[image: London Lies Beneath]

    
      
        
          
            
              
              Also by Stella Duffy
            

          

        

      

      Singling Out the Couples

      Eating Cake

      Immaculate Conceit

      State of Happiness

      Parallel Lies

      The Room of Lost Things

      Theodora

      The Purple Shroud

       

      Calendar Girl

      Wavewalker

      Beneath the Blonde

      Fresh Flesh

      Mouths of Babes

       

      Tart Noir: An Anthology (edited with Lauren Henderson)

    

  
    
      
        
          
            
              
              COPYRIGHT

            

          

           

          Published by Virago

           

          
            978-0-3490-0786-1

          

          
            
              
               

              All characters and events in this publication, other than those clearly in the public domain, are fictitious and any resemblance to real persons, living or dead, is purely coincidental.

            

          

          
            
              
               

              Copyright © Stella Duffy 2016

            

          

          
            
              
               

              The moral right of the author has been asserted.

            

          

          
            
              
               

              All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted, in any form or by any means, without the prior permission in writing of the publisher.

            

          

          
            
              
               

              The publisher is not responsible for websites (or their content) that are not owned by the publisher.

            

          

           

          VIRAGO PRESS

          Little, Brown Book Group 

          Carmelite House

          50 Victoria Embankment 

          London, EC4Y 0DZ

           

          
            
              www.littlebrown.co.uk
            
          

          
            
              www.hachette.co.uk
            
          

        

      

    

  
    London Lies Beneath

    
      
        Table of Contents
      

      
        	
          
            
            Also by Stella Duffy
          
        

        	
          
            COPYRIGHT
          
        

        	
          
            
            Dedication
          
        

        	
          
            
            Acknowledgements
          
        

        	
          
            
            One
          
        

        	
          
            
            Two
          
        

        	
          
            
            Three
          
        

        	
          
            
            Four
          
        

        	
          
            
            Five
          
        

        	
          
            
            Six
          
        

        	
          
            
            Seven
          
        

        	
          
            
            Eight
          
        

        	
          
            
            Nine
          
        

        	
          
            
            Ten
          
        

        	
          
            
            Eleven
          
        

        	
          
            
            Twelve
          
        

        	
          
            
            Thirteen
          
        

        	
          
            
            Fourteen
          
        

        	
          
            
            Fifteen
          
        

        	
          
            
            Sixteen
          
        

        	
          
            
            Seventeen
          
        

        	
          
            
            Eighteen
          
        

        	
          
            
            Nineteen
          
        

        	
          
            
            Twenty
          
        

        	
          
            
            Twenty-One
          
        

        	
          
            
            Twenty-Two
          
        

        	
          
            
            Twenty-Three
          
        

        	
          
            
            Twenty-Four
          
        

        	
          
            
            Twenty-Five
          
        

        	
          
            
            Twenty-Six
          
        

        	
          
            
            Twenty-Seven
          
        

        	
          
            
            Twenty-Eight
          
        

        	
          
            
            Twenty-Nine
          
        

        	
          
            
            Thirty
          
        

        	
          
            
            Thirty-One
          
        

        	
          
            
            Thirty-Two
          
        

        	
          
            
            Thirty-Three
          
        

        	
          
            
            Thirty-Four
          
        

        	
          
            
            Thirty-Five
          
        

        	
          
            
            Thirty-Six
          
        

        	
          
            
            Thirty-Seven
          
        

      

    

  
    
      
        
          

        

      

      A koha for the taniwha that lives in the Thames, whistling us home.

    

  
    
      
        
          
            
              
              Acknowledgements
            

          

        

      

      Thank you both to Antonia Hodgson and all at Virago, and to Stephanie Cabot and all at The Gernert Company, for their continued support and faith in my work. Thanks to the Cuming Museum for giving me access to Magic in Modern London and to the pieces of magic themselves, to Chris Roberts for introducing me to Edward Lovett’s work, Kraindel Singer, Gregor Truter, Kate Lane for Mary Chamberlain’s vitally useful Growing up in Lambeth which led me to Maud Pember Reeves’ brilliant Round About a Pound a Week, and to the Shaky Isles TaniwhaThames company – story-callers all. Special thanks to Gladstone’s Library where I finally found one quiet week to begin this book and to the Friends of Nunhead Cemetery for their work in keeping this story alive. 

    

  
    
      
        
          
            
              
              One
            

          

        

      

      A stretch of land, seven hills to the south, a sandy ridge to the north running east to west and another that heads north to south. The land, marshy in many places, downright boggy in others, with thick, claggy clay running beneath, folds itself into a shallow basin around a twisting tangle of river. It is a village and on the north shore there is an encampment with a ferry crossing, it is a site of hope and of loss.

      Now it is a town with a bridge, just one.

      Now a city, two big churches by the water, one rising right in the centre and another to the west.

      It is market gardens and trade, and still there is just the one bridge, ferrymen risk sinking their little boats from the weight of the coin they charge to row men from the chaste north to visit Southwark geese in the south.

      It is ships and shipping this city, docks that smell of trade and tobacco, sugar and spice and many things that are not nice, will never be nice, no matter how often the slave blood is sluiced away.

      Sailors and shipped-out soldiers journey on, the river taking them first east and then south to battle and to blood. The ships return with Empire spoils, while the men bring back stories they will tell only when whiskey or rum loosen the locked door of memory. Women wait out the night sweats of their men with horrors of their own, tales they won’t tell either, the miscarriages, the stillbirths, the abortions and the hungry mouths of little ones who lived, despite it all. The children who survive, yet never seem to profit from the ships or the trade or the wars or the churches or this new bridge or that bigger ferry or the widened roads or the train stations or the tram tracks or the factories that line the docks that line the river.

       

      A boy looks down from Nunhead to the city. He sees Highgate Hill in the distance. He knows the houses over there that edge the heath, they are comfortable and easy, with wide doors and wider halls, sunlit rooms. Beneath the hill and the heath he sees Camden and meaner houses, though not for long, for here are the great villas of Regent’s Park, white porticos and tall windows. Then it is town proper, elegant squares slowly edged out by streets of shops, the new department stores where behind every counter is a shop girl who wipes sweaty hands on a tired frock before she sells goods she could never afford. Here are the tight alleys and dangerous dead ends of the St Giles rookery, there the broad stretch of Oxford Street, Regent Street, and where it meets Piccadilly here is Mr Gilbert’s statue of Anteros. True, everyone calls the statue Eros, but our boy in Nunhead knows better, knows that this is Anteros, brother of Eros, the god of love returned, given back, love requited, with arrows that not only find their mark, but are welcome.

      Coming closer, the boy would walk, if he could, down the slope of Haymarket, stopping just before he turns into Trafalgar Square, looking above the tall theatres for Admiral Nelson’s hat. There it is, the peak of the tricorn, and the boy dreams himself around the corner and into the square. Careful of the carriages, the trams, he crosses to the four lions guarding the base of the column. He and his two best mates stood here once and listened to an old sailor, half a leg gone, cut away right above the knee, who whispered the secret of the lions’ paws, a secret every soldier and sailor knew, those that were Londoners. If you want to come home to the city, then the night before you head out, you must round the column, from north to east to south to west, touching each of the lions’ forepaws as you go. The three boys clubbed together to give the old man tuppence ha’penny for his story and round the lions they went, our boy reached for the back paws too, for good measure. Lads excited to grow up, to go to the world, lads with fathers who had sailed down to South Africa, grandfathers who went all the way to Kandahar and came back different men. These lads want to go out, yes, see the world, but they want to come home as well. London is home.

       

      London, but not this London, up town London. Home is the other side of the river. That’s Big Ben ringing out the hour and so the three boys have their task – ready, set, go. Running now, along the Strand, dodging trams and carriages, swiftly round the copper who doesn’t want dirty lads from the wrong side of the river running along his patch, doesn’t trust them far as he could throw them. A quick stop at St Mary le Strand, once round the church as they have promised they always will, it would be cheating just to turn the corner to the river, then fast over Waterloo Bridge to the south, to home. Real London, the London that is beneath. Beneath the fancy shops of the north side, beneath the big white houses with their bells and whistles and servants upstairs and downstairs and in my lady’s chamber, beneath the lower lip of the river that swells full and rich with the tide, shrinking back to mud flats and dirty docks twice a day. Proper London, that’s where our boy lives. Lived. Where he and his friends and their families lived, happily enough, hard enough, scraping a living but only just, crammed in tight one against the other, spreading out only on high days and holidays and then just for a day trip on the tram, back to the hearth come night, and the hearth cold unless they could scrape up coin for the coal.

      Haring down Waterloo Road, building works for the old-made-new station on the right, Old Vic on the left where the smart lads go to penny lectures and their mates stay behind in the pub laughing at them, bettering themselves indeed, what good is bettering yourself for the working man when there’s no one will give you a job once you tell them where you’re from? Home to where they’re from. Now the clock tower at the junction with Blackfriars Road. Used to be an obelisk here, for years, like Cleopatra’s Needle it was, come all the way from Egypt. All three of these lads would swear blind they remembered seeing it when they were very tiny, and well they might have, though it’s been gone a while now. Behind them now anyway, and here’s the real boundary of what is and what is not home, the Elephant itself, and Lord, how puffed they are, here’s the Underground station. The start, or end, of the Bakerloo Line is a fine shove for a boy who might be flagging, as is Spurgeon’s Tabernacle. Nearly there lads, nearly home. A swift sprint along Newington Butts, well and truly breathless by Draper Street, under the train lines, finally, finally, here’s Heygate with the big synagogue standing at a diagonal on the corner, then the Cuming and the library, now the dog-leg that is Larcom Street. And here they are, home. Home. Red faces, chests pumping, bare legs stinging in the wind. Not quite three miles and they’ve done it in under half an hour if the Town Hall clock is right. Course it is, this is the Walworth clock, course it’s right. Slap on the back, punch to the arm. Good mate, good lad.

       

      A boy, high up in Nunhead, a little further to the south, sees all this. Sees his friends and his family and his home. Sees London in the clay, and the sand, the paving, and the buildings, sees London in the river, all laid out beneath a flat summer sky.
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      Ida Shaw stood on her stall six days a week, and sometimes part of the seventh. She was twenty-eight, going on twenty-nine. She was married to Bill who wasn’t her first love, but was the love that lasted, the one that mattered in the end, the father of her three. Bill was the bloke she’d made her choice for, which made him hers.

      Ida knew all about choice. The goods on her stall were to do with fate and luck and chance and happenstance – to those that bought them. For Ida, any magic those amulets held was nothing but the power the buyers chose to give them. She wasn’t one for charms herself, had kept only a few in her time, had no great faith in the carved angel she kept under her pillow, but she liked that her mother had passed it on, from her own father who’d had it from his grandfather.

      Ida made part of her living from the ivory, brass and wooden trinkets, because the people of the lane and roundabout chose to put their faith in them, but for herself she trusted the medicines she made up, recipes for distillations, mixes and tinctures passed on from her mother like the carved angel. Ida’s faith, and her income, came from the medicines, and also from helping young women, some not so young, through their births. She fell for her first baby with Bill within a month of their wedding, and everything about that baby was quick, it came early, far too early to survive. She fell with Tom not long after, and he stayed with her, stayed in her, though he gave her a hard time birthing, that was for sure. Once she’d had her two little girls after Tom, Ida knew more than she needed to about giving birth. More, certainly, than some of the doctors that grudgingly came down to these streets, hands out for their payment before they’d even glance at a birthing woman, get their hands dirty. Ida didn’t mind getting her hands dirty, it was only blood and humanity after all. She knew that birth was about chance and luck and fate – and she had a living to make. So yes, there was the ginger and slippery elm bark mix she’d offer to a pale-looking young woman, no ring on her finger, or a harassed mother with too many brats hanging on to her skirt, women who would quietly sidle up to the stall and ask for it under their breath. Ida sold it with strict instructions only to take this much and no more, and to make sure they had a good friend close by for the next few hours or days. Ida sold medicines and charms, but she knew she was really selling hope, and she wished there was choice on offer.

       

      Ida’s Bill worked on the railway, he’d been there since he’d left school at eleven. Worked his way up from yard boy at everyone’s beck and call, to sharing a shift with the strongest, most respected fellows in the yard. Bill’s work meant there was often a big lump of coal or half a ham come home with him, fallen off the back of a wagon and stuffed into a spare sack or under his jacket. It meant they were better off than plenty around here. Luck Bill called it, choice Ida said, choice to pick that ham off a pallet destined for some elegant street on the other side of the river and a butcher’s counter where they were all yes please and thank you and don’t mind if I do milady, choice to risk the guardsman seeing him, and choice to bring it home. But even with this help, luck or choice, Ida was at her stall most days of the week, not least because they gave away so much of what they had. They gave to Aunty Sarah who lived over the way and wasn’t actually an aunty at all, not proper family, but she’d been so kind when the first baby was born dead, even though she’d had none of her own, held Ida’s hand when Ida thought the sun might never rise again. Aunty Sarah didn’t say a word as she pulled the curtains and folded the untouched baby clothes, and she was far more use in saying nothing than some that suggested it was for the best, or that God had his mysterious ways.

      Not that anyone said so when the poor little mite was wrapped into a tiny coffin made of an orange crate, and popped into the front of the hearse alongside Ida’s great uncle, dropped into the ground alongside him too. A funeral too pricey and not the done thing for stillborns anyway. Ida had heard that when a woman had a stillbirth in the hospital, half the time the wee thing was thrown into the hospital incinerator. Ida was never one for hospitals, too many sick turned dead in the hospital.

      They shared what they had with Ida’s dad too. He lived on the eastern corner of their dog-leg street, unable to work now, no matter that he’d like to, only in his late fifties, though his wife was gone ten years already, the growth had got her and they’d found it too late. His own trouble came of years working the docks. Since he was just a lad he’d been unloading spices and wool and tobacco, and so much of the dust gone into his lungs he could barely stand for more than half an hour at a time, and that on a good day. Then there was Bill’s sister Ena who lived upstairs with fist-happy Fred, swore blind she’d never leave him, no matter how many black eyes he doled out. Bill’d had a word, threatened to do more than that when the sound of Ena or the little one’s fear was too hard to hear, but it never did any good. Fred was one of those soppy bastards who were all, I’m so sorry and Lord, but I love you, and it won’t happen again, my honour, when he was on the ale at home, and a big old brute if anyone was stupid enough to buy him a whiskey down the pub. And Ena herself, fool enough to stay with him, because it was the soppy bastard side of him she’d married and she loved.

      So Ida worked her stall because she cared to do it, and because it made it easier to help out a bit, and because she liked the people she met on the stall. The chaps who came to her, red-faced and stammering, so that she knew exactly what they needed before they asked for it. She’d reach for a paper, measure out a few pennies’ worth of powdered celery into a twist, fold it over and over so that the smell, all peppery and tart, wouldn’t get into his clothes, and wishing him a good night no matter that it was just gone nine in the morning. Ida had no idea if it worked, she and Bill gave it a go one time, but Bill couldn’t stand the stink of the celery, and the drink she made it up in tasted no better, so the cup of dark liquid was thrown out into the yard and it was off to bed, just the same, good as it always had been between them, celery powder or no.

      Then there were the love-sick boys wanting to cure their bad skin to get a girl’s notice, and old ladies who stopped by the stall to tell Ida what she’d got wrong and what she ought to be selling now, it being harvest and time for making up hot apple poultices, or winter and why hadn’t she had her onions and brown sugar steeping a week by now? Ida listened, learned. She knew the country ways were long gone round here, but the country remedies might still work.

      Ida liked it when other women called her in as a wise one. It was something she’d never thought could happen after she’d lost the first baby, but then her Tom came, and the two girls, one after the other, ever so quick, and now she was one of the mothers. She’d been through the mill to get there, so she was welcome alongside to push against a sweating back, push through the strain to bring in the new life. In their turn, they appreciated the way Ida kept her tongue just as Aunty Sarah had when Ida herself needed silence. Ida was good at remembering what worked.

      On top of that, and Ida didn’t mind admitting, having the stall, having people come to the stall, them thinking she knew a bit, made people look up to her a little. It meant that sometimes, when she was selling a powder to cover a bruise, a charm to bring back love, she’d also whisper that perhaps there might be a choice to be made too, they might make their own luck. Often Ida felt she was fighting a losing battle with the people down the lane, all lucky horseshoes and four-leafed clovers and wishbones into the bargain, but it was a battle she’d not give up. Ida was all for choice and the difference it made, she’d be a suffragette if she had the time, and the money, which she didn’t. So she stayed on the stall dispensing hope and maybe, wrapped in a twist of paper.

      At packing up time each piece went back in the box it had come from, remedies in one, tinctures in another, a couple more to hold each of the charms, wrapped carefully and kindly. Ida said it didn’t matter if she believed in the magic or not, the stories that the charms held needed taking care of, not slammed in on top of each other, but kept separate, thin tissue between, wrapped up gently, just like the day she turned eleven and knew it was time to put away her dolls. Peg dolls they’d been, and on the morning of her eleventh birthday Ida decided to put away her dolls, she’d be off to work soon enough, it was time.

      Ida laid a sheet of old white tissue over a seahorse made of pink glass, all the way from Venice she’d told a customer this afternoon. It might be Venice for all she knew or Manchester, they had canals there too, didn’t they? Then she tucked away a few more of the blue glass beads for the babies, to keep them from coughs and colds, and if that didn’t work they looked pretty enough around a little one’s chubby neck. Lastly she lay down the most delicate of the pieces, sandwiched between two more sheets of tissue paper, a charm she’d held on to for years and would be happy never to sell, though she put it out on the stall every day. It was the Lord’s Prayer, all fine and copied out, words going round and round, on a circle of paper, no wider than the nail on Bill’s fat thumb. He was a big man, her Bill.

      Ida closed up the boxes, made sure they were tightly jammed, one against the other, and then yoked herself to the barrow. She enjoyed working the stall, truly she did, but some days, the sky grey and no one out for buying, Ida herself up half the night with a young girl in a slow labour and the baby another day off yet, some days she’d wish on all the charms in all their boxes that someone else might pull the barrow for her.

    

  OEBPS/imagedata/9780349007861.jpg
o=l

UN\\///_ WL

s

ST I
(RN O
g —3‘ ‘\\\.4 { /////// \
: 5 reeeddli
I

(v rrrerar U/ .u' = N |
T Ty T sy
1.

\

(@)
N

G

AN NN






