a, “don’t argue with me” face. ‘That’s how they do it. They’re a family with connections. They know all the right people. It’s because Conrad Stern’s something big somewhere, you mark my words. He’s not a man to be argued with. And his wife’s not much better I’ll be bound.’ She glanced at Carrie. ‘Couldn’t you hide some of what’s in their pantry under your coat, Carrie, before you come ‘ome? They wouldn’t miss any of it would they? They probably haven’t got a clue what’s in there. People like that...they never do know what they’ve got. I shouldn’t think they’ve ever looked in the sodding pantry. Probably don’t even know what one is. It won’t mean anything to them but it’d mean everything to us. Maybe we could have a Christmas after all.’

Before Carrie could answer Arthur pushed the front door open, rubbing his hands together to bring life back into them. He went across to the fire and stood in front of it, then turned and warmed his backside.

‘Brr, it’s bloody cold out there. What a day we’ve had down at the docks. That Frederick Day from Bucks Row had a pallet fall on his leg. He’ll never work at the docks again, poor sod. Reckon that leg of his is finished. Crushed like eggshell it was. ‘Orrible. Blood everywhere. He’ll probably have to have it off. I’ve never heard anyone scream like that before.’

‘He’s got kids, hasn’t he?’ said Florrie quietly, all of her previous vehemence fading in the knowledge of Arthur’s workmate’s accident.

Arthur nodded. ‘Four, and one on the way. God knows what they’ll do. The only compensation I can think of is that he won’t be called up, but they could very well starve. It’s a bad business.’

Florrie beckoned him to the table. ‘Well, you make sure it don’t happen to you, Arthur Dobbs. You need both your legs and your arms, an’ all. Now, you come and have your tea. You look like death warmed up.’

‘Charming! What is it?’

‘Tripe and onions.’

He sat at the table and looked at her aghast. ‘Again?’

Florrie went into the scullery to get the pot of tripe. ‘Oh, now, don’t start complaining, Arthur.  It’s all I could get and at least it’s hot. Look, I’ve made some bread to dip into the liquor. That’ll proper fill you up that will.’

Arthur sighed. ‘I’m not complaining, Florrie. It’s not your fault, love. Blame the Bosch, although they’re probably eating worse than we are.’

‘Serves ‘em right,’ said Florrie. ‘It’s what they get for being difficult.’

Arthur threw back his head and laughed, and Carrie and Elsie giggled. ‘Difficult?’ he cried. ‘Bloody ‘ell, Florrie. I think they’re being a bit more than difficult, sweet’eart. You say some funny things, you really do. Better ‘ope it don’t get ever so bad. Don’t know what you’d say then. Difficult indeed.’ 

Elsie and Carrie joined him at the table, and Florrie put steaming plates in front of them. Elsie tucked into hers with relish, and Florrie was pleased with herself that she’d managed to feed her family on very little. 

Carrie looked down at her plate. The folds of grey, rubbery tripe began to nauseate her and she pushed her plate away. ‘I’m sorry, Mum. I’m not hungry.’

Arthur glanced across at her, frowning. ‘You been eating at the Stern’s again? You get decent food there, don’t you? I’m glad at least one member of this family is doing all right.’

‘I had something before I came home. You can share this between Tom and Alfie. They’re always starving no matter how much you give them. They can have my share of bread too.’

Arthur patted her hand. ‘You’re a good girl. Always thinking about other people.’

Carrie smiled. ‘I might take a bowl of hot water upstairs and have a wash before the boys come in. Is that all right, Mum?’

‘Course it is, love. You go on up. You’re looking a bit peaky tonight. That Stern woman works you and them other girls far too hard. An early night will do you good. What time you startin’ tomorrow?’

‘Er, usual time.’

Carrie took the knitted cloth that hung inside the inglenook and wrapped it around the handle of the huge kettle hanging in the fireplace, black from age and use. She carried it into the scullery and poured boiling water into a chipped enamel bowl, then filled the kettle again and returned it to the hanger. She knew never to leave the kettle unfilled, or leave without hanging it in front of the fire. 

Holding the edge of the bowl in both hands she negotiated the narrow wooden stairs, careful not to spill any of the boiling hot liquid. Upstairs, there were two rooms, one for her and Elsie, the other for Florrie and Arthur. The boys slept downstairs, one on the sofa made up into a bed, the other on a mattress they kept under the stairs which they took in turns to use, the mattress on the floor being the more comfortable of the two. Carrie went into the small, sparsely furnished room, and put the bowl down on a wooden dresser, then opened the one drawer allocated to her and retrieved a flannel, a small bar of lavender scented soap and a hairbrush.

She undressed in the freezing cold room where ice had gathered on the inside of the window and began to wash, enjoying the warmth of the hot water that steamed up the foxed mirror sitting on the old-fashioned chest of drawers, and breathed in the calming scent of lavender. When she was finished she pulled a clean flannelette nighty over her head and wrapped a pink knitted shawl around her shoulders. 

She got into the bed she shared with Elsie and pulled the covers up to her chin. The embroidered cotton pillowcase was cool against her cheek, and she closed her eyes and sighed. When she was downstairs with the others she could forget the thing that had played on her mind for weeks, but every time she tried to sleep it came hurtling back to her. Even when she was asleep she would dream of it. 

She opened her eyes and stared at the wall, following the large split in the chipped plaster that went from the ceiling to the floor, thinking there was nothing like it at the Stern house where everything was perfect and beautiful. She couldn’t imagine Mrs. Stern ever deigning to enter a room like the bedroom Carrie shared with Elsie, let alone their house in Hanbury Street which might as well be a million miles away from Nightingale Lane. Probably doesn’t even realise places like this exist, she thought.

There was a soft rap on the bedroom door and she sat up.

‘Who is it?’

‘It’s Tommy.’

She relaxed back against the pillows. ‘Come in then.’

A tall, fair-haired lad entered the room, and Carrie gestured for him to shut the door. He closed it quietly and sat on the end of the bed. He stared at her as if waiting for her to say something, but she just looked down and played with the tassels on her shawl.

He tutted and shook his head. ‘Well?’

She glanced up at him, her eyes dark. ‘Well, what?’

He stared at her and his jaw hardened. ‘Come on, Carrie. Has anything happened?’ She shook her head and he bit his lip. ‘What’re you going to do?’ 

‘I don’t know. I don’t want to think about it.’

‘But Carrie...’

She held her hand up to stop him. ‘I know, Tommy. I know.’

‘Maybe you’re ill.’

‘It’s making me feel bloody ill, I can tell you, worrying about it all the time. I wish I could forget about it. I wish it would just go away, but it doesn’t matter what I’m doing it’s still there. Anyway, you shouldn’t be worrying about me. You should be thinking about yourself. You’re nearly sixteen. They’ll start calling up soon and you’ll forget all about me, I can assure you. You’ll have far more important things to think about.’ They both went quiet.

‘Is it a baby?’ he whispered.

She nodded, the corners of her mouth turned down. ‘I think so?’

‘How far is it?’

‘Three months.’ 

His mouth dropped open. ‘You’ll have to tell Mum and Dad, Carrie. And you’ll have to tell him.’

‘They’ll find out soon enough. And I’m hoping he’ll stand by me. It takes two, doesn’t it, to make a baby. I didn’t do it on me own.’ 

He blushed to the roots of his hair, and looked away, embarrassed. ‘Well, when you put it like that.’

‘I do put it like that. We made this baby between us and we’re both equally responsible for it.’

‘D’you think he’ll see it like that? Why are you so sure about him? And what about his family. They’re not like us, are they? They wouldn’t understand how we live. They’re different. They’ve got money and...and things. They live in a great big house. They’re even a different religion.’

‘And what religion are we exactly?’

‘C of E, aren’t we? We used to go to the church near Hanbury Street when we were kids. Mum used to take us, make us go even when we didn’t want to.’

‘And when was the last time you went there and listened to the sermon, and prayed, and sang hymns out of a hymn book?’

He shook his head. ‘Can’t remember.’

‘Exactly. So what difference is it going to make?’

‘It might make a difference to them.’ 

She shrugged and looked away, and he wondered if she’d fly at him when he said what he was going to say. 

‘I want you to tell Mum and Dad...before you tell him.’

She glanced back at him. ‘I’m not telling them yet, and it’s got nothing to do with you,’ she said, pointing her finger at him. ‘It’s none of your business. Don’t make me wish I hadn’t told you.’

He got up and stood by the door. ‘If you don’t tell them, I will. I’ll tell them you’ve got a bun in the oven. You need them, Carrie. You need your family, and you need Mum and Dad. He’s not family. You work for his parents, and...and he should have known better. I know I’m only fifteen, but even I know that. He’s used you.’

‘Tom! Please don’t. I’ll tell them when I’m ready.’

‘No, Carrie. Tell them now, or I will.’
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THE FLAMES IN THE GRATE suddenly flared, and a hissing sound came from the blocks of wood Arthur had thrown on the fire, bits of rough timber scavenged from a derelict building site near the docks. Carrie swallowed hard and glanced at Tom. He didn’t move. They stood in front of their parents like two naughty schoolchildren waiting to be punished for some minor misdemeanour or other. Florrie and Arthur stared at Carrie in disbelief, then Florrie’s eyes narrowed.

‘So, you’re telling us you’re in the family way?’ 

Carrie nodded. ‘Yes.’

‘And Johan Stern is the father?’

‘Yes.’

‘And you’re three months gone?’

Carrie took a deep breath. ‘Yes,’ she answered, her voice almost a whisper. Arthur looked at Florrie and shook his head. He got up from his fireside chair and took the kettle into the scullery, where he put two cups and saucers on the dresser. He spooned two small scoops of tealeaves into a teapot and poured boiling water onto them, replacing the chipped lid. He stared vacantly at the teapot as if waiting for it to provide a solution to all the ills that seemed to befall his family. After a minute he lifted the lid and stirred the infusion, replacing the lid again. He poured the tea into the cups, then stirred two generous spoons of condensed milk from a tin into each.

Carrie leant back slightly and peered through the curtain dividing the sitting room from the scullery. She watched her father’s methodical making of the tea, observed him moving about the compact scullery as though automated. Her heart clenched with sorrow. I’ve let him down, she thought. I’ve really let him down.

Arthur came through the curtain holding the cups and saucers and passed one to Florrie before sitting next to the fire.

‘Drink that, Florrie. I think you need it. I know I do.’

Florrie sipped the hot tea, then looked up at Carrie. ‘So, what are you going to do?’

Carrie stared at her. Was this all her mother had to say? ‘I don’t...I don’t know. I hadn’t got that far.’ Her eyes went to her father who said nothing. ‘I s’pose I’ll have to find somewhere to live, won’t I, until Johan and I decide what to do.’

‘That’s quite a name, isn’t it?’ said Arthur at last. ‘Johan.’ His eyes met hers for the first time. ‘Does he know?’

She clutched her hands behind her back and looked down at her feet. ‘No.’

Arthur sighed. ‘Y’know Carrie, I thought you of all people had more sense. You’re seventeen and unmarried. And now you’ve got a bun in the oven. Do you think he’ll want to marry you, a scullery maid who works for his parents? You’re the lowest of the low as far as he’s concerned. He’s used you, Carrie, and you’ve brought that trouble ‘ome.’

‘Johan loves me.’

‘Does he?’ Arthur laid his cup and saucer in the hearth and leaned back in his chair, folding his arms across his chest. ‘And what about his parents. Do they love you? Do you honestly think they’ll allow him to marry someone like you? They’re Jewish, Carrie. They mix with people the same as them. They’ll want him to marry one of his own kind.’

‘But I’m carrying his child.’

‘Says you,’ said Florrie.

Carrie bristled at her mother’s inference. ‘What d’you mean by that?’

‘It’s your word against theirs. That child you’re carrying could be anyone’s...some little snot-nose wharf-rat working on the docks.’ Arthur looked at her and frowned. ‘Sorry, Arthur. You know I didn’t mean it like that, but you know full well what I’m saying.’ Florrie’s voice got louder. ‘Wake up, Carrie, for goodness sake. You can’t tell him you’re pregnant. If you do you’ll bring shame down on this family. You’ll lose your job for definite because they’ll have you out on your ear and that’ll be that. No job, no money, and a heap of shame brought down on all of us, including Elsie and your brothers. We might be the people who do the jobs no one else wants to do, and we might not have a penny to bless ourselves with, but what we have got is our dignity, and you’re not taking that away from us, let me tell you that, my girl.’

‘I have to tell him,’ cried Carrie. ‘He has a right to know he’s to become a father.’

‘He won’t want to know, yer stupid girl. If you want to stay under our roof for the foreseeable, you’ll do as we say. You will not tell him. You will not. I will not have this family’s good name dragged through the mud because you didn’t have the good sense to keep yourself clean. I mean it, Carrie. Don’t come up against me on this. I know what I’m talking about.’

Carrie looked up at Tommy, hoping for support, but his head was bent and he’d closed his eyes. She nudged his arm to get his attention, then frowned at him, wondering why he didn’t speak up in her defence. He shook his head and looked sad, but said nothing. 

‘I won’t be able to stay at Nightingale Lane forever, will I?’ she said to her parents. ‘I’ll start to show and then the game will be up. Surely if Johan knows about the baby we can make a home. Him and me. And the baby. And we can get married and...the family...you won’t lose any dignity because no one will be any the wiser.’

Florrie left her chair and took her cup and saucer into the scullery. Carrie heard her drop them into the water in the washing-up bowl, then open the scullery door and go out to the yard where the outhouse was. Her eyes went to Arthur. She knew he’d always had a soft spot for her. She hoped he would see it from her point of view, but he simply lit his pipe, leaned forward in the chair and stared morosely into the fire. 

Carrie knew she’d lost. She hadn’t known what to expect from her family when she told them; she knew they wouldn’t be as happy for her as they’d been for Elsie, Elsie was married, but she thought they’d take her under their wing, find a solution and support her plan to be with Johan. She stood quietly next to Tom as the fire continued to flicker orange light into the room like Morse code. The silence was unbearable, and she felt the nausea that had woken her in the early hours for the past few weeks swirling around in her stomach, threatening to put in an appearance. 

She hesitated, then walked towards the stairs leading off the sitting room. She put a foot on the bottom step, and before going upstairs turned and looked back at Tom. He was rooted to the spot, his head down, his hands pushed deep into his pockets. 

‘Tom.’ He looked up at her and she was shocked to see that his eyes were full of tears. She smiled at him and put her head to one side. ‘Come and talk to me.’

He nodded and followed her up the stairs. ‘I’m sorry, Carrie,’ he whispered. ‘I didn’t know it would go like that. I thought they’d help you, y’know, tell you what to do.’

‘They did tell me what to do.’

They went into the bedroom and Carrie scrambled under the covers, shivering with the cold. Tom sat on the bed and wrapped the eiderdown around his shoulders, pulling his knees up to his chest. 

‘What will you do? Will you tell Johan?’

‘I don’t think I have a choice, do I? You heard what they said. If I tell him I’m out of here. Where the hell would I go?’

‘D’you love him?’

She nodded, and then a thought occurred to her. ‘You haven’t told Alfie, have you? Tell me you haven’t told him.’

He shook his head, then looked pointedly at her stomach. ‘But he’ll notice, won’t he, when you start to get bigger? He might be young, but he’s not stupid. Everyone will notice eventually.’

She nodded and stared off into the distance. ‘Yeah. Everyone will notice eventually.’
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CARRIE ROSE FROM HER kneeling position in front of the grate and rubbed her hand across her forehead, leaving a smear of gritty black charcoal on her skin. It was the fifth grate she had cleared, prepared, and lit that morning. 

She looked at the gilt clock on the mantelpiece. It was not yet six, and still dark outside. She put both hands on the small of her back and stretched. At five months pregnant her body had begun to change, and she wondered how long she would be able to disguise her swelling stomach. At home she could relax about her developing body; the whole family knew about her pregnancy and who the father was. All had been sworn to secrecy. 

Every female member of staff at Nightingale Lane was expected to wear a plain grey long-sleeved dress, a white apron, white sleeve protectors; black for messy jobs, and a white bonnet that must cover the hair completely, the uniform that marked them out from their employers. The grey dress was changed every three days, the white cotton pinafore, bonnet and protectors, every day. The apron covered a multitude of sins, successfully concealing the roundness of her belly. Florrie had let out the seams of her grey dress until there was no more fabric left.

Being a maid for the Sterns meant Carrie must sleep-in at Nightingale Lane six days out of seven. The sixth day she could go home in the evening. The following day was her day off but she had to back at Nightingale Lane in time to help with the hot, milky toddies the family had before they went to bed. She rose at five every morning, poured water from a jug into a bowl in the bedroom, dressed hastily in the icy room, and went downstairs to the huge kitchen. There, she would light the hob on the cooking range ready for Mrs. Coyle the cook so she could begin the breakfast preparations at six, and prepare breakfast trays for Mrs Stern and her eldest daughter, Olivia, who ate their first meal of the day in their bedrooms. 
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IN THE DRAWING ROOM, sitting room, and study, she would draw the curtains and check the rooms were in good order; in the dining room she would set the table for Mr Stern, Johan, and the two younger girls, Liliana and Rachel. After all this was completed, she would clean the grates and build and light the fires in each room, the job she hated most of all.

The four overnight maids shared two rooms in the attic of the house. The rooms were plain with dark green utility iron beds covered in a white sheet, grey blanket and pale green eiderdown. The girls shared a dresser and a washstand, jug and bowl. There was also a tiny table between the beds to give them a semblance of separation, a kind of boundary between them indicating their own small allocated space. The maids’ shifts were on rotation, but every other week, Carrie would share the attic room with her best friend, Pearl. This was the shift she loved the most because it meant she could spend time with her closest friend. 

Their shifts usually finished at about eleven-thirty by which time all the Sterns had retired, then Carrie and Pearl would run up four flights of back stairs to the top of the house where they would swiftly undress, giggling, and shivering with the cold, jumping into bed as soon as they could. When they had snuffed out the candle on the dresser, the only source of light for their room, they would snuggle under the covers and talk into the early hours, whispering their innermost secrets to each other, telling each other of their dreams and aspirations. 

‘I’ll probably marry William,’ Pearl said one night. ‘And have loads of babies.’

‘Is it what you want, Pearl?’ Carrie had asked her.

Pearl nodded. ‘Why would I want anything else? He’s already asked me. We’re sort of engaged.’

Carrie had grinned at her through the darkness, and they’d each reached out into the cold and held hands across the divide between the beds. ‘I’m so happy for you, Pearl. Will you have a party?’

Pearl laughed. ‘No...no party, but I don’t care. Me mum can’t afford anything like that, but as long as William and I are together, it’s all that counts.’

Carrie wanted to ask her a question, but didn’t want to spoil her happiness. She looked at her friend and wondered if she envied her. She and Johan were so close, yet they couldn’t announce their relationship like Pearl and William. Johan had said it wasn’t the right time; that they should wait until he could speak to his parents about her. Well she had waited, and they didn’t seem to be any nearer to the “right time”. Perhaps Johan will ask me to get engaged, she thought. We could have a double wedding with Pearl and William.

‘I know what you’re thinking, Carrie’ said Pearl. ‘William’s chosen to go and fight, but if the war ends when they say it will, we’ll get married when he comes home. I’m sure it won’t be long. We’ve got it all planned. We’ll marry at St. Mary’s Church in Whitechapel. It’s where me Ma and Pa were married. We’re having pink roses and cream peonies because they’re my favourite. I want an ivory dress made of silk, and a veil with a rose headdress.’

She lowered her eyes, then looked back at Carrie. ‘Will you be my bridesmaid, Carrie? I would love it if you would say yes.’

Carrie squeezed her hand. ‘Oh, Pearl, of course I’ll be your bridesmaid. You’re my best friend. I’d be honoured.’
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THAT NIGHT, WHEN CARRIE and Pearl went up to their attic room, Carrie didn’t take the stairs two at a time as she usually did, but ascended the stairs gradually, her breath coming in short bursts. Pearl glanced back at her and frowned.

‘You okay, Carrie? You’re not ill, are you?’

Carrie shook her head. ‘No, I’m alright. I just feel tired. It’s been really busy in the house today. Mrs Coyle’s been on my back all day. Don’t know what’s wrong with her. Reckon she’s going through the change.’

Pearl shrugged. ‘Christ, I reckon she went through that years ago. She must be sixty if she’s a day. And if she ain’t, she bloody-well looks it.’

Once inside the room Carrie sat on the bed and wondered how she would find the strength to get up again at five the next morning. She’d started to struggle with the early mornings. Pearl placed the candle on the dresser and got undressed.

‘Jesus Save Us, it’s like an igloo in here. I’ll be glad when the better weather comes,’ she gasped. ‘I’ve never known it so cold. I wish the Sterns would put one of those little paraffin heaters up here. They can’t know how cold it is.’

Carrie laughed. ‘You say that every week. Of course they don’t know how cold it is up here, how could they? They’ve never set foot in this room, and they don’t care neither. They’re all nice and warm down there because we make sure they are. As snug as bugs in a rug. Not like us, shaking like jellies.’ She waited for Pearl to get into bed then blew out the candle before taking off her dress. She wanted to tell Pearl about the baby, but hadn’t yet found the courage and she wondered what Florrie would say if she found out she’d let on. Getting undressed for bed after her shift had become a nightmare. 

Pearl had noticed Carrie had changed her routine, and she leaned up on her elbow, a frown knotting her brows. 

‘Why do you do that?’

Carrie frowned at her in the darkness, pretending not to know what she meant. Her breath caught in her throat. ‘Do what?’

‘Blow the candle out before you get undressed. You never used to.’

Carrie frowned. ‘Didn’t I?’

Pearl sat up in bed. ‘You know you didn’t. What’s going on, Carrie. You’ve been different the last couple of weeks...y’know, a bit distant. Is it because I said William and me was getting married? I’ll always be your friend y’know. We’ll always be best friends, won’t we?’

Tears welled in Carrie’s eyes. She wanted nothing more than to tell Pearl how worried and upset she was, and how the thought of giving birth frightened the life out of her. Her family had forbidden her to speak about it to anyone else, but she was fit to bursting with it and she needed someone to confide in other than Tom. 

Pearl was her closest friend. Telling her would be alright, Carrie knew she could trust her. She relit the candle, placing it on the little table separating their beds and sat down, warming her hands between her knees. 

‘I’m pregnant, Pearl,’ she whispered.

Pearl’s mouth dropped open. She stared at Carrie in shock. ‘Pregnant? Wha...what do you mean? How did that happen?’ Carrie looked at her and raised her eyebrows. ‘Well, alright I know how. But, Carrie you don’t even have a boyfriend. You spend all your own time at home with your Ma and Pa.’ 

Pearl got out of bed, ignoring the cold, and sat next to Carrie. She put an arm around her shoulders.

‘Let me see.’

‘No, Pearl. I’m embarrassed.’

‘But are you sure, Carrie. Maybe you’ve made a mistake. You’re so young, you could have got it wrong, you know. Let me see.’

‘I’m only a year younger than you. I’m not an idiot.’

‘No, course you’re not. I wasn’t saying that.’ Pearl lifted Carrie’s dress to her waist, then gently lowered it again. ‘How far are you?’

‘About five months gone.’

Pearl went quiet. ‘You poor little girl. Who was it? Did he force himself on you? It happens you know, in these big houses. Who is it, Carrie? Who’s the father?’

‘Johan.’

Pearls hands flew to her mouth to stop herself from crying out. After a few moments she lowered them to her lap. ‘Johan,’ she whispered. Her eyes narrowed. ‘You mean Johan Stern.’ Carrie nodded. ‘But when? When could it have happened?’

‘It wasn’t just once. We’re having a relationship, Pearl. We love each other. We didn’t mean this to happen, it just did.’

‘Does he know?’

‘No. My mum and dad do, though. They said I’m not to say anything to Johan, but I want to tell him, Pearl. I think he should know he’s got a baby coming.’

Pearl got up and sat over on her own bed opposite Carrie. She leant forward and reached for Carrie’s cold hands, squeezing them tightly in her own, biting her lip.

‘Carrie, listen to me. You mustn’t tell him. Never. Your name will be mud and you’ll never get your reputation back again. They’ll deny the baby is Johan’s. They’ll say that a girl like you would go with anyone, and everyone in Whitechapel will know what you’ve done. Listen to your mum and dad. You’ll have to leave here soon anyway because it won’t be long before everyone will know. You’re as skinny as a hairpin so you’ve got a bit of time. That’s the one good thing about never having enough to eat. We never put on weight, do we?’

‘Surely he should know. We said we were going to be together...make a life. We agreed, Pearl.’

Pearl closed her eyes and when she opened them again, Carrie’s deeply troubled ones were staring at her. She obviously hadn’t heard the news. Pearl took a deep breath wishing she didn’t have to be the bearer of bad tidings.

‘Johan Stern is getting married, Carrie, but not to you, sweetheart. His parents have arranged a marriage for him with a Jewish girl who has just arrived in England from America with her parents for the wedding. Did he not tell you?’

Carrie shook her head miserably. Tears ran down her cheeks, all her hopes and dreams evaporating into thin air. 

‘I do love him, Pearl. Really, I do.’

Pearl nodded, her mouth a straight line. ‘Yeah, well I could knock his bloody block off right now. Stupid idiot. He’s used you, Carrie. I’m so sorry. I know you think he loves you and I wish there could be a happy ending for you, but I don’t think it’s going to happen. Where will you and the baby go? Will you live at your Ma and Pa’s? Maybe, in time, you’ll be able to pass the baby off as Elsie’s.’

‘She’s already pregnant.’

‘I know, but people have short memories. You could go away somewhere for a little while, p’raps to some relatives. You could get another job after the baby’s born, but not here, Carrie. You need to get away from this damn family.’ Carrie nodded and Pearl squeezed her hand again. ‘It’ll be alright,’ she said. ‘I’ll do your heavy jobs until you leave. You’ve got to take care of yourself now, do you understand?’ 

Carrie nodded again, silent, unable to put words to the way she was feeling. Then a thought occurred to her. ‘When? When is Johan getting married?’

‘Next week, at the synagogue in Sandys Row.’

Carrie breathed a sigh of relief. ‘So I won’t have to serve. I’ll be off shift, thank goodness. I won’t have to see them.’

‘No, you won’t have to see him. Thank goodness.’
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THE WEEK WENT BY TOO quickly for Carrie,  and the day of Johan’s wedding seemed to speed towards her. Over the previous few days there had been much coming and going in the house; tailors, seamstresses, florists, and hairdressers, all dancing attendance on Mrs Stern and her three daughters.

‘Anyone would think it was them getting married,’ Pearl whispered to Carrie, grinning, as they cleaned the house from top to bottom yet again. Pearl rubbed the windows vigorously, taking out her frustration on the already gleaming glass. ‘Honestly, how bloody clean does she want the place to be? We did all this a couple of weeks ago.’ Carrie was polishing the best silver and was well aware that if Mrs Stern couldn’t see her reflection in the cutlery when she inspected it she would come down on her like a ton of bricks. 

She didn’t answer Pearl. She had a queasy feeling in the pit of her stomach and she knew it was nothing to do with her pregnancy. The thought that Johan would be married to another girl without even knowing he was father to Carrie’s child filled her with sorrow. She tried to concentrate on the chores Mrs Coyle had given her, but all she could see in her mind’s eye was Johan. Pearl glanced at Carrie, looking worried. 

‘You will be alright, won’t you, Carrie? This is like pushing your nose in it. Try to be strong, sweetheart.’

Carrie took a deep breath as she buffed the silver with a cloth. Rubbing away my unhappiness, she thought. If only I could. ‘I’m alright. At least I won’t be here on the day they get married. It’s worked out quite well, taking everything into consideration. At least I won’t have to see him. I don’t think I could manage that. It would be so hard watching him say all the lovely things to her that he said to me. And if I’d been due in to work I’d have had to come in. I can’t take time off, can I? I need the money, and I’m going to need it even more soon.’

‘We’ve to black the range this afternoon,’ said Pearl. ‘I can’t imagine why. We only did it recently. I don’t think any of the guests will be inspecting the bloody range. They’ve probably never even seen one. I shouldn’t think they could care less as long as their dinner arrives on time.’ She smiled gently at Carrie. ‘Don’t worry, Carrie. You can do the top bits, I’ll do underneath.’

‘Mrs Coyle won’t like that,’ said Carrie. ‘It’s my job to do the rough stuff. I’m the youngest maid apart from the scullery maid, aren’t I? It’s the rules.’

‘Yeah, well, we’re going to break the sodding rules. I won’t tell her if you won’t.’

Carrie looked at her friend, her eyes soft. 

‘I love you, Pearl. You’re the best friend anyone could ever have. I’m so glad I’ve got you to confide in. I don’t know how I’d have managed without you.’

Pearl’s face broke into a smile. ‘Get away with you, yer silly mare,’ she said, her face flushing, but a smile danced around her lips and she looked pleased.
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IN THE KITCHEN MRS Coyle was loudly instructing the tweeny to wash the pots from lunch. The little girl pulled a face behind Mrs Coyle’s back, but got on with it anyway. The last thing she wanted was to have the cook’s wrath come down on her. The last time she’d fallen foul of her it had lasted for days. The big woman was huffing and puffing and complaining about the amount of work she was expected to do with such a small staff. Her face was bright red and her wispy hair kept escaping from under her bonnet. She pushed it back under the headband, but the same grey strands kept falling in front of her eyes.

‘It’s no good, Carrie. You’ll have to come in on your day off this week. I’m sorry girl, but them upstairs have just increased the number of guests they’ve invited to the wedding and we’ll need more staff. Honestly, I don’t know where it’s going to end. It’s bloody ridiculous.’ Carrie froze, staring first at Mrs Coyle, then at Pearl. 

‘Carrie doesn’t need to come in on her day off, Mrs Coyle,’ said Pearl. ‘We can manage alright. We’ve got the other girls, and the tweeny can come in, can’t you,’ she said to the girl. ‘You won’t want to miss all the excitement of a posh wedding, will you?’ She looked hard at the girl, daring her to disagree. The girl shook her head. ‘There you go. We’re fine.’

‘No, we are not fine,’ said Mrs Coyle, her hands on her ample hips. ‘We won’t be fine because them upstairs have invited twenty more guests. Everyone will have to come in. I don’t know where they’re getting ‘em from, I really don’t. And don’t forget, their rules for what they like to eat and what they can’t eat need to be observed and respected. We need all hands on board, and that means Carrie as well.’ She turned to Carrie. ‘I don’t know what the fuss is about. You’ll get a day off in lieu, Carrie. And at the end, if there’s food left over from the evening buffet, you can take some home for your mum. I should think she’d like that.’ She tutted and shook her head in frustration. ‘You young girls should think yourself lucky. It weren’t like this in my day. We really had to work for our living, and we didn’t get no free food to take ‘ome at the end of the day, neither. You young girls don’t know when you’re well off. There are great benefits to working in a house like this. Mr and Mrs Stern are very generous and you should be grateful, you really should.’
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THEY RUBBED BLACKING all over the range in silence. Carrie did the huge hob and hot plate while Pearl did the ovens. They both had a tin of polish in one hand, an old cloth in the other, scooping fingers of polish onto the cloth then rubbing it onto the metal. When they’d finished, the range was matt with the black polish. Now they had to wait until it dried then polish it all off, which took an age.

‘Shall we have a cup of tea?’ said Pearl, rubbing the back of her hand across her forehead. ‘I’m worn out after that.’

‘Alright,’ said Carrie. ‘I could do with a cuppa.’

‘That’s right,’ said Pearl, pulling off her sleeve protectors. ‘Take the weight off your feet. You look done in, Carrie, you really do. You should be putting your feet up a bit in the afternoons.’

She pulled a face. ‘When am I going to have time to do that? What am I going to do, Pearl? It looks like I’ll be here to see Johan get married after all. I don’t know how I’ll cope. I won’t know where to look.’

Pearl poured hot water into the teapot and slammed the kettle back on the hob. ‘I wouldn’t give him the time of day if I were you. Has he sought you out? Has he tried to talk to you over the past few months? Has he hell. He couldn’t care less. That’s men with money for you. And you’re probably not the first. You definitely won’t be the last, that’s for sure. I’d stake my wages on it. And that girl he’s marrying better get used to it. She won’t be the only one. I’ve no doubt he’ll have plenty of other girls hidden away somewhere. Men like that always do.’ 

Carrie hated it when Pearl talked about Johan like this. She was sure he did care, and that if he’d known she was expecting his child, would refuse to marry the other girl. 

‘We’re below stairs, Carrie. We’re the ones who do all the fetching and carrying. We’re here to make the lives of those who live above stairs, comfortable. It’s what they pay us for. And believe me, if they find out about you and Johan, and they kick you out, there’ll be a queue of girls waiting at the door to jump into your shoes and your job. Everything is scarce right now, and Mrs. Coyle is right, although I wish she wouldn’t keep going on about it. We are lucky to work here.’ Carrie nodded, then opened her mouth to defend Johan but Pearl jumped in. ‘And don’t go thinking he gives a damn, Carrie Dobbs. He doesn’t, you mark my words. All he thinks about is himself. If he did care about you his bags would be packed and standing in the hall and so would yours, and you’d be running off into the sunset together, instead of him primping himself up for his posh wedding day and you on your hands and knees rubbing stinking black gloop over a rusty old cooking range.’
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CARRIE WENT INTO THE dining room where a huge dining table large enough to seat forty people was laden with food. A few months before, this sight would have made Carrie’s mouth water. Instead, it just made her feel nauseous.

‘We’ll eat well over the next few nights,’ whispered Pearl as they passed each other carrying trays of canapes. ‘That’s the good thing about posh people. They think it’s rude to eat loads...unlike us. Look at ‘em, picking at their food like sparrows. Can’t see the point of Mrs Coyle cooking all hours for this ungrateful lot.’ Pearl grinned at Carrie, who managed a watery smile. Pearl looked at her sadly. ‘It’s nearly over, Carrie,’ she said quietly. ‘They’ll all be gone soon, and you can forget all about them. And him.’ 

Carrie nodded. As she wove her way between the Stern’s guests, offering tasty bites here, filling a champagne glass there, her eyes were trained on Johan. He looked so handsome in his grey wedding suit, a cream silk cravat tied elegantly at his neck and fastened with a ruby pin. Her heart lurched with need of him. I just want to talk to him, she thought. Just to hear him say my name. 

She glanced across at his new wife, Lisabet. Carrie swallowed the lump in her throat that threatened to choke her. Johan’s new wife was beautiful, with expertly coiled conker-brown hair, creamy skin, and full lips. Her violet eyes sparkled with happiness as she enjoyed the attention of everyone in the room. All eyes were on her and Carrie knew Lisabet was well aware of it. Her laughter was like a tinkling bell, her posture elegant, almost regal, and Carrie could see she relished being the centre of attention. 

Carrie’s eyes went to Johan again as he watched Lisabet with pride, a smile of quiet entitlement playing on his lips. Carrie tried to catch his eye, but he turned away to speak to a guest. I’m carrying your child, she thought, and you won’t even look at me. 

‘Carrie.’ Pearl called to her from the other side of the room. Carrie took a step back then turned and walked towards her. ‘What are you doing?’ Pearl asked her. ‘For God’s sake, Carrie, you’ll give the game away.’

‘I was just looking.’

Pearl sighed and put a comforting hand on her arm. ‘I know, but you’re playing with fire. Mrs Coyle said she’d noticed you’d put on weight, and she can’t understand how you’ve done it, what with your family being the way they are, an’ all. Everyone’s struggling. If she puts two and two together you’ll be out on your ear. Plus, there’ll be questions about the father.’ She dragged Carrie out of the dining room and into the vestibule. ‘You have to wise up about this,’ she whispered. ‘I know this is hard for you, but you’ve got to get your head together and think about you and the baby. Never mind ‘im.’ She glanced into the dining room where Johan and Lisabet stood closely together, laughing and smiling with the guests, seemingly in love. ‘He’s married now, lost to you forever. Forget about him and move on, Carrie. He has a new wife and a new life. And you have a little ‘un on the way. Move on.’
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THE SUN HAD NOT YET broken through the early morning mist, but when Carrie looked up she could just see it as it lightly touched the slow-moving cloud with silver. Every cloud has a silver lining, she thought. 

She dawdled home, not relishing the thought of returning there, yet accepted there was nowhere else for her to go. Since her family had known about her pregnancy there had been a terrible atmosphere in the house. She felt awkward around her parents, and their indifference towards her, she knew, was brought about by their unease and disappointment at her condition. Her pregnancy was an admission of what had happened between her and Johan, and she felt embarrassed in their company, with them knowing what she’d done. 

Elsie had barely spoken to her since the night Carrie had told her parents about the baby. Pearl suggested it was probably because Carrie had stolen her thunder. Elsie was the eldest daughter, and had been receiving all the care and attention from her parents since she’d married, and when she’d announced her pregnancy there had been great excitement. Carrie knew Elsie liked to be at the centre of everything. 

‘Maybe she thinks you’ve ruined it for her,’ Pearl said. ‘She’s probably jealous.’ Carrie wasn’t sure. Florrie and Arthur had shown only their dismay at the condition she was in, and she’d certainly received no special treatment. Since the day she’d told them they’d barely mentioned it, and Florrie had been particularly dismissive. Elsie had nothing to be jealous of. She was the one with the husband and comfy lifestyle, at least more comfortable than Carrie’s. Carrie had hoped their pregnancies might bring them closer, although she and Elsie had never been close. At nineteen, Elsie was two years older than Carrie, but it might as well have been twenty-two, they had so little in common. Even though they now shared a life-changing experience, Elsie still had no time for her. 

Florrie and Arthur always looked worried, no matter what was going on. In the past it was because of the scant money they had to live on. It had never been easy. When there’s little money and the rent’s due it keeps you awake at night. And Arthur wasn’t getting any younger. He had a terrible cough, and Carrie often heard him wheezing and spluttering in the small hours where he couldn’t get his breath. He was getting on, his forties had brought with them some bad health; aches and pains, coughs and colds that lasted longer than they should. Doctors were out of the question. They couldn’t afford the medicines so there was no point in consulting a physician. She worried about him most of all, but she knew why their worries were worse than usual, and she understood. 

Even though there was no rationing as yet, the war had brought food shortages into the homes of families all over the country, mothers and fathers with huge numbers of children, who were already struggling, and theirs was no different. Soon she would have to leave her position at Nightingale Lane, there was no way out of it, which meant a significant wage less, and another mouth to feed. 

The bag of food Mrs Coyle had given her before she’d left Nightingale Lane, a peace offering from her for her parents held so tightly in her hand her fingernails cut into her palm, gave her confidence. She was sure her family would be pleased when they saw what she’d brought home. Everything made such a difference to them, no matter how small or insignificant it would have been to the Sterns.

She pushed the front door open and stepped into the hall. As she went into the living room she could hear voices coming from the scullery. She frowned and glanced at Elsie who sat in her usual place in front of the fire. She looked up from her knitting, and without a smile or saying a word in greeting, raised her eyebrows at Carrie and then inhaled a breath she released as slowly as she could. Carrie could hear her mother and father’s voice, but there was another, a male voice she didn’t recognise. The thick curtain between the scullery and the living room had been drawn across, so the voices sounded muffled, and she couldn’t quite make out what they were saying. She walked towards the scullery and pulled the curtain aside.

‘Carrie!’ Florrie jumped and her reaction at seeing Carrie standing in the scullery entrance made Carrie wary. ‘I didn’t think you’d be home today. You said you’d have to stay at Nightingale Lane tonight. Why aren’t you at work?’

‘Mrs Coyle said I wasn’t needed. The guests have all gone home and the Sterns are resting after the wedding. I think they’re glad to see the back of everyone to be honest. Even Mrs Stern was happy to see us go, and she hates it if we don’t work out our time to the last minute.’ 

Her eyes went to the man standing behind her parents. He was tall with a slim build. His fine fair hair was parted in the middle, and so thin his scalp showed through the greasy strands. His pencil-thin moustache was wispy and fair and wouldn’t have been noticeable if it hadn’t been for the streak of nicotine at the edges, staining it orangey-brown. Smartly dressed in a grey suit and a white shirt with a highly-starched collar, he observed Carrie with a scorn that shook her.

‘This is Mr Bateman,’ said Florrie.’ Carrie stood still and said nothing. Florrie looked uncomfortable, an uneasy smile on her lips that didn’t reach her eyes.

Arthur spoke up, his voice trembling. He could barely meet Carrie’s gaze. 

‘Mr Bateman, that is, Sergeant-Major Bateman is with the Royal Horse Artillery, y’know in the army. He’s been chosen to be posted to India. He’s leaving in a few weeks.’

Carrie stared at her father. ‘That’s nice for him I’m sure, but what’s that got to do with us?’  

Arthur was about to say something but Florrie interrupted him. ‘Mr Bateman has a proposition for us...for you.’

Carrie’s heart began to beat wildly. She took a deep breath that wobbled in her chest, then breathed it out, a wave of dread prickling her skin. She knew how her parents felt about her baby. She also knew that if the father had been someone from their own kind, from a family who lived in the blackened streets they all knew like the backs of their hands, they would have accepted her predicament far more readily. They would have pulled together like families do in times of hardship or crisis, and forcefully encouraged her to marry the father of her baby. He would have been named and shamed and marched down the aisle with Carrie, and her shame as a pregnant girl without a husband would have been brief and forgotten by the next day. As it was she had fallen in love with a man who lived a life utterly different from her own, who lived in luxury they could only dream of and whose prominent position in his social class was certain. Florrie and Arthur had not mentioned Johan Stern’s name from the day she had told them about the baby. It was as though he didn’t exist.

‘What on earth could Mr. Bateman want with me?’

‘I know Mrs Bateman, Mr Bateman’s mother. She’s a fine lady,’ said Florrie, turning to him. Sergeant-Major Bateman bowed his head with a small smile to Florrie in thanks her for her compliment.

‘But that doesn’t answer my question,’ said Carrie. She took off her hat and put it on the table in the living room, then hung her shawl on the hook by the door. She knew they were watching her, and she ignored them as they followed her into the living room. Picking up the string bag of food she held it out to Florrie. ‘Mrs Coyle gave me these things for you. She said she hoped they would help. There’s stuff in there I can’t even pronounce. Look.’

Florrie tut tutted and waved her hand towards Carrie. ‘Never mind about that. Mr Bateman’s going to India and he wants you to go with him.’ Elsie snorted with laughter at Florrie’s frankness, and Carrie’s mouth dropped open.

‘What? What are you talking about?’ She put her hands on her hips and shook her head, astonished at what her mother was telling her. Then she stared at her father, her eyes imploring him to put a stop to whatever was happening. He averted his eyes, embarrassment and regret etched across his face. His shoulders slumped and he went back into the scullery as if he couldn’t bear to hear anymore. 

Carrie fixed her eyes on her mother. 

‘I’m not going to India, or anywhere else with a...a...stranger. How can you even think such a thing? My home is here with you, and Elsie, and Tommy and Alfie. And the babbies.’ She put her hands on her stomach. ‘This baby is your grandchild. Don’t you care about that? I don’t even know this...person.’ She flung her hand in the direction of Bateman. ‘And yet you’re suggesting I go to India with a man I don’t know... you don’t know. And I don’t give a rat’s arse if you know his mother. You know a lot of people but I’m not going to live with them. How shameful would that be, Mum, to live with a man I don’t know? You wouldn’t do it. You wouldn’t expect Elsie to do it, so why the hell should I?’

‘That’s not the point,’ said Florrie. ‘The point is you’re in the family way and you’re unmarried. You’ve brought shame on this family, Carrie Dobbs, and you owe it to me and your Pa to do as you’re told. We can’t afford to feed you and another baby on less money. It was going to be hard enough with Elsie and her little ‘un, and soon you won’t be bringing home any money because you won’t have a job. Jobs are scarce and you’ve thrown yours away. No, my girl, what you’ve brought home is a load of trouble and even more worries for me an’ your dad to contend with.’ 

She barely took a breath during her tirade and didn’t stop long enough for Carrie to interject. 

‘And it won’t be shameful. Nothing about any of it is shameful except you and what you’ve done.’ She folded her arms across her ample bosom and stared at Carrie with sharp eyes as if daring her to argue. ‘Anyway, it’s been decided. You and Mr Bateman will be married in two weeks’ time.’

Carrie’s eyes widened. She turned to look at Elsie who was busy concentrating on her sewing as if none of it was going on in front of her, pretending to take no notice although absorbing every word, then back at Florrie. ‘What? Why? Why does he want to marry me, someone he’s never met in his life before and take on another man’s child? No one else would want to do it. Why is he so different?’

‘Because Mr Bateman has a good position in the army, and...as befits that position, he should be married, but he hasn’t met the right person as yet. You’ll live in his house in India and run his home, and you will do as you are told. You lost the right to say what you want and what you don’t want when you laid down with the son of the people who were employing you, the ones who paid your wages and put food on our table. And you got more than you bargained for with Johan Stern didn’t you, a man who doesn’t want you and is now married to someone else? So much for him loving you and wanting to make a home with you, Carrie Dobbs!’
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SHE LAY ON HER BED, the curtains drawn across the window. Carrie could hear them talking, turning her life upside down, planning her future for her; planning her baby’s future. How dare they, she thought. How dare they take my life and turn it any way they want without bothering to ask me what I want. Even Elsie had looked upset for a brief moment, which had surprised her. She wished Tom had been there. He would have stood up for her, she was sure of it. Maybe he’ll try and change their minds, persuade them that what they’re planning was a really bad idea. Tom was on her side. He always was. He wouldn’t want her to be sent to a country so far away they probably wouldn’t ever see each other again. 

That evening, Florrie called Carrie down from her room to explain some of the strange food she’d brought home from the Sterns. 

‘It’s a good job you brought this home, our Carrie. We had nothing in the cupboard for tomorrow. Trouble is, I don’t know what half of it is. Couldn’t you have brought something we’re used to?’

‘I didn’t get to choose, Mum. Mrs Coyle gave me the bag and that was that. I could hardly say, ‘we don’t like this or that, so give me something else’. It would’ve been like looking a gift horse in the mouth.’ She swallowed hard and shuffled her feet. ‘Anyway, I would’ve thought you’d be alright now,’ she said in a low voice. ‘What’s Mr Bateman giving you to buy me? Surely you’re not giving me to him for nothing. Even I must be worth something.’

Florrie lifted her hand and slapped Carrie smartly across the face. As Carrie held her flaming cheek, her mouth open with shock, Florrie looked directly into her eyes. 

‘You should think yourself lucky someone was willing to take you on, my girl,’ she said in a low voice. ‘Now, I don’t want to hear any more about it, do you understand?’ Carrie reached for the damp dishrag and held it against her cheek, still burning from her mother’s slap. It was the first time Florrie had hit her with such force. ‘You’re getting married at the big church in Whitechapel. Mr Bateman has provided for a wedding dress and for some food afterwards at The Royal Oak. You’ll sail for India the week after. You’ll need to get your things together, the things you want to take with you, not that you’ve got much...a small case, that’s all. Go back to Nightingale Lane tomorrow and tell them you’re leaving, and for God’s sake don’t tell them why. And don’t forget to pick up your wages. Your dad and me are going to need every penny, seeing as we won’t be getting any more money from you from then on.’
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DURING THEIR EVENING meal no one spoke. Carrie tried to catch Arthur’s eye, but his focus was on his plate. He’d allowed himself to be railroaded by Florrie, who, even though he had always said was a down to earth good women, the salt of the earth, was the driving force behind any decision made when it concerned their family and their home. He was rarely allowed an opinion on anything unless it coincided with Florrie’s, and if he disagreed with anything she said, she would send him to Coventry for weeks, during which time he would become so miserable and downhearted he would decide it wasn’t worth the aggravation and agree with her anyway. 

He didn’t like Sergeant-Major Bateman. Arthur knew a bad ’un when he saw one, and even after the briefest of meetings, he was sure Bateman was a man not to be trusted. His heart was breaking, and he had such a lump in his throat because of the pain he felt at deceiving his beloved youngest daughter, he couldn’t speak. 

He knew he should have taken Carrie aside and given her a way out, but he couldn’t. Florrie would have made his life hell. She had been so quick to take Bateman’s offer of marriage to Carrie, they hadn’t even asked the man his Christian name. All they knew, was that he had achieved a reasonable position in the army and his reward was a posting to India, a foreign country they knew nothing about. If he’d been posted to the moon Florrie couldn’t have been less interested. As long as it was away from Whitechapel, the place where they had lived all their lives and made their home when they’d married, and all the people they knew which was most of the community, she wasn’t bothered where it was.

Part of him felt ashamed. He was ashamed because he knew he should have stood up to Florrie; told her she was wrong to send their youngest daughter away to God knows where. He knew it was possible they might never see Carrie again. The thought of it devastated him. Carrie had always been his favourite child. He admired her gumption and her quick wit, so unlike himself. And he knew deep down that his daughter was a good person. She’d made a mistake, allowed herself to be led on, believed Johan Stern when he’d told Carrie he loved her. He knew in his heart she wasn’t the first girl to have been treated so shabbily, and she wouldn’t be the last. Yes, he was disappointed; if it had been Elsie he might have accepted it better, but he didn’t feel Carrie’s lack of judgment, which was probably down to her naivety, warranted her being sent so far away. 

He and Carrie had always been close, and now, at a time when she needed him most, when she needed support and guidance from her parents, he had turned his back on her. He got up from the table and went into the scullery, carefully placing his plate and cutlery in the soapy water, then opened the door to the yard.

‘Arthur?’ Florrie called out.

‘I’m going out,’ he answered gruffly. As he went to close the door he heard her complaining about him behind his back.

‘S’pose he’s off down the pub. He shouldn’t be squandering what little we have on beer. It’s all right for some.’ 

He sighed, then continued into the yard and out onto the back path with a heavy heart.
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Chapter 5
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FLORRIE DOBBS CAREFULLY ran her hand down the bodice of the ivory and mint green, silk and lace dress hanging against the door. She reached for the scalloped hem and held out the full skirt, admiring the way the early morning light streaming through the window fell on to the diaphanous fabric, making it shimmer like spun gold. She let it fall and watched it billow like a cloud against the door as though in slow-motion. A surge of regret went through her. She shook her head to rid herself of the feelings she knew she mustn’t have, the destructive thoughts that would ruin all of her plans and make her look weak in front of the family. And that couldn’t happen because she was the only one who would make sure things were as they should be.

She sighed and folded her arms. Her thoughts went to her own wedding day to Arthur, and how little they’d had to be satisfied with, then and since. Everything had been such an uphill struggle for them; they’d never had enough money to live on, and it had got even harder when the kids had arrived. Of course, only she had known she was pregnant with Elsie when she and Arthur had walked down the aisle of the same church where Carrie and Mr. Bateman would marry. 

She remembered they had been teased mercilessly by their family and friends when she’d announced she was pregnant, a short time after the wedding. There had been lots of ribbing about Arthur’s prowess in the bedroom. Elsie smiled to herself, remembering how embarrassed Arthur had been. It was true enough though. She’d never had any complaints on that score. Elsie had been called a honeymoon baby and had come early. That’s what they’d told everyone, and it’s what everyone had believed. Elsie had been small and rather pale when she came into the world, and it had helped Florrie keep her ruse going. And Arthur had never guessed why she’d been so keen for them to marry when they did. He’d just gone along with things, like he always did.  

Florrie sat on the end of her bed and looked up at the dress that Carrie would wear at her own wedding. Carrie’s such an ungrateful little wretch, she thought. It was only thanks to Florrie that she had the chance of a future, and yet she was behaving as though it was a punishment. 

Carrie didn’t know how lucky she was. Her daughter had made a mistake that affected the whole family, and she, Florrie, had simply taken the only steps she could to ensure no shame would be heaped on them. She’d heard about girls in Carrie’s position, known women whose daughters had fallen prey to the sons of families for whom they worked. It never ended well. Many were ostracised by their families, often sinking into destitution after having been kicked out of the family home. Numerous young women were driven to walk the streets looking for punters, handing their babies over to unsuitable carers so they could earn a few shillings lying on their backs. She didn’t want that for Carrie. People had long memories in Whitechapel, and there was no way she would allow her to bring a disgrace on the family that would stain its reputation for generations to come.

She knew Carrie was angry with her, and she acknowledged that if her mother had tried to marry her off to a stranger and sent her away she would have felt the same, but she’d married the boy next door, the one she’d sat next to in class until she’d left school at the age of twelve. Arthur was always the one for her, and even though it was clear to her he was devastated at losing his favourite daughter, she knew he would forgive Florrie in time. They would get through it like they’d got through everything else; the scrimping and scraping, the going hungry, the outbreak of war, Elsie’s husband disappearing to who knew where after only a few months of marriage, and the certainty that if the war didn’t end soon her own two boys would go the same way.

She took the dress from the door and holding it against her body stood in front of the mirror. She smiled at her reflection. She’ll be alright, she thought. She’ll be alright.

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]

Chapter 6

[image: image]


[image: Shape

Description automatically generated with medium confidence]

CARRIE AND SERGEANT-Major Bateman stood under the stone archway of the church door. The ceremony had been short and to the point, each saying their vows by rote, neither infusing the declarations with any meaning. There was very little congregation; just Carrie’s family and her new husband’s mother. There were also a few men from Bateman’s regiment, but he didn’t bother to introduce her to them. 

Arthur had given her away as was expected of him, but his miserable expression indicated how he felt. This wasn’t the wedding he had imagined for his youngest daughter; instead, he knew he was leading her to a life of uncertainty and very likely misery. Pearl followed them sedately up the aisle, Carrie’s only bridesmaid. When Carrie had joined her intended at the altar, she turned to give Pearl her flower posy. Their eyes met across the pretty mix of lily of the valley, freesia and gypsophila, Carrie’s full of apprehension, Pearl’s full of tears. 

While they waited for the vicar to begin the ceremony, Carrie turned to Sergeant-Major Bateman. 

‘I don’t even know your name,’ she said quietly.

He lifted his chin and linked his fingers together in front of his stomach. ‘Arnold,’ he said, staring straight ahead. ‘My name’s Arnold, after my grandfather.’ 

Carrie turned to face the altar and swallowed hard. ‘Thank you.’ 

He nodded once. ‘You’re welcome.’

Afterwards, they gathered at The Royal Oak, a spit-and-sawdust pub that catered mostly for men from the docks, and soldiers home on leave from the front. It was a place that Carrie had never entered in her life before, and probably never would have if it hadn’t been for Arnold Bateman. Inside it was gloomy and smelt predominantly of cigarette smoke and spilt beer. Everything was stained ochre yellow, even the worn tapestry seats. The curtains were thick with dirt and held back with red tassels stiff with dust. 

Carrie’s heart sank. This wasn’t the kind of place she had dreamed about or ever imagined she would have her wedding breakfast. She glanced at Arnold. Arnold Bateman certainly wasn’t the man who had occupied her thoughts and dreams night after night.

Arnold went straight to the bar with his mates and ordered whisky for each of them. Florrie opened the door to the snug and poked her head into the room. Carrie glimpsed a table covered in a deep red chenille tablecloth, a few plates of sandwiches, and some tiny cakes dotted around on chipped plates. There was no wedding cake. She looked up at Pearl who reached for Carrie’s hand and held it tight. 

‘What have I done, Pearl?’ she whispered, leaning her head against Pearl’s shoulder. 

Pearl shook her head. ‘I don’t know, Carrie, but it’s not looking good. Isn’t there anywhere you can go, somewhere to get you away from all this? I don’t know what the hell Florrie was thinking when she agreed to it.’ She rubbed Carrie’s back affectionately. ‘At least you’re a married woman now,’ she whispered. ‘That means you’ll get some respect wherever you go. It’s not like before when you were a girl with a bun in the oven and no man to stand beside you. And you could make up a story...say your husband’s been killed in the war. People would believe that. There’s plenty of them perishing at the front, isn’t there?’

Carrie looked up into her friend’s face. ‘But I’ve no money. How will I look after the baby with no money?’

‘What about your wages? There must’ve been a couple of weeks-worth with leaving pay.’ Carrie looked over to Florrie. Pearl lifted her chin and tutted. ‘Right. Got those too, has she?’

The landlady, a black-haired woman as wide as she was tall, wearing a mud-brown dress and cheap paste earrings, came out from behind the bar and approached Florrie.

‘You can go in now, Mrs. It’s all ready. Mr. Bateman’s paid so it’s been taken care of.’ Florrie nodded and beckoned the others into the snug. Carrie let go of Pearl’s hand and walked towards Florrie with a heart as heavy as lead. A fluttering inside her made her gasp, and she placed a hand on her stomach to let her baby know she had felt it. 

Suddenly a surge of love went through her. She had felt the baby’s movements before of course, but for the first time since discovering she carried Johan’s child, she experienced a bond between her and her baby; an invisible unbreakable cord of steel that seeped into every cell of her body, from the top of her head to the soles of her feet. She wasn’t just one person anymore. The baby she nurtured within her own body was the most important person in that drab little room in the Royal Oak, a place devoid of any real sense of occasion and so lacking in warmth. Carrie knew from that moment that whatever happened she wasn’t alone. 

Her eyes went to Arnold again and her heart sank. He wasn’t an attractive man. His age was difficult to place, but Carrie guessed at around thirty. He was quite tall, almost six feet, and his body slender with no obvious muscle. His fair hair was very thin; she could see his pink scalp shining through the greasy strands where he’d combed it carefully into place. The skin on his neck was mottled with tiny bloodspots where the shaving blade had nicked him. She thought of Johan’s thick dark hair and the way it curled over his collar, and his hard, well-toned body when he’d held her to him. Her chest tightened. I mustn’t think of him like that, she thought. He can’t help me now. Even if he wanted to.
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THE OTHER GUESTS SQUEEZED into the snug, and Florrie encouraged them to take a plate and help themselves to the sandwiches, now stiff and curling at the corners. Arnold Bateman and his mates joined them briefly, but were eager to get back to the bar. 

Carrie watched him from the door then looked back into the snug where her mother was holding court. Florrie held her china teacup between finger and thumb, her little finger raised the way she imagined all well-to-do ladies drank their tea. Her father sat in the corner of the snug nursing a beer. He looked like he was at a wake, mourning the passing of someone dear to him, not celebrating his daughter’s wedding. Elsie sat next to him. She looked ready to drop, and kept shifting her swollen body from one buttock to the other on the hard, straight-backed chair. Tom and Alfie stood by her, leaning against the wood panelling, their eyes darting first to Florrie then to Mrs Bateman as the two women chewed the fat over their good fortune. The boys wore the same miserable expression as Arthur, their faces gaunt and pale, mirroring their wish of being somewhere else, anywhere but there. They held jugs of watered down cider; a previously unbroken rule written by Florrie that her boys would never drink alcohol in public, relaxed that day because of the special occasion. They sipped at the jugs without enthusiasm.

Pearl sat next to Carrie and smiled at her. Her eyes locked on to Carrie’s, and the two girls knew this was their final moment together.

‘I have to leave now, Carrie. I’ve to go to Nightingale Lane tonight to cover your shift now that you’ve left. I think Mrs Coyle is planning to take someone on in your place. They’ve been seeing girls.’ She screwed up her face. ‘Funny looking lot.’ She tutted. ‘No one I’d want to share our room with, that’s for sure.’ Her eyes filled with tears and she grasped Carrie’s hand. ‘I wish you weren’t leaving, Carrie,’ she whispered. ‘I don’t know what I’m going to do without you.’

‘Do you think they know why I’ve left? Mrs Coyle looked a bit suspicious when I told her I was leaving.’

Pearl shook her head. ‘Now don’t go fretting about that,’ she said, patting Carrie’s hand. ‘Whatever they’re thinking, it’ll last as long as yesterday’s newspaper, then they’ll find someone else to talk about. Anyway, no one’s said anything to me, and if they do I’ll shoot them down in flames.’ She grinned at Carrie, trying to lighten the moment, then tightly grasped Carrie’s hand again. ‘You will write to me, won’t you, Carrie? I know you’ll be a long way away, but we’ll still be best friends, won’t we? And I want you to be my bridesmaid, don’t forget. I couldn’t have anyone else but you, and William agrees with me.’

Carrie smiled, wondering how she could be Pearl’s bridesmaid once she was over the other side of the world. ‘Of course I’ll still be your bridesmaid. I wouldn’t miss it for the world. I’ll never forget you, Pearl, no matter what happens. You’re closer to me than my own sister.’ She glanced around the snug. ‘Than anyone really. I’m going to miss you so much.’ 

Pearls eyes glistened. ‘Me too.’ She leant forward to whisper in Carrie’s ear. ‘If he’s horrible to you or makes you do things you don’t want to do, you just come and live with me and William after we’re married. He wouldn’t mind, he’s a good man, and we’d both rather that than be worried about you in another country. Promise me, Carrie. Promise me.’ She gripped Carrie’s hands.

‘I promise you, Pearl.’ Pearl kissed her on the cheek, then turned away and left the public house with Carrie staring after her, wishing she could follow her, wanting everything the way it had been before, and that she too was going with Pearl to Nightingale Lane, where life had been so simple. Her thoughts went to Johan and her stomach lurched. And if she hadn’t been so silly...thinking that someone like Johan would actually love her. Everyone had said he’d used her. It just hadn’t felt like that at the time. She closed her eyes and wished she were somewhere else, anywhere but in a grimy pub that stank of cigarettes and stale beer. As she opened her eyes, Arnold Bateman filled her vision. This man was her husband, the man she’d just married, not for love like she’d always dreamed of, but for convenience, and not her own, but her mothers.

‘Carrie!’ Florrie called her from across the snug. She’d had a sherry or two and her cheeks were flushed bright red. ‘Mrs Bateman says you’re to go home with her tonight. She’s made up a room for you and Mr Bateman...Arnold.’ She looked at Mrs Bateman and smiled ingratiatingly. ‘And you’ll stay there until you go to India.’

Carrie shook her head. ‘No, I want to come home, Mum. I haven’t packed my things or anything. And I’d like to spend another night at home...with you, Dad and the family.’

Florrie pushed a small, worn leather case forward with her foot from where it had been hidden under her chair. ‘I packed your case for you. Everything you’ll need is in there. You’re a married woman now, Carrie. You have to live in your husband’s house, and that’s with Arnold and Mrs Bateman.’

‘But...I don’t know them.’ Her face was contorted with distress as she begged her mother. ‘They’re strangers, Mum. Please let me stay with you tonight.’

‘No buts. It’s how it is so it’s best if you get used to it early on. You’ll be leaving for India soon, and you can visit us at Hanbury Street to say goodbye. Then you can write as often as you want if you get the time.’ She smiled at Arnold Bateman again, and nodded to his mother.

Carrie looked down. Nausea swept through her when she realised her life with her family was over. She sighed heavily and glanced up again. Arthur, Tom and Alfie were staring at her. She looked at them, hoping her eyes would tell them how she felt. 

She glanced into the bar. Arnold Bateman was playing a drinking game with his friends, oblivious to her misery. He’d barely looked at her since they’d left the church. I’m just a thing, she thought. Someone to make him look good in front of his superiors. And someone to warm his bed. She shuddered at the thought. She looked back at her father and brothers who were still staring at her. She loved them so much, wanted to run to them and cling on to them hoping they could save her, but she knew by the expression on their faces, even they had acknowledged she was lost to them, and there was nothing they could do for her now.
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CARRIE STOOD ON THE pavement behind Arnold and Dolores Bateman as they wrestled with the front door of their house in Pratt Street in Camden. Arnold put his knee against it, and when it still didn’t budge, shoved it with his shoulder. A sound like a lightning strike ripped through the door as it split down the middle.

‘For Christ’s sake,’ cried Arnold as the door fell in two. ‘What a homecoming. I thought you’d spoken to the landlord about this, Mother.’

‘I did mention it, Arnold, when he came for the rent last, but he didn’t want to know. He said if we were that worried we’d do something about it ourselves.’ She gathered herself up and took a deep breath before speaking. ‘You did know about it, son. It’s been needing a mend for months.’

‘Yeah, well, I’m going to have to do it now, aren’t I?’ 

He gathered up the bits of wood and threw them bad-temperedly into the front sitting room. He looked crossly at Carrie. ‘P’raps you could make yourself useful and brew some tea. You can see how we’re placed here and there are no free rides. Me and Mother expect you to pull your weight until we go to India. And don’t be using that baby you’re carrying as an excuse to be idle. We’re a bit sharper than that, aren’t we, Mother?’

Dolores nodded and patted her son’s shoulder. ‘We certainly are, son. That’s right, Carrie, listen to your husband. You’ll know the scullery when you see it. Off you go.’ Arnold threw back his head and laughed, then grinned at Dolores. ‘And when you’ve done that you can help me make up the bed in Arnold’s room. The sheets are still on the line in the yard. You can get them off and run an iron over them to dry them. It’s in the hearth.’

Carrie put her case on the floor, took off her coat, and laid it across an old moquette chair with wooden arms. ‘Is there anything else you’d like me to do while I’m at it?’

Arnold straightened his back and narrowed his eyes. ‘Don’t use your smart tongue with us, Carrie Dobbs...and yes, in my eyes you are still a Dobbs. We’ve heard all about your independent nature and flippant remarks. And we also know what kind of a girl you are. Don’t we, Mother?’ Dolores nodded and Arnold continued his diatribe. ‘We run a traditional and respectable house here, unlike your own it would seem.’ He sniggered and Carrie threw him a look of utter loathing. ‘You’ll earn your keep while you’re here. This is no meal ticket for you, Carrie Dobbs. You’re expecting to eat, I take it?’

Carrie didn’t answer him. She stoked the fire in the front sitting room, then unhooked the kettle off the hanger and went into the scullery to fill it with water. While the water heated she set out three cups and saucers on the wooden drainer, then spooned tea into the teapot. When the water had boiled she brought the teapot to the kettle and filled it, covering it with a cosy. She went back into the scullery and put the cups and saucers on a wooden tray, along with a tiny jug of milk and a bowl of sugar. She set the tray down on a table at the side of the fire, then went into the yard and pulled the sheets off the line. They were still damp. She gathered them up and took them into the house, laying them across the wooden chairs in the front sitting room to dry.

Arnold removed his suit jacket and fixed the two pieces of the front door together with a hammer and nails, while Dolores went into the backyard to use the privy. Carrie poured tea into the three china cups and sat on one of the wooden chairs to drink hers, leaving the two comfortable chairs by the fire free for Arnold and his mother. When Arnold was happy with his handiwork he threw the hammer onto the table making a loud clunk, then flopped down in one of the chairs. He took his tea from the tray without thanking her. A silence between them followed, punctuated only by the sound of the fire crackling in the grate. The snapping and hissing of the damp wood gave Carrie comfort, reminding her of home, and for the first time that day she felt she could relax a little.

When Dolores returned from the yard she took her tea from the tray, and sat in the chair opposite Arnold, turning to Carrie.

‘Thank you for the tea, Carrie. Perhaps when the bedding is aired you could help me with the bed.’

Carrie nodded. ‘Yes, of course I’ll help you, Mrs Bateman.’ 

Arnold glanced at his mother and frowned. ‘Getting soft in your old age, Mother?’ He threw back the dregs of his tea, then looked at her through narrowed eyes.

‘Manners cost nothing, Arnold. Carrie has come here as your wife. She isn’t a servant.’

He got up and shrugged on his coat. ‘She bloody well ought to be after what I paid. And to think...it was me doing them a favour.’ He threw a look of scorn in Carrie’s direction, then went to the buckled front door and tried to open it, getting cross because it wouldn’t budge. ‘I’m going back to the pub. My mates are returning to the front tomorrow. I want to wish them well.’ He went out of the thrown-together door and pulled it closed behind him without waiting for a response.
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IT WAS GROWING DARK in the sitting room. Dolores got up and lit three candles, placing them around the room. She beckoned Carrie to sit in the chair Arnold had vacated.

‘Come and sit with me in front of the fire, Carrie. It’s very cold tonight. I thought once March and the beginning of April were out of the way we’d get some decent weather, at least good enough not to have to keep feeding the fire. Getting the wood is becoming more difficult. I don’t know what we’ll do if the war goes on too long.’

Carrie settled herself in the soft cushioned chair. Her swollen stomach felt unwieldy and uncomfortable and she was grateful for the offer. ‘Thank you, Mrs Bateman. I don’t want to be any trouble.’

Dolores leant forward. ‘You can call me Ma if you like. I expect you wish you were with your own family, sitting with your own mother next to your own fire, but it is the way of us. If you marry a man in these parts you must live in his house. Do you understand?’ Carrie nodded. ‘I love my son, Carrie, he’s the only son I have, but he doesn’t know how to treat a woman. Arnold learnt everything at his father’s knee, and I’m afraid my husband didn’t know how to treat a woman either. He was a bully like many men, and I’m afraid my son has grown to be just the same.’ 

Carrie’s eyes grew wide with horror and her heart sank even lower. ‘Could I not stay here with you when Arnold goes to India? I’m afraid Mrs Bate...Ma. I don’t know this new country we’re going to, and I don’t know what it will be like there. I could stay with you, couldn’t I, and help you in the house until the baby comes. I promise you I won’t be any trouble. You won’t even know I’m here. Please say I can.’

‘I’m afraid not, Carrie. I know you’re frightened, any young girl would be, but Arnold married you so you could accompany him to India as his wife. He has done well has Arnold, for all his faults, and his position requires him to have a stable home life with children. It means you’ll have a better house at the garrison. Your job will be to support Arnold in every way, and to entertain his guests. Arnold wants to be in a position of power and he needs you to help him get there by being a good wife. A very good wife.’ She lowered her eyes to her cup, then glanced up at Carrie lowering her voice to an embarrassed whisper. ‘You’ll be expected to be his wife in every way, you know.’

Carrie leant back against the chair and closed her eyes. Arnold’s thin, mottled face and lank fair hair loomed in front of her. The thought of sharing a bed with a man she’d met only twice, of having his hands on the most intimate parts of her body, filled her with revulsion. She opened her eyes again to find Dolores Bateman staring at her.

‘You must be strong, Carrie. You’ll have to be very strong.’
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THE CANDLE FLICKERED in the sparsely furnished bedroom, throwing large misshapen shadows onto the walls. Carrie undressed quickly and pulled on a flannelette nightdress and a knitted night coat. It was very cold; any warmth thrown out by the fire in the front sitting room seemed to get no further than the middle stair. Above it, it was bitter, even colder than Hanbury Street, and nowhere near as comfortable. Carrie had always been aware of her humble beginnings because of the luxurious surroundings of Nightingale Lane, but she had to acknowledge her parents’ house may have been shabby, but it was clean, homely and welcoming. Dolores had kindly given her an old pottery hot water bottle to warm the bed, and as Carrie slipped between the freshly laundered sheets she relished how wonderful it felt on her legs and body, a small comfort for which she was grateful.
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ARNOLD HADN’T RETURNED from the pub, and Carrie was glad. She’d purposely not blown out the candle because she didn’t want him fumbling about in the dark and losing his temper when he came into the bedroom. She lay with the sheet and blankets pulled up to her chin, wondering how convincing an act she could pull off pretending to be asleep. What Dolores had said had frightened her. She had told her plainly that Arnold would expect her to fulfil her wifely duties, and she knew exactly what that meant. 

She turned on her side and snuggled down into the bed. Dolores had surprised her. It seemed that when Arnold was around she turned into a harridan and treated her the way Arnold did...like a servant, or at the very least an unwelcome guest. When they were by themselves Dolores was motherly and kind. 

Carrie thought of Florrie and compared the two women. Florrie hadn’t even talked to her about the baby, or asked her how she was coping during her pregnancy, a show of concern she had hoped for regardless of the situation. Carrie was her daughter after all. She wished Florrie had put her arms around her to comfort her, or spoken to her about what would happen during her confinement and birth, anything to show that she cared about her youngest daughter. Arthur seemed anxious not to go near her, particularly in front of Florrie. He was usually so affectionate towards her, they’d always had a close bond, but he had become a quiet, pale shadow of the man he was, and had barely spoken to her since she had told them about the baby. 

Carrie knew Florrie was angry with her. Not just disappointed...but angry. And she knew why. It was money. It was always about money. And Carrie understood. Florrie had endlessly had to make a little go a long way, and since the outbreak of war the expectation had been even greater. At present there was Arthur, Tommy and Alfie bringing in a wage to add to the pot, albeit a very small one. With the continuation of the war, she would not only have lost Carrie’s contribution, but also theirs when the time came, which meant she would be down to one meagre wage of a few shillings to pay the rent and to feed three adults and a new baby. Carrie couldn’t help wondering how much money Arnold Bateman had given Florrie. Regardless of how much it was Carrie hoped it was worth losing her daughter for. 

She shook her head with sadness and promised her unborn child that if the baby was a girl and found herself in a similar situation Carrie would stand by her, no matter what the gossips said. She wondered at Florrie’s love for her, and how easily she had found it to let Carrie go.

Although unsaid, Carrie felt Dolores seemed to understand Carrie’s struggle with what had happened to her, even more so than Florrie. She wondered why she was being so kind. In one week, she and Arnold would board a ship and sail across the ocean to a country she had only seen in her atlas, and only then because she had searched for it out of curiosity about her future home. It was so far away. She had traced her finger from the little black spot on the paper that had “London” written next to it, and followed a route across the world to India. She had looked at the expanse of blue and the huge spread of continent between the two countries, and thought she may as well have been travelling to another planet, realising at that moment it was possible, probable, she would never see her loved ones again, that once in India, it was where she would be for the rest of her life. Then it dawned on her. Dolores knows her son, she thought, and she can’t wait to see the back of him. She doesn’t like him. What did she say before...Arnold learnt everything at his father’s knee, and her husband was a bully? Dolores knows I’m going to have a horrible life with Arnold. She feels pity for me. It’s why she’s trying to soften things while I’m here.

Carrie buried her face into the pillow and sobbed until there were no more tears left. As she cried she thought of her mother and father, and of Tom, the brother she had been so close to, but who already felt a million miles away. She thought of Johan, of all the promises they had made to each other when he had held her close and told her he loved her. And she thought of Pearl, the most wonderful friend anyone could ever have. These were her people, her loved ones. She would soon leave them behind to begin a journey she didn’t want, a voyage into the unknown to a country with strange customs, and with people she had never met and would likely be nothing like her. It was like a nightmare she would never wake from.
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CARRIE STOOD AT THE dockside amongst the throng of passengers waiting to board The City of London, clutching a small carpet bag. The noise of the chattering travellers was deafening, and the men loading supplies and luggage onto the ship shouted to each other above the hubbub, making a huge din even greater. Hoists rising high above the crowd deposited trunks and containers onto the decks for the crew to decant into the hold. Shrieking children ran around their mother’s skirts, nannies pushed prams up and down the walkways, attempting to comfort their charges, and young women stood detached from the maelstrom, just like Carrie, looking lost and alone, their faces pale, their eyes wide with anticipation...and fear.

Arnold was in the port office with their paperwork, waiting for it to be verified before they sailed. She watched him through the small square window in the door. He was laughing, sharing a joke with the officer who stamped their papers. Over the last few days she had tried to find something about Arnold she could like, a kind word of encouragement, a gentle gesture of concern for her and the baby, but he had shown her no warmth or concern whatsoever. He hadn’t smiled at her once since their wedding. She was sure that he hated what was happening to them as much as she did, but because being married would give him a certain status, he had decided it was worth any problems she may bring with her. 

She wondered why he hadn’t met someone who could be a real wife to him, someone who could love him and play the part more convincingly than she was sure she could. She glanced through the glass again and she understood. She thought about Pearl and how much she loved William. She didn’t care that he’d worked on the docks or been a bookie’s runner. She just loved him with all her heart. Out of all the girls Carrie knew, Pearl understood how to pick a good bloke, and she probably wasn’t the only one. These girls didn’t look at what men did for a living, because in Whitechapel and beyond in the neighbouring districts, they all did the same things. They went for someone who took their eye and could return the love they gave, a man who was easy-going and kind and who wouldn’t raise his hand to them or their children. Like Arthur. Like her dad. She finally worked out why Arnold hadn’t been chosen by someone else. She had to acknowledge her husband was the most unappealing, unlikeable man she had ever met.
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DOLORES HAD CONTINUED to treat Carrie with kindness, but only when Arnold wasn’t in the house. Clearly, she was wary of him, and if she had any cause to be severe with Carrie because Arnold expected it, she would always glance at her afterwards with a look of regret. Carrie had accepted it all with stoicism. In her heart, she wanted to find the courage to rail against the circumstances that had been forced on her, but after a good deal of introspection she had come to realise that there was nothing she could do. Arnold was her husband and she would have to do whatever he wanted. He owned her, had paid for her, and now she must do his bidding. 

He reminded her daily of her vows, to love, honour and obey, particularly the obey word which he emphasised. Fortunately, he had not yet claimed his rights over her body. Every evening he would leave the house at seven and not return until after closing time, usually worse for wear. She made sure she was asleep before he returned, and if she wasn’t she would pretend to be. Dolores also went to bed early to avoid him. Carrie found herself envying her. Dolores slept in her own bedroom with the door shut, and at least when Carrie and Arnold went to India, there would be an end to her misery.

Arnold joined her on the dockside. He folded the papers precisely with his pale thin fingers and placed them into a battered brown leather attaché case, which made him feel important. Carrie had been amused when she saw the case and had wanted to giggle, but knew she mustn’t for fear of Arnold losing his temper with her. One of Mrs. Coyle’s sayings was, ‘Keep ‘em sweet, girls. It’s how to get the best out of a man. Let him think he’s the boss and keep him sweet.’

‘Our papers are in order,’ he said. ‘We have an interior cabin, not as well-appointed as a captain’s billet, but it’ll be adequate for our needs.’ He glanced down at her. ‘For God’s sake, Carrie, buck up. At least make an effort to look like the wife you’re meant to be, even if you don’t feel like one. It’s important that you try to be cordial with the wives of the men in my unit. They’ll be doing their best to fit in socially with the others, bearing in mind their husbands’ position, and will be expected to behave respectfully and dutifully. You must do the same.’ She stared at him and said nothing. He bent towards her, his face level with hers. ‘I suggest you make the best of this, Miss. The alternative will not be pleasant, let me assure you,’ he said through gritted teeth. 

He straightened up then took her arm firmly, leading her towards the roped gangway which would take them onto the ship. On deck, Carrie’s heart dropped at the sight of so many people she didn’t know. Many were in groups, obviously enjoying the opportunity to mix with their friends, relishing the thought of an exciting new adventure in a foreign country. 

Arnold steered her towards a gathering of soldiers and young women. One of the men spotted them as they approached.

‘Arnold. There you are. We wondered where you’d got to. Thought you chickened out, man.’

Arnold laughed. ‘What me? Never.’

‘Aren’t you going to introduce us, Arnold?’ said one of the girls, eyeing Carrie.

‘Oh, yes. Er, everyone. This is my...wife, Caroline Violet.’ Carrie smiled and nodded to them, wondering why Arnold had used her full name and not just the one she had always been known by.

‘How long have you been married, Arnold?’ asked one of the other girls. ‘Can’t have been very long. You weren’t married the last time we saw you. That can only be what...four, five months ago, you know, at the Christmas get-together. You never mentioned a fiancée.’

Arnold nodded. ‘Carrie...Caroline Violet and I got married last week. We’re newly-weds.’

‘Really,’ the girl said, looking pointedly at Carrie’s stomach. ‘Congratulations, I’m sure.’ She turned her back to Carrie and said something out of the side of her mouth that Carrie couldn’t hear and which made the others in the group laugh. Carrie glanced up at Arnold who looked cross. He grabbed her arm and pulled her away.

‘I think we should find our cabin,’ he said coldly. ‘And in future, perhaps you could try to conceal your pregnancy. We don’t want everyone making assumptions, do we?’

She frowned, the hairs on the back of her neck prickling with anger. ‘What assumptions could they make? I’m eight months pregnant. How can I hide it, Arnold? All you seem to be worried about is what your precious friends think. Well, it might come as a huge surprise to you, but I couldn’t care less what they think. If you were that concerned you shouldn’t have married me, but you did, so you’re stuck with me, aren’t you?’

She turned away from him, hating him more with every second that passed. He let go of her arm and strode ahead, searching the numbers on the doors for the cabins.

‘We’re on the wrong deck. We need to go down one. I s’pose you’ll be alright to get there by yourself while I look for it? I can move faster on my own and I have to check in with my commanding officer before we sail.’

She sighed. ‘What number is it?’

‘Thirty-two.’

She shrugged and stared at him glassily. ‘I might be pregnant, but I can still count.’

He nodded without looking at her, and left her in the corridor to find the cabin herself. She stared after his retreating back; watched him as he arrogantly walked towards the end of the corridor, then turn left to descend the staircase which would take him to the lower deck. The part of the corridor Arnold had left her in was beginning to fill with passengers looking for their own cabins. They smiled at her, and she inclined her head to each in a gesture of politeness. 

She followed Arnold’s steps, taking her time to get to the lower deck which she quickly realised wasn’t nearly as pleasant as the one she’d just left. The space was infused with a strange, cloying odour that she didn’t quite recognise, a mix of the smell of meat cooking and something metallic, and the décor wasn’t as well maintained. The paintwork on the pipes running the length of the corridor was flaking off the metal which was discoloured underneath with rust. The carpet underfoot, although meant to be a rich red, was stained and threadbare, and coming away from the sides of the corridor. When she found the cabin, she opened the door gently and looked inside. Their things had been left just by the door, and there was no sign of Arnold. She stepped inside and after closing the door sank wearily onto the low bed, glad to be alone at last. Her head was pounding, and she released a breath that she felt she’d been holding since she left the Bateman house. Leaning back against the pillows she closed her eyes. 
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SHE HAD VISITED FLORRIE and Arthur once more before she and Arnold had left for Southampton. Florrie had been awkward with her, talking about everything except Carrie’s impending departure. Arthur had kissed her on the cheek before she left, but had been unable to look her in the eye. Her eyes had filled with tears but she’d brushed them away. It was like everything she thought she knew, all that was familiar to her, had never existed. Her parents with whom she had lived all her seventeen years had become strangers, and a stranger had become her husband. She was totally alone. Except for her baby.

She put both hands on her stomach feeling the swelling bump through the fabric of her skirt. Johan’s face emerged from her thoughts and her lips twitched into a small smile. He made me happy, she thought. Just for a little while. With a jolt she realised that whatever happened, wherever she landed, a part of Johan would always be with her. Their son or daughter was the unique blend of them both, and nothing could ever change it.
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THE SHIP WAS SO VAST Carrie was frightened of getting lost on the huge vessel. Being in a third-class berth wasn’t unpleasant; they had a porthole in their cabin, which gave her a view of the outside even if it was just the line between sea and sky, but as she explored the ship she became acutely aware of the differences between the level where her and Arnold’s cabin was situated, and the first-class cabins that were on the higher decks. She realised that even on a ship the distinctions between Carrie and the beautifully dressed ladies on the upper deck were the same as when they passed each other on a London street. She admired them and they ignored her. It didn’t greatly concern her. It was something she was used to. One of the lessons she had learned by being a maid to a wealthy household, was that to the wealthy she had to be out of sight. The only way her employers should know she existed was because of all the things she did to make their life comfortable, and not because of anything she hadn’t done or because they could see her. She knew how to be invisible. 

After a couple of days, she began to get used to life aboard ship, the noises, the smells, the movement as it continued its passage towards their destination; the port of Bombay. As she walked around the ship she said the word over and over. Bombay. Bombay. She loved the way it sounded, of how mysterious it was to her, and gradually she began to wonder with fascination about the place she would soon call home. She knew they would not stay in Bombay, but travel overland from the port by train to the garrison town of Secunderabad. Arnold had told her that much; a canton where military personnel were stationed. This is where Arnold had been posted, and this is where her child would be born and raised.

With Arnold officially on duty with his regiment, she often found herself spending her days alone. When the weather was good, she would wander up on to the top deck where she could sit and watch as people continued their lives aboard the floating village. Many of the women had already formed friendships and were trying to replicate the life they had had back in England. When the weather was bright, little tables were brought out and covered with fancy tablecloths. The most delicate china would be used to take afternoon tea, and they would order cakes and tiny sandwiches from the kitchens. The wives of Arnold’s friends sat at the table and they would compose themselves as though posing for a photograph. They gossiped and giggled, and tried to outdo one another with their huge feathered hats and lavishly embroidered parasols. Carrie marvelled at their clothes. She had none of these things in her possession and felt like a visitor to a zoo, peering into an exotic bird sanctuary. 

That afternoon the sea was calm as the ship made its way into the Bay of Biscay between France and Spain. It was the beginning of June, and although the sun was beating down on the deck the sea breezes were very welcome. Loosening her buttons at the neck of her dress, she sat on a deckchair and watched as flocks of seagulls flew down to the glassy stillness of the water, breaking the surface like arrows in flight as they hunted for their next meal. The exotic ladies were in their usual place, sipping tea with a tiny gloved finger raised, and flirting with the steward who attended them. They giggled mercilessly when his face turned bright red, and whispered little comments to one another when he turned away. Carrie smiled to herself when he closed his eyes for a moment, obviously wishing he were somewhere else.

Suddenly, one of the girls left the group and walked towards where Carrie was sitting. She was petite and very slim. Her blonde hair was piled on top of her head in a tumble of curls, and she wore a blush pink hat decorated with a veil of net that reached the bridge of her nose, trimmed with a posy of roses on the brim, the petals fluttering in the sea breeze. Her round-toed shoes were dove-grey with a strap around the ankle, and she carried a dove-grey fabric dolly bag tied with a cord fastened to her wrist. She sat in the deckchair next to Carrie and smiled.

‘Hello. I’m Dorothy. What’s your name?’ She held out a hand encased in cream leather gloves buttoned to the middle of her forearm.

Carrie shook her hand. ‘I’m Carrie Dobbs...I...I mean, Bateman.’

Dorothy nodded. ‘I saw you here yesterday afternoon. Why don’t you come and join us? We’re all in the same boat...so to speak.’ She laughed. ‘It’s nice to have someone to talk to, especially when our husbands are working.’

Carrie looked down. ‘Er, thank you for the invitation but...I’m not sure I’d be welcome.’

Dorothy frowned. ‘Whyever not? You’d be as welcome as anyone else.’ Carrie didn’t answer, and Dorothy looked over to the women who had suddenly realised she had left their exclusive group. They turned around on their chairs to see who she was talking to, and when they saw it was Carrie their lips curled with scorn. ‘Oh, I see. Look don’t worry about them. They’re very silly women who think they’re a notch above everyone else. Please don’t let it distress you. Who is your husband?’

‘Sergeant-Major Bateman.’

Dorothy raised her eyebrows. ‘Really. Gosh, I must say I didn’t have him down as the marrying kind. In fact I’m not sure any of us did.’

Carrie looked at her. ‘Oh? Why?’

‘Oh, I don’t know. He’s what we would call an army man. You know, married to the army. You must be a very special girl to have caught him. And I see you’re expecting a baby. Arnold must be delighted.’

‘Er, yes...yes, I think he is.’

Dorothy looked at her hard, then took Carrie’s hand. 

‘You know, Carrie, life in India is going to be very different from what you’ve been used to in London. We’ve all left our beloved families and friends behind. We’ve been told we must live there, somewhere most of the girls have never seen before, some of us against our true feelings because our husbands have attained a certain position within their regiments. You should expect a certain level of respect from him and from the other women. They’re in the same position that you find yourself in. Your experiences may have been different when you were in England, but when we get to India we will all be the same. We are all going to be lonely, we will all cry for our Mama’s, and we will all wish we could go home. Don’t isolate yourself. You will need the friendship of other women, particularly when your baby comes.’

Carrie looked down, then glanced up to see Dorothy watching her with sad eyes. ‘I might be in the same position as you and your friends,’ Carrie answered. ‘But I’m not the same as you, Dorothy, or the other girls. Look at my clothes. It marks me out straight away. I have no tea-dresses or beautiful hats, or embroidered parasols. I can’t sit with you because I’m not the same. Surely, you can see that. We’re a different class. This is how it was in London, and this is how it is here. Nothing has changed. Why should they accept me here just because we’re on board a ship?’ She lifted her chin to the giggling girls who sat together gossiping. ‘They wouldn’t have spoken to me before, would hardly have known I existed. Why should they now?’

Dorothy sighed. ‘Why hasn’t Arnold bought you the clothes you will need for the trip? The clothes you had in London will not be sufficient for a life in India, believe me. The climate is brutal. You’re his wife. Why is he not showing you the respect you deserve?’

Carrie pulled her hand away from Dorothy’s, and placing her hand against the small of her back levered herself out of the chair. 

‘Thank you for talking to me. Yours is the first kind word I’ve had since we’ve been aboard the ship. It’s cheered me up no end. I hope you enjoy the rest of the voyage, and your time in Secunderabad. I think I should go back to our cabin. I need to rest.’

She smiled at Dorothy, and as she walked away, tears pooled in her eyes. She brushed them from her cheeks before she got to the gaggle of women who were still teasing the steward. As she walked past them they went quiet. She felt their eyes on her back as she got to the steps leading down to the lower decks.

‘That’s right,’ she heard one of the girls say. ‘Back to where you belong.’

Dorothy returned to the table of women and sat down. ‘That’s enough of that,’ she said in a cross voice. ‘You should know better.’ 

Carrie made her way down the corridor to her cabin. Once inside she sat on the bed and threw her brown straw hat into the corner. She covered her face with her hands and sobbed. All she could think about was home. She wished with all her heart that she was back there, listening to Florrie complaining about everything under the sun and the rustle of Arthur’s newspaper as he buried himself into it, trying to escape her nagging. She thought of Tommy and Alfie and how she and they would laugh together, sharing a joke or playing a card game at the table in their sitting room. It had been such a poor life, a simple life, but she had always felt safe there. At least until they’d know she was pregnant. Since marrying Arnold, she hadn’t felt a moment of safety, not a single moment. All that she was, and all that she knew were gone, and in their place was an acute awareness of not really belonging anywhere.

She rubbed the tears from her face. Dorothy had meant to be kind to her, but it had made her feel worse because it had simply highlighted the void between her and the other girls. Now she would be frightened to go up on deck again in case she was ridiculed by them. She would have to stay in her cabin until they reached Bombay, no matter how long it took to get there.
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SHE WOKE WITH A START and leant up on her elbow. For a moment, she couldn’t quite work out where she was, until she heard the creaking of the ship and the noise of seabirds outside the porthole. She licked her dry lips, overlaid with a fine mist of salty powder. It covered everything, even their faces as they slept. Arnold lay on his back, snoring loudly, his arms flung carelessly above his head. 

Moonlight streamed in through the porthole, and she looked down at him in the golden ray that highlighted the cabin. Strands of his limp hair hung down by his cheek. An image of him shoving her back on the bed and pushing his fleshy lips against hers played out in her mind’s eye and she shuddered. It was a fear she had anticipated since their wedding night, yet he hadn’t made any attempt to put his hand on her. This had surprised her, because Dolores had made it very clear this was something she should accept with stoicism, no matter how unpalatable it might be to her. The nearest he had come to touching her was when he held her arm in front of the other soldiers and their wives, or when he rolled over in bed and flung an arm against her accidently. When this happened she moved as far away from him as she could, clutching onto the edge of the bed to stop herself from rolling onto the floor.

She lay back on the bed and stared at the moon. It shone like a huge gilded orb in the cloudless sky and she thought how beautiful it was. This would be so perfect, she thought, if Johan were here instead of Arnold. She inhaled in shock as a pain flashed through her and gradually took hold, searing from the middle of her back across her stomach. It got sharper and more intense, taking her breath away. She sat up again, her breath coming in short gasps, her hands on her belly. Gradually the pain faded away and she lay back against the pillows with relief, burying herself under the covers and breathing deeply. The baby wasn’t due for another three weeks and she had been confident they would have been settled in their new home in Secunderabad before then. She closed her eyes and took a deep breath, thinking about her life aboard ship which had become so solitary, without events to break up the time stretching out before her like a long, unbending road. More like a prison sentence, she thought. 

She wondered about the people she’d seen on deck, the never-ending socialising, sometimes bickering she heard from the other passengers, particularly the women. She had been assured by Arnold that when they got into the Mediterranean Sea there would be parties in the evening, high-jinx the like of which she’d never seen before. She’d wanted to say she wouldn’t see them now either, because she felt so separated from the other passengers thanks to him making her feel worthless, and thanks to the spitefulness of his colleagues wives. The previous evening she had heard singing from the deck. They sang songs she knew, and she would have liked to sing with them, but she couldn’t find the courage to leave the safety of the cabin and join in. I’d just as well be in the hold with the horses, she thought, for all the company I’ve had.

The day she’d met Dorothy she had lost the confidence to go up on deck, where the air was purer and life was far more interesting, despite Dorothy’s friendly approach. No matter how pleasant she’d been towards Carrie, anyone could see how different they were. Dorothy had been very kind to her, but she was still part of the group of women who looked down their noses at Carrie, and their prejudice was difficult to stand up against. 

They knew what she was. They probably had girls like Carrie working in their houses or in their parents businesses. Dorothy was the kind of elegant woman who would have visited the Stern’s home in Nightingale Lane, and she, Carrie, would have been the maid to serve them if the upstairs maid hadn’t been available. 

She imagined Dorothy with Lizabet and Johan, sitting in front of the fire that Carrie would have cleaned and laid in the early hours of the morning, while they were still fast asleep in their luxurious beds with the pale green and pink satin eiderdowns, or eating the breakfast she’d prepared. Dorothy was about the same age as Lizabet, and the thought made her squirm with humiliation. I wonder if she meant it, Carrie thought, being nice to me in front of the others. Was it just for show or maybe she did it for a dare? How would I know how honest she is? I don’t know her.

Another sharp pain flashed down her sides and across her belly. She gasped in shock, then drew in a deep breath and waited for it to subside. This time the pain was far more intense and took longer to diminish. 

She got out of bed and wrapped her knitted housecoat around her, sitting in the hard, upright chair opposite the bed. The garment gave her comfort because it felt and smelt familiar, the washing soda Florrie used for the laundry, the scent of lavender from the bar of soap Pearl had given her for Christmas the year before. She didn’t need its warmth, the temperature had risen to a muggy stillness the closer they’d got to the Mediterranean, but it was a remnant of her past, reminding her of the time she’d spent at home in the bedroom she shared with Elsie. She hugged it to her. Please don’t let this be it, she pleaded. Not now, not on this rusty old ship. 

She thought of her baby arriving into a world that was totally alien, and felt a stab of pity, then of guilt. I’ll be the only one who loves my baby, she thought. No one else will. From now on no one I meet will have a connection to the new life I’m carrying. Not even my husband. And Mum and Dad won’t even know they have another grandchild. She pulled her knees up as far as she could towards her belly and curled up on the chair. He or she will be my baby, my flesh and blood, she thought. Not Arnold’s, thank God. Who’d want a father such as him? There was no love inside of him; no compassion, no nurturing. No nothing. It was like he was dead inside. Part of her felt sorry for someone who could feel so little, and she wondered what had happened to him to make him so uncaring.

The next flash of pain made her cry out. Arnold snorted and stirred, then sat up, sleepily rubbing his eyes, surprised to see her out of bed.

‘Why are you out of bed? What’s the matter with you?’ he said in a monotone voice laced with annoyance at being woken.

Carrie slipped from the chair to the floor and got onto her knees. She hung her head, resting her forehead on the floor, trying to speak through the pain. ‘I think...’ Her breath came in staccato gasps. ‘I think it’s the baby.’

‘But it’s not due yet. How can it be the baby? It must be something else.’

She shook her head, her hair brushing the floor. ‘I don’t know, Arnold,’ she cried. ‘Get someone...just get someone.’

Arnold sighed with irritation. ‘Are you sure it’s the baby? I don’t want to bother anyone if it’s not necessary. It’ll look bad for me if I make a fuss and it’s not necessary. Everyone will know about it. Maybe it’s seasickness.’

‘It’s not seasickness. And it’ll look a lot worse for you if my baby dies.’

Arnold threw on his jacket and left the cabin, returning a few minutes later with the nurse on duty. The woman smiled at Carrie and helped her to her feet. 

‘Can you get onto the bed?’ Carrie nodded. ‘Have your waters broken?’

‘No.’ 

‘When was the last contraction?’ 

Carrie lifted her face and looked at her questioningly, her brows knotted together. ‘The last what?’

‘The last pain? When did you have the last pain?’

‘Just now.’ She screamed as another pain took over her body. A few moments later her waters broke, gushing across the floor of the small cabin, and the nurse ordered Arnold out of the room.

Your wife’s in labour, Sergeant-Major Bateman. You must find somewhere else to stay for tonight.’

Arnold nodded and left the room without saying anything to Carrie. The nurse frowned. 

‘Your husband seems very nervous, Mrs. Bateman.’ Carrie didn’t answer her. She wanted to say that if she’d noticed his lack of concern for her it was because he couldn’t care less, and was more than likely cross because he’d been woken out of his sleep, but she knew she mustn’t. Arnold would get to hear about it, and there would be hell to pay, and at that moment she had more to think about than Arnold and what his friends thought. 

She was terrified at the loss of control of her own body. She thought of Florrie, and no matter how angry Carrie was with her for forcing her into a situation to which she hadn’t agreed, wanted her more than anyone. Her mother should have been with her. It was the way of things. When a baby was being delivered, the maternal grandmother should be there. There was no one here on her side, no one to hold her hand and tell her everything was going to be alright. 

The contractions came one on top of the other leaving her little time to do the breathing the nurse instructed. 

‘You must try, Mrs Bateman. You’ll cope much better if you get some rhythm into your breathing.’

‘I am trying,’ Carrie panted. ‘I am.’

The nurse patted her hand and looked at her sympathetically. ‘I know, dear. Just do the best you can.’

At a quarter to eight the following morning, Carrie gave birth to a son. It was a moment of utter relief for Carrie...and when she saw her baby boy for the first time, complete and utter love.

‘He’s so tiny,’ she said to the nurse. ‘Will he be alright.’

The nurse laid the swaddled baby into her arms and smiled broadly. ‘He’s premature, my dear. He’s smaller than we’d like, but he’s a reasonable weight and seems strong. When you get to Bombay you must take him to a hospital and get him checked. And yourself, of course. We’re rather limited on board as to the kind of care we can give you. If the authorities had known you were about to give birth, it’s quite likely you would have had to make the journey to India without your husband, and at a later date.’ 

Carrie smiled. ‘You were with me all the way,’ she said. ‘I felt safe with you and I don’t even know your name.’

‘Nurse Porter,’ she answered. ‘Nancy. You did well, Mrs Bateman, with virtually no pain relief. Your little boy is our first birth and very likely the only one. We have no other impending births recorded. Your son is special.’

‘Thank you. And it’s Carrie. My name’s Carrie. Has my husband been told?’

‘Yes. We got a message to him. He said he’ll drop by as soon as he can.’ Carrie nodded. She wondered what his thoughts were now that he had a stepson. She made a bet with herself that the news she had given birth to a boy had barely caused a ripple in his heart. She was in no hurry to see him.
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THE REST OF THE VOYAGE went by in a blur. For the first few days she remained in the cabin as she had before the birth, but as the temperature rose she realised it wasn’t healthy for either her or the baby to be cooped up, so she swaddled him lightly and took him up on deck. She kept a look out for the women who had taunted her, and found a deckchair out of the breeze and out of their way. Some of the other passengers stopped to congratulate her, saying they had heard about the birth because it had been the only one on board. Someone asked the baby’s name and she looked at them blankly, then felt embarrassed because she hadn’t thought of a name. She’d had no one to tell so it hadn’t occurred to her. Arnold had shown no interest in the boy, and hadn’t asked her what she would call him.

‘Er, John. Yes, that’s his name. John.’ They had nodded, and someone had said, ‘That’s a fine name.’ She had been pleased, wondering why she had so suddenly decided on the name, John, then realised that the one person in her mind since the birth had been Johan. She looked down at the slumbering baby and smiled. ‘Your name’s John,’ she said. ‘What else would it be?  It’s perfect for you.’

She looked up and saw Dorothy walking briskly towards her. Carrie’s smile slipped from her face, and her stomach rolled with anxiety as Dorothy sat on the deckchair next to her.

‘I heard you’d had the baby. Can I look?’ She gently pulled the blanket back from the baby’s head. ‘Oh, how sweet. Boy or girl?’

‘A boy. John.’

‘Oh, that’s a nice name.’ She glanced at the baby again. ‘Gosh, his hair his dark. And Arnold’s so fair.’

‘Yes, but I’m dark, and so are my family. He must take after my side.’

‘Yes, I expect that’s what it is. Was it very awful? The birth I mean. One does dread it.’

‘It was alright. As painful as you would expect, I suppose. It’s worth it in the end.’

‘Yes, of course it is. You must be so happy...and Arnold too.’

Carrie nodded. Yes...yes we are.’ 

There was a lull, then Dorothy’s eyes lit up. 

‘I’ve had a marvellous idea. Why don’t you join us for tea tomorrow? You can introduce little John to everyone.’

Carrie blanched. ‘No...no thank you. I don’t mean to be rude, but I don’t think it’s a good idea.’

‘Whyever not? Don’t worry about the others, I’ll put them in their place. They don’t frighten me.’ She giggled.

Carrie left her seat and wrapped the blanket even tighter around John. ‘Yes, Dorothy, but they’re not very nice to me. I know you mean well, but...we’re different. You know we are. It’s one thing your friends taunting me because of my situation in life, it’s quite another when my new-born baby is in my arms. I know you understand.’

Dorothy got up and stood in front of her. ‘Yes, yes, I do, Carrie. I think you’re a very brave girl. It can’t have been easy for you, giving birth on board. I just wish things were different. I hope you don’t count me as one of those who would be disrespectful to you. I hope we’ll be friends. If there’s anything you need, please let me know.’

Carrie relaxed her shoulders and smiled at her, relieved to be off the hook. ‘Thank you, Dorothy. I’d like us to be friends, too.’ She turned and walked across the deck, her head held high. She clutched John’s tiny body tightly against her. ‘It’s you and me, John,’ she said quietly to him. ‘You and me against the world.’
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‘I HEAR YOU’VE BEEN fraternising with Dorothy Tremaine,’ Arnold said as he buttoned his jacket that evening. ‘Think you’re like her, do you? Think you’re one of them?’ 

Carrie watched Arnold as he smoothed his hand across his head which disturbed the thin strands of greasy hair covering his scalp, now red and peeling with sunburn. She could see his reflection in the mirror and the smirk on his lips. Then he tutted in exasperation as he tried to comb his hair into place, and Carrie frowned. ‘Fraternising? I’d answer you if I knew what it meant.’

‘You’ve been talking to her, I heard. Making friends.’ He sneered as he said it and her deep dislike of him ran hot through her veins.

‘As a matter of fact she spoke to me, congratulating me on the baby. I do not think we’re alike, I know we are not, and for your information, I told her as much.’

Arnold swivelled on his heel, glaring down on her as she sat on the bed rocking John in her arms. ‘What? What did you say to her? You better not have been rude to her, Carrie Dobbs. Her husband’s a captain, a commissioned officer. You’ll start a right royal row if you were insolent. You need to know your place, girl.’

Carrie got up and gently placed John back in the draw fashioned as his cot, now bedecked with cut-down cotton sheets and blankets that Nancy had found for her, and turned to face him, determined not to show she was in any way riled by his rudeness.

‘Well, isn’t that what I just said? I politely thanked her for her kind words...and her invitation to take tea with her and her friends, but reminded her we are of a different class. She said she understood, and that if I needed anything to let her know.’

Arnold narrowed his eyes and turned back to the mirror as he struggled to do up the top button of his jacket. ‘Right. Well, we don’t need anything, so there’s no need for you to go cap in hand to Mrs. Tremaine. She’s a fine lady, she is. She won’t want to have anything to do with you.’ He turned to look at her again. ‘And neither will the other fine ladies.’

Carrie folded her arms in front of her, wishing he would go and do whatever it was he had to do. ‘I already know that, Arnold. They’ve made it quite clear.’

‘I’m sure they have. I expect they know all about you.’

Carrie felt her breath catch in her throat. ‘What d’you mean by that? What do they know about me?’

‘For Christ’s sake,’ he yelled as he fumbled with his top button. ‘Ere, get over ‘ere, you’re going to have to help me with this.’ Carrie stared at him in horror. ‘Well, come on, you stupid girl. I haven’t got all bloody day. I’m going to be late. It’s your bloody fault, keeping me talking.’ 

She crossed the cabin and stood in front of him, reaching up to the button under his chin. As she tried to get the button in the buttonhole her hand brushed the mottled skin on his neck and she recoiled, swallowing hard to keep her composure. His foul breath laced with alcohol and nicotine reached her as he breathed out, sighing with impatience.

‘Have you done it,’ he said.

She stepped away from him covering her mouth with her hand. ‘Yes.’

He nodded. ‘Right. Well. I’ve got to go.’ He made for the door, but she stopped him.

‘What did you mean when you said they knew all about me?’

He shrugged. ‘They guessed our situation. The lads. They know what you are and they know he’s not mine.’ He nodded towards the baby.

Tears threatened as she realised any chance of her making friends with any of the other women when she got to India was gone. No one would want to know her for fear of their reputation being tarnished. It was something all classes had in common.

‘You told them, didn’t you? Why would you do that?’

‘Like I said, they guessed. I didn’t have to say much. You look what you are, Carrie Dobbs. They know a trollop when they see one. They wouldn’t have had to be geniuses to work it out, and they’re all a lot cleverer than you.’ He turned to go then something occurred to him and he stopped and looked at her. ‘You alright in that department now?’

Her eyes widened. ‘Which department?’

He rolled his eyes and gave a low laugh. ‘I thought you would have known what I meant, all the experience you’ve had on your back. I’m your husband. I’ve got rights.’

Carrie trembled, the threatened tears now running down her cheeks. ‘No, I’m not alright in that department,’ she said, her voice shaking. ‘I’ve just had a baby, or p’raps you hadn’t noticed for all the attention you’ve paid him.’ 

‘Why should I give him any attention? He’s not my kid, is he? I know whose he is, though. Your mother told me. Thought I had a right to know. She wasn’t impressed, and neither am I. You need to learn to stick with your own kind, so any thoughts of elevating yourself by having friends like Dorothy Tremaine you can get right out of your head, Miss. And as for Johan Stern’s bastard, if his own father can’t be bothered with him I don’t see why I should be. I’ll be happier when you’ve had one of mine. And I won’t be leaving it too long. We’ll get a better house with more kids in tow, and a bit more pay, so you’d better think about that.’ 

Arnold slammed the door behind him and Carrie sank onto the bed. She closed her eyes as nausea overwhelmed her, breathing deeply like Nancy had shown her when she was in labour, waiting for the sickness to subside. Feeling stronger she left the bed and knelt on the floor by the draw where John was sleeping peacefully. She gently placed her hand on the soft mound of his little body then bent and kissed his velvety cheek, breathing in his wonderful baby smell. She closed her eyes, and when she opened them again she looked determined.

‘I have to do something, don’t I,’ she whispered to him. ‘I have to change all this, John, because if I don’t Arnold Bateman will ruin our lives forever and I will die of guilt and shame. Don’t be frightened, my darling boy. I’ll take care of us, I promise.’
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‘CARRIE. CARRIE!’ DOROTHY ran towards Carrie from the officer’s canteen. ‘Carrie,’ Dorothy panted. ‘I haven’t seen you for days. Where have you been hiding? I’d like you to meet Marcus.’ She looked up at her husband proudly. ‘Marcus, this is Carrie Bateman. I told you about her.’ 

Her husband, Captain Marcus Tremaine trailed behind her. He paused for a moment to light a cigarette, cupping the tip to protect it from the wind sweeping across the deck. He followed Dorothy looking curious, blew out a puff of smoke and nodded to Carrie. ‘I hear you’ve already had an eventful journey, Mrs. Bateman. I hope everything went well.’

Carrie smiled, although she was eager to get back to the cabin where she’d left John sleeping. She felt uncomfortable talking to this couple as if she were their equal. ‘Yes, sir. It went well. He’s a lovely baby. Not really given me any trouble yet. I came up on deck to get some air but it’s stifling up here as well. There’s nowhere to go to get away from it.’

‘Yes, even the constant breeze doesn’t take the edge off of the humidity. But I assure you ladies, it’s going to get a lot worse. India is always hot and humid, even when it rains.’

‘Have you been to India before, sir?’

‘Yes, when I was a boy. I doubt it’s changed much. Very hot, very sticky. The custard apples are quite nice though.’

Carrie’s eyes widened. ‘Custard apples?’

‘Oh, yes. You’ll be able to pick them off the trees.’

Dorothy giggled. ‘I think Carrie will have far more to think about than picking apples, darling.’

Marcus laughed. ‘Yes, you ladies will be having mint juleps every afternoon and playing whist tournaments, I don’t doubt. Far too busy to be thinking about anything else.’

Carrie smiled and lowered her head. She was sure she wouldn’t be drinking mint juleps with the other girls. She hadn’t a clue what a mint julep was and she knew they wouldn’t want her there. She couldn’t think of anything worse. When she looked up Marcus Tremaine was looking at his wife as though she were the only other person on the ship. Carrie could see how much he loved Dorothy, and in truth it was the only thing she envied Dorothy for. She cleared her throat to get their attention. 

‘I’d best be getting back to John. I don’t like to leave him for too long on his own. How long do you think it will be now, sir, before we reach Bombay? I’m keen to have John checked by a doctor, just to make sure he’s alright before we begin the rest of our journey.’

‘We’ll probably load up again in Port Said before we go down the Suez Canal, and be required to wait for an escort, so that could take a day or more. Then the ship will go across the Red Sea to Aden, then on to Bombay. I’m afraid it’ll be at least a week, Mrs Bateman. Actually I think we’ve made very good time. The wind must have been in the right direction. I’m sure we’ll all be glad to get off this ship and on to dry land.’

‘Yes, sir, I’m looking forward to it.’

‘There’s no need to call Marcus, sir, when we’re talking, Carrie,’ Dorothy said, touching Carrie’s arm. ‘We’re all friends together, and we will all be living closely together even though he’s your husband’s commanding officer when they’re on duty. Please call us Marcus and Dorothy.’ 

Carrie smiled and nodded, then left the couple on the deck and made her way to the cabin. She inhaled a deep breath then released it slowly, steadying herself. She found meeting other people on the ship such a trial, particularly when someone as kind as Dorothy tried to put her at her ease. She was so used to serving people, she didn’t know whether she should bob a curtsey to them. If Dorothy and Captain Tremaine had been visitors to Nightingale Lane, it would have been something she would have been expected to do if she’d run into them for any reason. In fact, the Sterns made it quite clear that downstairs staff weren’t permitted upstairs when they had guests, not even Mrs. Coyle. 

She knew Dorothy was being kind, but her familiarity and friendliness made Carrie anxious. Arnold had already warned her to stay clear of her and to know her place, and this was what she had been attempting to do. It seemed that Dorothy had other ideas. I’ll have to keep below deck from now on, she thought. If it’s going to be a week before we get to Bombay, I’ll need to be careful. It’s just too risky to go up on deck when everyone else is there, and I don’t want to get on the wrong side of Arnold. I need to stay as far out of his way as possible, or there’s no telling what he’ll do.
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IT WAS THE SMELL SHE noticed first. It wasn’t that it was unpleasant, it was just very different from anything she’d ever known, the kind of odour that hits the back of the throat and can be tasted. She was shocked that it was so pungent even though they hadn’t docked, and she wondered if the whole of India smelt the same. 

She thought about Florrie, Arthur, Elsie, Alfie and Tommy, and the complaints of the stink of tripe and cabbage that always seemed to permeate the house because it was their constant diet. It was disagreeable she had to admit, but when your belly thinks your throat’s been cut you’ll eat anything. The whole of Whitechapel seemed to reek of it, it was just something they had got used to. Here was somewhere vastly different, and Carrie wondered what the smell meant. Was it from what they ate, she wondered...or something else? 

As the ship pulled into Bombay harbour, a gently curving sea-wall, Carrie stood by the ship’s rail, a sleeping John in her arms. She looked down at his face, so tranquil and untroubled, and wondered what their new life would hold for them. Soldiers and their wives, missionaries, women who had come to India alone just for the adventure or to look for a husband, stood around her. She heard their exclamations of wonder and delight...and trepidation from some. The constant breeze from the Indian Ocean ruffled her hair, lifting it from her shoulders and swirling it around her face. She inhaled as a wave of panic took hold of her, making her breath quiver in her chest. The enormity of what was in front of her suddenly dawned on her, and she felt small and insignificant. She had arrived in a strange country, thousands of miles away from home and everyone and everything she knew. 

She wondered what Johan would have made of it, this adventure she was on. Her heart sank when she realised he probably hadn’t given her another thought. Had he realised she was no longer at 99 Nightingale Lane, she thought? She doubted it. The way he looked at Lizabet on their wedding day was the way he used to look at her when they were together. Was he so shallow that he could look at any girl like that as long as he was getting what he wanted? Did his parents know what they’d done and forced him to marry Lizabet? Is that why the marriage was arranged so quickly? Johan had told Carrie he loved her. Did he love Lizabet? Had Carrie meant nothing to him at all? She shook her head trying to rid herself of his image which pushed into her mind’s eye. Johan was so handsome, a young man with a bright future, the sparkling, educated, cossetted only son of a very rich man. Why did she ever think he would want someone like her?

A tear rolled down her cheek and dropped onto John’s blanket. She wiped her face on her sleeve and sniffed as Arnold pushed his way through the crowd and appeared next to her. He leant on the railing, a cigarette hanging from his lips. He puffed on it then took it from his mouth, twisting his body so he faced her. An arrogant smirk crossed his face.

‘What’s that for?’

She turned her face towards him. ‘What?’

‘You. Crying.’

‘I’m not crying.’

‘No,’ he said. ‘You’d better not be. Any other girl would give her right arm to be given a chance to travel and see the world. You don’t seem to realise what an opportunity I’ve given you. Dunno why you’re bloody-well crying.’

‘Yeah, well, I’d give my right arm to be any other girl right now.’

His eyes narrowed, and he bent his body slightly towards her looking round to make sure no one else was listening. ‘Get used to it, miss,’ he hissed at her. ‘You’d better start being the wife I want or I’ll make your life hell.’ He straightened up and she stared at him. ‘You need to model yourself on your friend, Dorothy Tremaine. She knows how to behave even if you don’t.’

‘You don’t want me anywhere near her. Make your mind up.’

He glared at her. ‘Don’t get smart with me, Carrie Dobbs. You know damn well what I mean. Just copy her. I need a woman like Dorothy Tremaine to make sure I get on further in my career, not some dowdy housewife who opens her legs for anyone. Try and act like a lady at least.’ He dropped the butt of his cigarette on the deck and ground it in. ‘Christ, if I’d know what you were like...’

She glared back at him. ‘The feeling’s mutual, Arnold,’ she hissed back. His face darkened and she watched him swallow down his temper. He couldn’t do anything to her on the deck because they weren’t alone, surrounded as they were by other passengers. She was safe from him there. He would never risk making a scene in front of the other soldiers and their wives. His mates would never let him forget it. ‘I’ll never forgive my mother for landing me with you. You’re meant to be my husband, but you’re no husband to me. When you start treating me and John right I’ll be the way you want. I’ll cook and I’ll clean and I’ll smile at your superiors and your friends. But that’s it. And for your information, your ladylove Dorothy Tremaine doesn’t think much of you.’ 

His eyes widened and his face coloured up. ‘Wha...what d’yer mean?’

‘Look at me, Arnold. You say you want me to be like the others. Do I look like the others? Well, don’t bother to answer, I’ll answer for you. No, I do not, because you won’t put your tight-fisted hand in your pocket to make sure I do. How am I supposed to compete with them when I look like a housemaid?’

‘You were a housemaid,’ he said grudgingly.

‘Yes, I was, and I’m not ashamed of it. I worked my arse off at Nightingale Lane.’

He turned his head right and left to make sure no one heard her. ‘D’you have to? Keep your voice down,’ he whispered. ‘Real ladies don’t swear.’

‘Why? I know what I am, and thanks to you so do they, because you’ve made sure of it. Make you feel big did it, letting them know my baby wasn’t yours?’

‘I told you, I didn’t tell them.’

‘No, but you didn’t stop them thinking it, did you? Or saying it. You and your so called friends must have had a right laugh about it. So that’s something else I’ve got to deal with when we get to wherever we’re going. Not very bright, Arnold. They’re already looking down their noses at me and that’s down to you. Some of them won’t even look at me, and they’ve completely ignored John. Do you have any idea how that feels?’ He turned sulkily away and observed the colourful mayhem on the harbour. ‘That’s it, you ignore us too. You’d better hope I don’t get my hands on any money when we’re in Secunderabad because I’ll be hightailing it back home to the people who love me.’

He spat out a laugh. ‘Love you? They don’t love you. They sold you, my girl, to the highest bidder. That’s how much they love you.’

She swallowed hard and looked at him with such contempt it shook him to his core. After a few moments she spoke. ‘You have no idea how much I hate you, Arnold Bateman. And I’m not your girl, and I never will be.’

She walked away from him, her head held high, and found a spot at the railings where she could see what was happening on the harbour side. She wanted to cry, but she knew if she let Arnold reduce her to tears there was no hope for her. She had to be strong, stronger than she’d ever been in her life. Standing around her were the people who would become part of her existence for the foreseeable future, including Arnold, and she dreaded it. 

Arnold was right about one thing; she was nothing like them. Being on board ship with the people who would be in her life had given her a clue as to the kind of society she would be part of. It was like an exclusive club, one to which she had yet to be given entry. Their lives were alien to her, with their constant partying and merry-making, but she would have to find a way to be a part of the life she had been thrown in to, if only for John’s sake. For him she would do anything. 
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THE SHIP MOVED IN CLOSER to the dock. The people at the harbour wall were bewildering to the astonished onlookers from the ship’s decks. There were men, brown-skinned, some swarthy, dressed in loose linen tunics and baggy trousers tapered at the ankles, unloading boxes and crates from the hold. Some of them had lengths of brightly coloured fabric wound around their heads, and all were shouting in loud voices in strange languages with up and down singsong tones that carried on the breeze towards the ship. 

There were animals left to their own devices, milling about between the groups of men who didn’t seem to notice their presence. Behind them, among the melee of people going about their business, were carts drawn by bullocks, and horses drawing carriages of Europeans who had already made their home in the bustling city. A pier stretched out from the harbour into the shallows. Strolling along the pier or clustered in gossiping groups were women, young and old, dressed in saris in acidic colours of pink, green, orange, and yellow. Many of the saris were highly decorated with silver and gold thread that sparkled in the afternoon sun. The women were promenading, showing off their beautiful saris to their peers, the younger girls carefree and giggling in groups, unaware they were part of a mystifying tableau so very unfamiliar to the observers on the ship. Carrie was entranced, mesmerised by the dance that played out in front of her. She looked down at her plain dark-green cotton dress buttoned to the neck in a high ruffle, and envied these women their freedom to wear such flowing garments in the jewelled colours of the rainbow. This is one of the first things I’ll change, she thought. If I’m to become part of the society I’ve been thrown into against my choice, I need to look like the women who inhabit it. Arnold Bateman will have to spend a bit more money on his investment, and at the very least be a supportive stepfather of John too, even if he can’t find it within himself to love him. She didn’t feel guilty about it. He was aware of my situation, she assured herself. So, he needs to accept it and allow me to be the person I know I can be.

‘What do you think?’ Dorothy stood beside her, the feather in her straw hat flickering in the breeze. She looked down to Carrie, a head shorter than Dorothy.

‘It’s overwhelming,’ Carrie replied. ‘I wasn’t expecting anything like this.’

‘Wait until you get into Bombay. It couldn’t be more different from what we have become accustomed to in England.’

Carrie glanced up at her. You have no idea of what I’m accustomed to, she thought. The life you live is likely as different to me as the one I’ll encounter in India. 

‘Do you know Bombay?’ she asked Dorothy.

‘Oh, yes,’ Dorothy nodded. ‘Very well. My parents came here twenty years ago, in 1895. I was such a little thing then, but when I reached seven I was sent back to England to go to school. My mother joined me a few years later.’

Carrie was wide-eyed. ‘Where did you live? In England, I mean?’ 

Dorothy laughed. ‘At my school, of course.’

‘You lived at your school?’

‘Oh, yes.’

‘Without your parents?’

Dorothy momentarily closed her eyes and bent her head, then looked kindly at Carrie. ‘It’s how things are for us, Carrie. I expect you lived with your parents until recently, am I correct?’ Carrie nodded. ‘We have a different way of going on. I missed my parents dreadfully, and I wasn’t very happy at my boarding school, but I had to accept that my father’s work took him to different continents and that I could not be with them. I know my mother missed me, and my sister, Leonora, but we just had to accept. It’s what we women do, isn’t it? Accept our fate.’
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THE SOUND OF VARIOUS Indian languages and strains of music reached the newcomers’ ears as they disembarked from The City of London. Flocks of unfamiliar birds flew overhead, many diving into the swelling sea around the ship looking for food. Carrie, with John safely in her arms, and Arnold, made their way through the crowd of disembarking passengers to a bullock cart waiting to take them to a hotel.

‘We’ll spend the night in Bombay, then get the train to Secunderabad tomorrow morning.’

‘Where will we stay?’ Carrie asked.

‘In a hotel. And don’t expect the Ritz. This is coming out of my army pay.’

She raised her eyebrows. ‘Why would I expect the Ritz?’ 

He glanced down at her without lowering his head, his mouth a straight line, and placing his hand firmly against her back pushed her in the direction of a cart. Before she stepped up to get in, she attempted to give John to Arnold to hold, but he stepped back. She shook her head in frustration. 

‘Well, how am I supposed to climb in, Arnold? I’ve only got one pair of hands.’ He looked around cautiously before reluctantly stepping forward and taking the baby from her arms. Carrie climbed into the cart and seated herself on the wooden bench, then glanced back at Arnold who was trying to hold John as far away from his body as he could. She sighed and reached out for John, who Arnold thrust towards her with relief, then climbed in behind her.

As they drove through the streets of Bombay, Carrie was fascinated and appalled in equal measure. There were crowds of people at every corner and down every alleyway. Market stalls littered the paths and spilled out onto the roads, peddlers selling everything from strange fruits and vegetables to lengths of sari fabric hanging from the fronts of the shops, swaying in the breeze sweeping in from the ocean. Oxen roamed the streets, untethered, and it seemed, without owners, until someone rounded them up with the switch of a stick and moved them down the street. Women stood in groups, gossiping and arguing with each other with no thought to the myriad people around them, or who might be listening to their conversations. The noise was deafening. 

The streets the bullock cart took them down were narrow, and they were continually brought to a halt as they waited for people to get out of the way. The houses were like nothing Carrie had ever seen before; tall and narrow and painted in all colours. 

Down the alleyways the buildings were thrown together shacks, some painted as brightly as the saris the women wore, yet the cheerful colours couldn’t hide the primitiveness of the buildings, or how inefficient they were as family homes. Men, women and children sat outside the structures, preparing food, eating and meeting their neighbours. Countless people milled about as if they all had somewhere very important to go, yet didn’t actually get anywhere. Beside almost every building sat beggars; mostly men who lay against the walls, half-dressed, many wearing only loincloths, women, and even children, who ran beside the bullock cart with their palms raised up to the travellers, grinning and looking for coins.

‘Ignore them,’ said Arnold. ‘If you give to one they’ll all come running, even those pretending they can’t walk. We’re not a soft touch, not for anyone.’

‘How much further?’ Carrie asked. The heat and noise was wearying her and her clothes were sticking uncomfortably to her body. She looked down at John in her arms who seemed to suffer no ill effects, and had been rocked into a deep slumber by the swaying of the cart.

The bullock cart pulled up in front of a large, shabby building painted ochre yellow and fronted by large double wrought-iron gates, the entryway to a large courtyard punctuated by straggly unkempt bushes. 

‘We’re here,’ said Arnold, climbing out of the cart and running to the front to retrieve their luggage. Carrie waited for him to offer to hold John while she clambered off the cart, but he didn’t, and she knew he’d not done so on purpose. She scowled at his back and struggled out of the cart, landing awkwardly on the dusty street. She smoothed down her skirt and raised her face to view the building.

It was set back from the street, the forecourt untidy with weeds growing up in between broken flagstones. Three stories high, each floor had a veranda edged with an intricately carved railing. The windows were shuttered against a veil of dust hanging in the air from the carts and horses going by on the dusty road outside. The front entrance was two doors, one of which was open, leading into a porch with a closed screen. The ambiance was of genteel shabbiness, a building which had seen better days and was once, in its heyday, very beautiful, but had been left unmaintained, ravaged by dust, countless monsoons, and the decay of years of neglect. Carrie considered it beautiful. Arnold observed it with a critical eye.

‘Not much, but it’ll have to do. It’s only for tonight. Tomorrow night we’ll sleep on the train.’

‘How many nights, exactly?’ she asked him.

‘Four. It’ll take us four and a half days to get to Secunderabad. We’ve got a sleeper berth, so think yourself lucky. Some of the women will have to sleep in the carriages.’ 

He took their luggage across the courtyard and slid it into the porch, then knocked on the dividing screen. Carrie stood behind him waiting with apprehension. A man dressed in a brown brocade frock coat and white turban opened the screen and bowed to them. Arnold picked up the bags and went through into a large hall decorated in red and gold. The man smiled at them and welcomed them into the cool hall. Carrie was relieved to get out of the piercing sunlight and away from the constant noise from the streets. All that could be heard was the breeze rustling through the banyan trees lining the courtyard, and the squawking of parrots flying overhead. When the door was closed again it was as if the street outside didn’t exist.

‘I’m Sergeant-Major Bateman,’ said Arnold. ‘I arranged a room for myself and my wife.’

‘Yes, sir. We have been expecting you. I am Basu, manager of the Sundar Ghar Hotel. Please, let me show you to your room.’ 

He took them up a flight of wooden stairs to the first floor and opened the door to a large room with long windows dressed with muslin drapes. Outside Carrie could see a veranda on which there was a bamboo table and two chairs. The walls of the room were washed in a watery yellow, and on the washed-out floorboards were rush mats. Above the bed was a muslin canopy that draped at the head of the bed. Basu swept his hand towards it. ‘To protect you from mosquito, sir.’ Arnold nodded as Carrie looked around the room.

‘Excuse me,’ she said. ‘There’s no cot. I need a cot for my baby.’

Basu looked dejected. ‘I’m so sorry, madam. I did not know. There was no mention of a baby. I will get one of the boys to bring a cot. I’m so sorry, madam.’

Carrie smiled at him. ‘Don’t worry,’ she said. ‘He wasn’t supposed to be here yet. You weren’t to know.’

‘You will need some refreshment, sir and madam. Please come to the dining room when you have become rested. There will be refreshment for you there.’

Carrie smiled at him again. ‘Thank you,’ she said. ‘That will be lovely.’

When Basu left, Carrie lay John on the bed and pulled the blankets from around him. She removed his clothing and let him lay in his nappy. His skin was hot and clammy to the touch. She poured some water from a floral jug on the dresser into a small bowl and bathed him until he was cool.

‘There you are, my little lad,’ she cooed to him. ‘That’s better, isn’t it? You were so hot.’

Arnold opened the door to a knock and two boys stood on the veranda, one holding the cases, the other the makings of a cot. The first boy set the cases down by the window, and then proceeded to assist the second to set up a cradle which they put by the side of the bed. When they had finished they waited for Arnold to slip them a coin, but he didn’t, and they left.

‘Shouldn’t we have given them a little something? They probably don’t get much,’ she said to him.

He frowned as he slipped off his jacket and poured water from the jug into another bowl, and began to wash. ‘Why should I? They get paid, don’t they?’ He opened the smaller case and took his shaving equipment from a side-pocket and lined it up on the dresser. ‘And while we’re on the subject, don’t go getting close with the natives. The others in the regiment won’t like it, and you’d better remember it when we get to Secunderabad as well. We’ll have Indians working for us. They’ll be servants not friends, so make sure you don’t get too friendly.’

She nodded and sighed. ‘Is there anyone I can be friendly with, Arnold? I’m not allowed to talk to Dorothy Tremaine, and now I can’t talk to Indians whose country we’ll be living in. Is there anyone else you’d like me to stay away from?’

He snorted a laugh. ‘Yeah. Me.’
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Chapter 12
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BASU HAD LEFT THEM a pot of tea and some honey cakes in the dining room. By this time, the hotel had begun to fill with soldiers and their wives, and Europeans from other ships. Two of the missionaries, a man and a woman who had travelled with Carrie and Arnold from England, were seated at one of the tables. They had to be contented with their own company as no one else seemed to notice them. When Carrie saw them she nodded and smiled and they returned it. Arnold glared at her but she turned away. He suddenly left their table and went to speak to some of the soldiers from his regiment. They all seemed to be young single men; there were no wives with them, and they were deferring to him. She realised that they were of a lower rank, something she was sure Arnold would relish because of the power it gave him, and when he came back to their table he was flushed with his own importance, and belief in his superior status.

‘I wonder if Dorothy and Captain Tremaine are staying here.’

Arnold spluttered into his tea. ‘You do say the most ridiculous things. Of course, they’re not staying here. This hotel is for the riff-raff, not people of class like Dorothy Tremaine. They’re likely staying at the Taj Mahal Palace.’

Carrie’s lips twisted into a small smile. ‘Are we riff-raff, then?’

‘Not for too much longer, I hope. When we get to Secunderabad I want to make sure I get to the top of the tree. But we won’t be doing that if you go around smiling at Indians and missionaries.’

‘They’re just people, Arnold. Like you and me.’

‘They are not like me. They’re nothing like me. When I return to England I want to go back as a non-commissioned officer, a captain, with everything that goes with it, including the social standing. It’s why I’ve come to India, to change my life. And this is the best place for me to do it.’

‘And what about me? And John. Where do we come in your plans?’

‘You’ll do as you’re told.’

[image: Shape

Description automatically generated with medium confidence]

LATER, AFTER AN AFTERNOON nap which seemed a necessity to get away from the intense heat, Arnold announced he would be meeting his friends after dinner.

‘You’ll want to stay here with him, won’t you?’ he said pointing his thumb at John. ‘And you don’t have a baby carriage so you won’t be going very far.’

Carrie frowned. ‘I wanted to take John to be examined at a hospital. And I thought it might be nice to have a look around, you know at the town. I haven’t come all this way to be stuck in a room.’

Arnold shrugged. ‘I’ve already told the lads I’ll be meeting them later.’ He glanced at the baby. ‘He’s alright, isn’t he? Didn’t that nurse get someone to look at him for you?’

‘Yes, but he wasn’t a baby doctor. He was a soldier. He came to India to take care of soldiers, not babies.’

‘Still a doctor. And I was there when he examined him. He said he was okay, and that’s good enough for me.’

Carrie knew there was no arguing with him. ‘The soldiers you’re going into Bombay with. They’re the ones you were talking to earlier? The ones without wives. You have a wife. Should you not put us first? Why aren’t you socialising with the soldiers who have brought their families with them.’

Arnold stood in front of the mirror, fastening a tie at the neck of his military shirt. ‘Oh, don’t you worry about that. I will when it counts. When we get to Secunderabad I’ll make everyone think I’m the most considerate husband at the station, with a wife who will always be grateful for what I’m doing for her. Here...here I shall do as I please.’ He turned from his grinning reflection and stared at her. ‘I’m not stopping you if you want to go out and explore the town. I’d be careful though. There are all sorts in the streets of Bombay, and they’ll want whatever you’ve got, and probably won’t ask before they take it. It’s up to you, though.’

After dinner Arnold left Carrie standing in the hall, and left the hotel with the other soldiers in his regiment. She watched him as he left by the front entrance, allowing the porch screen to swing back with a clang that felt like a slap in the face. A wave of anger made her skin prickle, quickly replaced by an overwhelming sadness. She remembered the conversations she and Pearl had had in their little attic room, the ones that went long into the night when they talked about the kind of man they hoped to marry. Never in her wildest dreams did Carrie ever imagine she would end up in a foreign country where she knew no one, with a man who treated her with such utter contempt. The man who called himself her husband. The one she could never love.

She climbed the stairs to the first floor veranda and let herself into their room, looking around the four walls and wondering what she could do to fill the time that stretched out in front of her. She was not sorry to see Arnold go, but she itched to see what was on the other side of the gates shielding the hotel from the outside world. She thought about writing home to her parents and to Pearl, but wondered if her letters would ever get to them. Thinking about home made her desolate. It had been a hard life, but it was the one she knew well, and there had been a kind of safety in it. Here, she felt as though she was abandoned, a woman with no one in the world to care for her. She had no one in her corner, and there was no one else who felt like she did. Tears rolled down her cheeks as she stood by the door. She didn’t want to cry because crying meant Arnold had won; had hurt her so much she couldn’t recover, so she wiped her eyes on her sleeve and went across to the cot.

John was such a good baby. She could almost tell the time by him; he woke for his feeds like clockwork and the love she had for him was overwhelming. He had not whined at the heat, and as long as he was near her he was contented. She adored him already, and in her heart she knew he would be her little friend. He was the one who would make everything she was going through worthwhile.

A gentle rapping on the door startled her. She remembered what Arnold had said about Bombay being a dangerous place and wondered if she should answer it.

‘Madam. Madam. It’s Basu, the manager.’ Basu’s voice came from the other side of the door and she ran to open it.

‘Basu?’

He bowed, his hands pressed together as if in prayer. ‘Madam, I saw you have no carriage for the child. I have one here for you. You can go out into Bombay like the other wives. They have all gone to see the sights. You should go too.’

He stepped to the side and pulled an old pram into the room. It had a rattan body and a leather hood. The handle was worn with use, and the gilding, a kind of gold paint, was flaking off where other hands had wrapped around it and pushed the carriage to who knew where. Inside the body of the carriage were beautifully embroidered pristine coverlets and an embroidered linen pillow. Basu grinned from ear to ear, so pleased that he could help the young madam from England.

‘Oh, Basu, that’s so kind. Thank you so much. And the linen is so pretty.’

Basu nodded and looked proud. ‘My wife, Mrs Basu sewed them.’

‘Please thank Mrs Basu for me. She’s very clever. It’s beautiful.’ She smiled gently, feeling slightly embarrassed in front of Basu, because Arnold had clearly abandoned her. ‘My husband has gone into Bombay town. I could not go with him because of the baby.’

‘Yes, Madam. I saw him leave with his friends. I thought you would like to go and see Bombay for yourself.’

She nodded and bit her lip. ‘My husband says it’s dangerous for a woman on her own, Basu. Should I not go?’

‘If you stay on the main street you will be safe. Do not go down the narrow streets to the shacks where the peddlers are. They will no doubt approach you, even an English woman. On the main street there will be many people, men, women, and children. Do not pay the beggars. If you pay one you will pay all, and they will not leave you alone.’ She nodded. ‘Be brave, Madam. There is so much to see.’

She grinned and nodded. ‘I will. And thank you for your help. This is lovely.’ She indicated the pram. 

When he’d left she raised her eyebrows and inspected the pram. 

‘Oh, John, this is an old one, but, it’s better than nothing. I think we should go out. Everyone else seems be exploring.’

She changed her dress for a light floral cotton one that had belonged to Elsie. Carrie had altered it to fit her for after the baby was born. She hadn’t known she would wear it so soon. It was a little tight in the bodice, but the limited diet on board the City of London meant she had lost most of the weight she had gained, so she was satisfied with how it looked. She brushed her long brown hair into a chignon and pinned it to the top of her head, then pinched her cheeks to get some colour into them. I’m a wife and mother now, she thought to herself. I need to look the part. 

She lifted John from his cot and laid him in the pram. She’d fed him before dinner, so she knew she had a couple of hours before his next feed. Wheeling him out of the room her spirits lifted, and she found herself looking forward to going outside. She walked along the veranda, then realised she would have to get the pram down the wooden staircase. Basu and one of his boys were waiting at the bottom of the stairs.

‘We are here, Madam, to help you.’ They ran up the stairs and lifted the baby carriage, taking it down into the hall. Carrie nodded and thanked them. ‘I’m so sorry. I have nothing to give you, but I promise I will get something for you for tomorrow.’

Basu shook his head. ‘No, no, Madam, please, do not worry. We are pleased to help.’
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THE EARLY EVENING SUN was still intense, so she pulled up the baby carriage hood and folded the coverlet away from John to keep him cool. The hood provided plenty of shade for the baby and he looked comfortable and contented. This was the first time she had wheeled him in a pram and she enjoyed the feeling of having him in front of her. It meant she could see him all the time, and she found herself smiling and enjoying the walk through the streets. As she walked past the hotels and the tall houses, the noise from the main street got louder and louder, and the smells of spices and garlic, and street-food cooking on dozens of braziers lining the street was even stronger. Even though she had eaten, the aroma made her mouth water, and she was surprised that the smell of food so foreign to her would have this effect. For dinner, the hotel had given them their idea of English food; pale meat, watery carrots, and hard potatoes. The food on the outdoor cooking stoves was bright and colourful, and Indians and Europeans stood in a group around each one, waiting for their share. Music came from many of the stores, strange lilting sounds that made no sense at all to Carrie, and certainly no tune she recognised. The marketplace sold everything, beautiful bright exotic flowers, pots and pans, fruit and vegetables in mounds on the street where shoppers inspected them before buying, and stalls where men made leather bags and belts or jewellery from precious metals and stone.

Behind all this excitement and socialising were the native quarters, ramshackle dwellings crowded into tightly inhabited streets and occupied by families living in squalor. The shacks were painted in gaudy colours like their fashionable European looking counterparts in the centre, but that was where any comparison ended. Carrie thought about the house where she and her family lived in Hanbury Street, and how much they complained about having to use an outside privy they shared with the neighbours either side of them. Nothing would ever prepare the residents of Whitechapel for the scenes of mayhem down the alleys of Bombay.

Carrie wandered on, finding it more and more difficult to dodge people who seemed quite happy to bump into anyone they encountered, rather than find a way around them. The baby carriage was knocked a few times, and she decided to turn around and go back the way she came. It would soon be time for John’s feed and she wanted to be safely back at the Sundar Ghar Hotel in good time. She negotiated the heaving crowd, and was about to turn the pram to face the opposite direction when someone grabbed her arm.

‘What’re you doing here?’

She turned quickly in the direction of the voice to see Arnold standing next to her, a cigarette balanced precariously on his bottom lip. She frowned, worried it would fall into John’s pram.

‘What does it look like?’ she said, pulling her arm away from his fingers digging into her flesh.

‘I told you to stay in the hotel,’ he said in a low voice.

‘No, you didn’t. You said I wouldn’t be able to go out because I didn’t have a pram. Well, someone got one for me. And no, I didn’t ask them to. Basu brought it to the room because he knew I didn’t have one. At least someone cares about me and John. Anyway, what difference does it make? I wasn’t bothering you, and I’m going back now to give John his feed.’ She looked past him and saw a young soldier standing by one of the street-food vendors. He kept glancing in their direction then looking away again. ‘You with him?’

‘We were about to go to one of the bars.’

‘So, go then. I’m not stopping you.’ She pushed past him and walked back down the street, dodging the bicycles, the oxen, the stray dogs and the myriad people, all squeezed into the narrow street. Then she thought of something and turned back. ‘I need some money.’

Arnold frowned. ‘For what?’

‘I need a hat. All the other wives have one because of the heat.’

He fished about in his pocket and took out a note. ‘Here’s two and a half Rupees. That should be enough.’

‘Doesn’t seem much.’

‘It’ll be enough,’ he said, and went to join his companion who looked slightly embarrassed, then laughed loudly at something Arnold said to him. Carrie frowned, wondering why Arnold had made such a seemingly close friend of someone who was a lower rank in his regiment, but she shrugged thinking she didn’t really know how everything worked. No doubt I’ll learn soon enough, she thought as she began the return journey to the hotel. John had begun to stir, so she quickly made her way to a peddler selling hats, and bought a round straw with a small posy of flowers on the brim, leaving her two Rupees. ‘I’ll give a Rupee to Basu,’ she said to a now squirming John looking for his feed, ‘and keep one for us just in case. We might need it.’ 
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Chapter 13
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THE VICTORIA TERMINUS in Bombay was built along land on the Eastern shore known as the Bori Bandar. The vastness of the building, with its octagonal dome topped by a huge figure of a woman took Carrie’s breath away, and even Arnold seemed suitably impressed.

‘I wasn’t expecting this,’ he said, a whistle of surprise leaving his lips. ‘What the hell is this about?’

‘It’s beautiful,’ whispered Carrie.

‘It’s Victorian Gothic,’ a voice said behind them. ‘Classical Indian with Italian influences.’ Carrie turned quickly and found herself staring into the eyes of a soldier. Arnold stood swiftly to attention and saluted. ‘Captain Lawrence, sir,’ he said. 

Captain Lawrence lit a cigarette, cupping his hand around the sizzling match. The flare highlighted the smooth contours of his face, and as he shook the match out he smiled at Arnold. ‘Stand easy, Arnold. Time for all that when we get to the cantonment at Secunderabad.’ He glanced over to Carrie. ‘I take it this is your new wife. I’d heard you’d done the deed during your leave. Thought I’d never see the day. Please, introduce us.’

‘Er, yes, sir. This is Caroline Violet Dobbs, my...my wife, er, known as Carrie. Carrie this is Captain Lawrence.’ He cleared his throat. ‘My boss.’

Lawrence frowned. ‘Dobbs? Bateman, surely.’

Arnold looked flustered, and Carrie couldn’t help smiling to herself at Arnold’s obvious awkwardness at having to admit she was his wife, and his mistake. ‘Yes...yes, of course, sir. Carrie Bateman.’ Lawrence held his hand out to Carrie. She gawped at it. No one had ever wanted to shake her hand before. She glanced up to find his dark brown eyes observing her, and she felt her face burn. She took his hand, relieved she was wearing gloves, and bobbed a curtsey.

He grinned. ‘And there’s no need for that either, Mrs. Bateman. Your husband is a Sergeant-Major. You certainly don’t need to curtsey to anyone.’ He turned to Arnold. ‘I’ll see you when we get to the station, Sergeant Major Bateman. I hear there’s a discipline problem amongst the men at the cantonment. Think they’ve had it a bit too easy. You’ll deal with it, I’m sure.’ 

Arnold nodded and saluted again. ‘Yes, sir, I’d heard the same. Don’t worry, sir, I’ll sort it out.’

Lawrence nodded. ‘I know I can rely on you.’ He turned his attention to Carrie. ‘It was very good to meet you at last, Mrs. Bateman. I hope we can rely on you to be part of the society in Secunderabad. We’re a territorial little lot, and we’ll need some pleasant entertainment. I’m sure Bateman here has explained it all to you.’ He smiled at her and she nodded, not really understanding what he meant. He nodded and tipped his cap, then walked towards the station. Arnold grabbed her arm. ‘We need to get moving. The train will be here soon, and if we miss it there’ll be hell to pay.’

She nodded saying nothing, and pushed the pram towards the vast gothic entrance of the station crowned by figures of a lion and tiger. The hall was a complete contrast to the dusty outside; cool, with vast high ceilings, and echoing with a hundred voices.

‘We need to find the booking office,’ said Arnold, his need to get moving making his voice gruff and his patience thin. ‘There it is, the Star Chamber. Come on, we need to get our tickets before everyone else has the same idea. I hate queuing.’

Carrie looked around at the stone arches carved with grotesque faces and foliage. The ceiling was a deep blue with gold stars. She sighed with wonder, entranced by everything around her.

‘I’ve never seen anything like this before,’ she said. ‘It’s like being in another world. Is Secunderabad like this?’

Arnold shook his head. ‘No, nothing like this. It’s all very utilitarian, but much better than where we’ve come from. And you heard what Captain Lawrence said. There will be expectations, and you’ll need to make sure you meet them.’ She put her head down and didn’t answer him. He frowned, looking cross. ‘Now what’s the matter with you?’ He puffed out an exasperated sigh. ‘It’s not too much to ask, is it? It’s what I paid for after all. I think you’re getting a bloody good deal.’

‘I don’t want a deal, Arnold. You make it sound like a business transaction.’

He raised his eyebrows. ‘Well, that’s what it is. I’ve paid and you have to deliver. Christ, all you’ve got to do is be nice to people, serve drinks and smile. Even you can do that.’ She closed her eyes and waited for him to pay for the tickets. She opened her eyes and watched him remonstrating with the ticket clerk about the price and her heart sank.

She wondered about how it would be in Secunderabad, the place that would become her home for the foreseeable future. Pearl had said it was an adventure, but Carrie knew she’d only said it to keep her spirits up when she was frightened of what she had in front of her. If only Pearl had been there with her, she’d know what to do. She was so much more streetwise than Carrie, and Pearl gave her a confidence she didn’t feel when she was on her own. I’ve never missed you as much as I do now, Pearl, she thought. I thought I couldn’t feel worse than I did when I was on the ship, but I’m thousands of miles away from you and I need you so much. She looked at John asleep in the pram. 

‘It won’t be forever, sweetheart,’ she whispered. ‘I’ll get away from Arnold Bateman as soon as I can, and we’ll go home to where we belong to the streets of Whitechapel, a place I love. Just you and me, my darling. Just you and me.’

For the continuing story of 99 Nightingale Lane...
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...AND BELOW...THE BEGINNING of Part 2 to tempt you...
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THE FOUR DAY TRAIN journey to Secunderabad Station was arduous, sweaty and almost unbearably hot, and Carrie felt every one of the four-hundred and forty miles from Bombay jangle through her bones. The carriages rattled across the Indian terrain with, it seemed, no concern for passenger comfort, and Carrie wondered if they would ever get to their destination. The jolting and shaking from side to side didn’t bother John, in fact the rolling of the train sent him to sleep, but after a while Carrie felt a malady in her stomach, something akin to seasickness. The food offered to the travellers on-board did nothing to quieten her stomach; there seemed to be an abundance of curried meat, mutton, kidneys and chicken, and not much else apart from rice which accompanied every meal.

The compartment she and the other wives were seated was only for Europeans; Indian natives travelled on another part of the train, so Carrie was thrown together with those she had come into contact with on-board ship, the ones she had done her best to avoid. This is just the same, she thought, they in their little groups of chattering girls and me trying to stay away from them. Is this how it will be in Secunderabad? Fortunately for her Arnold had secured them a small private berth, which meant she could disappear with John if the need arose, saying he needed to be fed or changed. She felt guilty using her son as an excuse to get away from the stares of derision, or the silences that fell on the company when she appeared in the carriage and sat on one of the banquets, but it was the only solution to the problem she had had to face on the ship, and certainly one that Arnold did not help her to alleviate. She knew to complain about the way the women were treating her would be to risk his contempt for her and no benefit would be gained from it. 

She wondered at the proximity of Indians to those Europeans who had come to rule their country. It seemed that the Europeans had simply appeared at will and taken the most comfortably furnished carriages with the cleanest furniture. It felt very wrong that Europeans imagined they were better than the people who were born in India. Why are they not here too, she thought? This is their country after all, where they were born and raised. 

Many of the women Carrie sought to escape talked openly about their relief at not being introduced to ‘the natives’ at this early stage, and realised that many of them considered Indians to be inferior in the social standing, looked upon only as good enough for servants and care givers. She would turn away and gaze out of the window. She had plenty to say on the subject, but knew neither they, nor Arnold would appreciate her opinion.

Secunderabad lies in the southern part of India, towards the Eastern terrain where the summers were incredibly hot and the monsoons came from late June, providing the landscape with a lush, rich setting Carrie had not expected. She was astonished at the countryside; green palm trees and parcels of arable land used for growing vegetables and rice stretched as far as they eye could see. Some of the fields were on the hillsides or situated on terraces, and on the flatlands there were oxen and water buffalo; animals working alongside men and women in the fields. And it was very hot, hotter than anything she had ever experienced. Sometimes in the kitchen at 99 Nightingale Lane, she wondered how cook coped with the overwhelming heat from two ovens and simmering pans on a hob which was always alight. Even with the windows open in the carriages and the air blowing through on both sides it provided no respite from the intense heat. The incoming air was so warm it simply made the passengers even hotter.

Carrie sat quietly in a carriage that was relatively empty. Many of the other women had kept to their berths because of the unbearable heat, and she took the opportunity to leave the suffocating four walls of their tiny compartment and enjoy some time on her own. John was fast asleep in his cot, and she knew he would be safe in the locked compartment. 

She listened to the noise the carriages made as they went over the bumpy track. There was a kind of rhythm to the chug chugging noise, and it was quite comforting to her, even though it was accompanied by lots of lurching and shaking. She looked around the carriage. Some of the other travellers had remained inside the carriage, happy to take on the heat and the company of others. She recognised the missionaries who had been on The City of London. They were sitting closely together without speaking, both staring out of the window. The woman must have felt Carrie’s eyes on her because she looked up and gave her a watery smile. Carrie nodded and returned it. She knows how I feel, she thought. Missionaries are second-class citizens as far as the other women are concerned, but at least she has her husband on her side.

Others were keeping themselves to themselves, their noses deep in a book so they didn’t have to converse with anyone else, or doing complicated embroidery, their heads down as if to say, ‘Please don’t speak to me’. 

She sighed and looked out of the window. Her thoughts went to Arnold. He had given her no reason to think he would suddenly become the husband to her he should have been, apart from when it was required of him. For show, she thought, when one of his unit was close, or one of his seniors, to make them think he was a man with a family, a “family man” who was taking care of her and John. If only they knew, she thought. If only they knew.

A rustle on the seat next to her brought her out of her daydream, and she shook herself out of it, turning to find Dorothy staring at her. 

‘Penny for you thoughts, Carrie,’ she said, smiling. ‘You were miles away.’

Carrie shrugged. ‘Was I?’

‘Was it a nice place, wherever you were?’

‘No, not really.’

Dorothy inhaled deeply. ‘I’m guessing your thoughts were in Secunderabad, and not in the familiar streets of London.’

‘Something like that.’ She looked out the window again, wishing Dorothy would go back to her friends. 

She glanced nervously at the glass in the door separating their carriage from the dining car. She knew Arnold had been in there and she prayed he wouldn’t choose this moment to suddenly return. If he saw her speaking to Dorothy he would be less than happy. She began to rise from her seat. 

‘Well, I think I’ll...’

Dorothy put a gloved hand on her arm. ‘Just a moment, Carrie, before you run away again.’ Carrie lowered her eyes and sat down, wondering what Dorothy had to say to her wishing she would understand and leave her alone. She raised her face and looked Dorothy in the eyes. Dorothy’s features were soft, almost regretful. ‘Is he kind to you?’

Carrie froze. Dorothy had caught her off guard and she hoped her expression wouldn’t give her away. ‘Kind to me? I’m sorry, what do you mean, Dorothy?’

‘Bateman? Is he kind to you?’

‘Well, he...he, he does what he can.’

‘That’s not much of an answer.’ She moved her hand away from Carrie’s arm. ‘And yet it tells me everything.’

‘My life is very different to yours, Dorothy.’

‘You keep saying that.’

‘Because it’s true. You must know that.’ She inhaled to steady herself. ‘You married your husband for love, didn’t you?’

Dorothy frowned at her. ‘Of course, why else?’

‘But that’s the point. I hadn’t planned to say this to anyone and if Arnold finds out I will be in a good deal of trouble, but you’ve asked me the question. I like you Dorothy. We may be completely different and our backgrounds are like chalk and cheese, but you’re the only person who has shown me and my baby any kindness since I left London, apart from the Indian manager at the hotel who I’m sure knew my situation without me telling him. I want to be honest with you. I don’t love Arnold, and I can assure you he doesn’t love me.’

She looked shocked. ‘But you married him.’

‘Yes, I did. I had no choice. I was forced into the marriage by my parents, mostly my mother.’

‘Why? Why would they make you marry a man you don’t love?’

‘Because they were ashamed of me. I brought shame on the family.’

Dorothy’s steady gaze observed Carrie for a moment, and then realisation crossed her face. ‘The baby,’ she whispered. ‘John isn’t Arnold’s.’

‘No, he isn’t.’ 

Dorothy looked flustered and Carrie thought it was probably the first time ever. ‘I’m...I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to... ‘Dorothy breathed in, then smiled awkwardly. ‘I’ve embarrassed you. Please forgive me, it wasn’t my intention.’

‘There’s nothing to forgive, Dorothy. I’m not embarrassed. I was silly, naïve my mother said. I believed a man when he said he loved me. I thought he would stand by me, but I was forbidden to tell him about John.’

‘But why? Surely he should know he has a son.’

Carrie nodded. ‘Yes, I thought so too. But my parents had other ideas. They said because he came from a different class he would not stand by me. And Dorothy, they were proved right. He broke my heart because he married someone else without telling me it was going to happen. It must have been planned all the time we were seeing each other.’

‘How did you find out?’

Carrie hesitated. She felt that to tell this woman who came from such a privileged background that she was a maid in Johan’s home might be a step too far, but she had already gone much further than she had intended. What was the point of keeping it a secret? It was the secretiveness that had ruined her life. ‘I worked for his parents. In their house. I was a maid.’

Dorothy gasped. ‘Did he...take you?’

Carrie laughed. ‘No, Dorothy. He didn’t take me. I gave myself to him willingly. It wasn’t like you think. I loved him. He said he wanted us to be together, that we would make a life together, build a home. I believed him because it’s what I wanted to believe. I shamed myself and I shamed my family. They might be poor but they know what pride is. It’s all they’ve got.’

Dorothy shook her head. ‘You poor girl.’

Carrie stood and gathered her things together, a book, a little flask of water, and she hoped her dignity. 

‘So now you know why we cannot be friends. I would imagine you will not want to speak with me again. You will not want to be seen with me. You will not want to share in my disgrace. All I ask is that you do not share what I’ve told you with your friends. They already despise me. If they find out what happened to me in London my life in Secunderabad won’t be worth living. And it won’t only be the women. Arnold would never forgive me, and I have to try and make some sort of a life in India.’

‘I can assure you Carrie, I will not share what you’ve told me, not with anyone.’

Carrie nodded her thanks, went back to her and Arnold’s tiny compartment, and cried and cried.

Dorothy watched Carrie as she left the carriage and stepped into the corridor. She frowned at the girl’s back, wondering what she could do to help her, thinking that she had an almost impossible job on her hands. Carrie was right when she said she wasn’t like the other girls on the train who would make their lives in Secunderabad. She was not a shallow individual like some of the women she’d met, and Dorothy still harboured a hope that she and Carrie would be friends. The officer’s wives were a giggly bunch, constantly looking for someone to gossip about. When one of the girls left the group they would talk about her in the most unflattering terms, ripping to pieces her appearance and the way she spoke. When she returned to her seat around the table and someone else left they would start on her, the returnee joining in the personal demolition, not thinking for a moment the other girls had been discussing her while she was away. Dorothy had grown tired of it and had made it her business to avoid them as much as was deemed polite. When she had met them on deck they had made a point of trying to include her in their conversations, but she knew it was only because Marcus was a commissioned officer and they wanted their husbands on his shirt tails. 

There were rules in the society in which they’d been thrown. She knew how it all worked. Unfortunately, poor Carrie did not. She’ll have to learn, she thought. She must learn if she is to survive. She’s part of the Raj now, no matter what her beginnings were. The British society in India could be savage. She knew this because of her mother’s experiences years before, and Dorothy doubted that things had changed much. The privileges of being part of such a group were great, but they came with a good deal of responsibility. A military wife in the Raj had certain expectations thrust upon her, and she had to rise to them or risk being trampled underfoot. India was a huge shock to everyone when they first arrived, but it was the British Carrie would have to win over. And she needs the tools to know how to do that, thought Dorothy, relaxing back in her seat, smiling to herself. And I’m the woman who has them.

––––––––
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THANK YOU FOR READING!

As an author, I love feedback. Candidly, you’re the reason I continue writing about the characters you love. So, tell me what you liked, what you loved, and even what you didn’t love. It would be great to hear from you, and you can write to me at info@andreahicks-writer.com and visit me on the web  www.andreahicks-writer.com

If you’re so inclined, I’d love a review of the first part of 99 Nightingale Lane. It’s so wonderful for a writer when a reader loves a book enough to take the time to write about how it made them feel. Just a few lines, a phrase or even just a word or a click to leave a rating. It would be so appreciated,  and equally, we can learn from you if you have a different view.

Thank you for spending so much time with me.

In gratitude,

Andrea xxx
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