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1

September 19th 1902

As HMS Terrible steamed into Portsmouth cheers, tears, and hullabaloo broke out on the jetty. Her paying-off pennant ribboned out across the sky, and music from the band floated towards the waiting crowd. In response hooters whooped their welcome from the ships in the harbour. Fledgling sailors on HMS St Vincent hailed the returning heroes of Ladysmith and Mafeking. Wives yearned to see their husbands and harlots braced themselves for the thrust of business. Families watched the iron-walled cruiser inch towards its mooring, and yearned to swarm aboard.

Nineteen-year-old Fidelis searched the top deck for a sighting of her father, Drill Sergeant Jack McCauley, returning home after three years’ foreign service. As she shielded her eyes from the sun’s glare, a playful breeze lifted her hat and dropped it in the water between the ship and the shore.

‘Bosun, look lively there, get a boat-hook,’ barked a voice above her, on the ship.

A sailor leapt down a gangway, rescued her soggy hat and presented it to her on the end of the pole.

‘Thank you,’ she said, holding it away from her dress and blushing at being the centre of attention.

‘Pay no heed to me, Ma’am, ’twas the lieutenant what spotted it.’ The bosun pointed to where a Royal Marine officer stood at the rail, his helmet raised in greeting.

Gazing up at him, Fidelis was dazzled. For a moment, the sun haloed his blond hair, and the gold frogging on his sleeve gleamed at her. She stared until her eyes watered, then he was gone. It was an instant of enchantment. Would she ever see him again? She very much hoped so. Fidelis wanted to cut through the protocol separating officers from lesser ranks and have him notice her again. From the look of that particular lieutenant, life was one long, glorious adventure.

As the officers’ gangway was lowered, she hurried back to her place in the crowd. A great cheer went up as they spotted their hero at the head of the gangway.

‘Would you look at him, like a great cockerel, bedizened in all that gold braid?’

Beside her, Aunt Shamrock pointed her parasol to Captain Percy as he strode ashore to meet the port admiral. Giving him the benefit of her cleavage and the Prince of Wales feathers trembling on her hat, she cried, ‘Welcome home, sir.’

Amused at her sauce, Captain Percy raised his hat to her and the crowd roared their approval.

Laughing at her, Fidelis had a vision of Shamrock as a ship’s figurehead, her bold brown eyes striking fear into the enemy. A star at the local music hall, all bosom and fancy hat, auntie was such fun to be with.

‘Oh, Fee, I’m ravaged for the sight of him,’ she said, grabbing her arm.

‘Who is he?’ she asked, knowing such excitement was not for her aunt’s brother Jack.

‘My sailor, wasn’t he a Samson in strength and a dove for delicacy? You’ll get to treasure a man who takes his time, Fee.’

Fidelis laughed. Her aunt’s amours were always short-lived but intense, while her own experience of love was so far limited to letters. Her fiancé, Bugler Harry Dawes, was stationed in the West Indies – they had become engaged by letter. He had gone away just before her seventeenth birthday and would return next year, in July, a few months after her twentieth. The Dawes family were her next-door neighbours, Auntie Ruby and Uncle Norman with their three lively sons. She and Harry, the youngest, had been pals for ever; going fishing with hand-lines, scrumping apples from the officers’ gardens and playing draughts on winter evenings.

‘I love you, Fee,’ he had whispered that last time. ‘Write to me, tell me what you’re thinking and I’ll tell you what’s happening to me.’ He bent to kiss her. It had been a shy, fumbled effort that would have to last her for the next three years.

Love at a distance was so unsatisfactory. She could not remember how his lips felt on hers and sometimes looking at his photograph he seemed a stranger to her. What did love feel like? How did you know when it was real? The womanly counsel she had had so far had been contradictory. Ma hinted at endurance, rather than pleasure, and Shamrock filled her head with writhing bodies in unbelievable contortions.

The second gangway was secured and the families surged up its slope, eager to see their loved ones. Once aboard, Auntie disappeared. Among the waiting sailors, in straw sennet hats and striped collars, were men in the blue uniforms of the Royal Marine Artillery, with the distinctive red stripe on their trousers. She searched anxiously for her father. Where was Pa? All of a sudden she was being whirled around in his arms and having the breath squeezed out of her. Laughing and crying, Fidelis looked up at him. Tall, dark and blue-eyed, he crackled with life.

‘Fee, darling, is it really you? When did you turn into such a beauty?’

She blushed. ‘It was just yesterday, especially for your homecoming. Oh, Pa, it’s so good to see you again.’

‘Where’s your mother?’

‘She’s not very well.’

‘No surprise there,’ he said, his gaiety quenched. ‘I’d forgotten about her delicate constitution.’ He struggled to recover himself. ‘Did she send her love?’

Fidelis remembered her mother’s words.

‘Fee, I have a migraine. If I can just lie still it might settle. Tell your father there will be steak-and-kidney pie, and trifle to follow. I have it all ready prepared.’

There was no fond message of love. Nineteen-year-old Fidelis could no longer pretend that her parents’ marriage was anything other than mutual sufferance. Ma had not had a single headache in all the time her husband had been away.

‘Ma said there would be a hot meal waiting.’

Pa shrugged. ‘Thought my sister would have been down here flaunting herself.’ His expression turned to one of tolerant amusement.

‘I expect she’s met her sailor.’

He father laughed. ‘Poor fellow, he’ll have been in lover’s knots all morning.’

Fidelis sensed that ‘lover’s knots’ were not afflictions discussed in polite company. ‘When can you come ashore, Pa? I’m dying to hear all about your adventures.’

He shook his head. ‘Never mind all that, I’m avid for all your doings. Fancy, you’re a nursemaid now I hear. Next thing you’ll be the housekeeper with the key to the cellar in your pocket.’ Taking her arm, Pa said, ‘Let me set you down for’ad with the other families. Leave will be piped at noon, then I’ll be a gentleman of leisure.’

Fidelis stood among the women and children gazing at the curious world of men. There were whistles shrilling, barked commands, sailors rushing to stow ropes or salute haughty-looking officers. It was all iron walls, scrubbed decks and gleaming brass-work. The ship’s band began to play ‘A Life on the Ocean Wave’. Children were swept up in their fathers’ arms and wives kissed and petted. She walked up and down the deck searching for Shamrock. She found her with her sailor man, perched between a ship’s lifeboat and one of the four funnels. Her aunt kept touching him, smoothing his collar or stroking his beard. He in turn patted her hand or whispered in her ear. ‘Intimacy,’ Fidelis whispered, and felt her body stirring in response.

Moving to the ship’s rail she looked down at the throng of people ashore, crossing the bridge from the pubs and shops on the Hard to the railway station for London or to the ferries for Gosport and the Isle of Wight. Far below on the harbour mud-flats urchins slithered for pennies tossed to them from passing travellers. She sniffed the seaport bouquet of seaweed, burning coal and salt water.

‘All present and correct,’ said her father, swinging his kitbag up on his shoulder. ‘Let’s be away to Eastney and your mother’s cooking.’ He drew her hand through his arm. ‘Ooh! Fee, there’s no place like home.’

After he had saluted the officer at the head of the gangway they were back on dry land. It took a while to escape the hubbub around the dockyard. Everywhere the crew of the Terrible was cheered and welcomed. Young women rushed to touch the sailors’ collars for luck. Old men slapped them on the back and mothers cried.

‘I’ll treat you to one of the new electric trams, Pa. See the poles on their roofs connecting them to the power supply?’

‘Let’s go up on top, when it comes. I want to re-acquaint myself with Pompey.’

Fidelis smiled. It was only the strangers that called the town Portsmouth. While theories abounded as to the origin of the name, it had never been discovered.

‘Just think,’ she said, when they were seated upstairs in the front seat, ‘you went away in one century and returned in another.’

‘I went away in Queen Victoria’s reign and have come back under King Edward’s. What do you make of the fellow?’

‘He’s big and jolly and intent on enjoying himself from what I can tell. Shamrock saw him at the Alhambra in London, after the show, and he winked at her.’

Pa threw back his head and laughed. ‘I think my sister would get a reaction out of a corpse. But you, Fee, what do you want out of the new century?’

Fidelis smiled. She had forgotten how interested Pa was in new things. ‘I want to drive a car, fly in an airship, do the cakewalk and go over the Niagara Falls in a barrel.’

‘That’s Jack McCauley’s daughter talking. You have my hunger for change and invention. I envy you being on the brink of things. It’s a big wide world with so much to discover. Now tell me, are you happy at your work? You haven’t talked of it at all in your last few letters.’

She frowned. ‘I think I told you before, Mrs Allen is ever so pretty but it’s like she’s in a doll’s house, playing at being married. You never know how she’ll be – one minute nice as pie and the next she’s screaming at you. When the nursemaid left she wanted me to help with little Sophie, now the maid’s left I’m doing everything.’

‘Why d’you think the nursemaid and the other girl left, Fee?’

Fidelis was silent for a long while. Her father tamped down the tobacco in his pipe, while she stared out of the window, lost in thought. There was something terrible about to happen at the Allens’ house, she was certain of it. When her friend Molly, the previous nursemaid, left in tears, Phoebe Allen had screamed at her; ‘Never darken my door again, you slut.’

The following week, Molly’s father had come around, crashing at the knocker and demanding to see Mr Allen. Even when Phoebe had insisted that Fidelis shut the door in his face, the man stood about in the front garden, stamping and cursing. When Mr Allen returned, money was thrown at Molly’s Pa from an upstairs window.

Still he stood there shouting. ‘You gotta give my girl a good character, she slaved for you,’ the man shouted.

Only when the Allens called the police did he go away.

Pa nudged her arm. ‘You’re wool-gathering, girl. I was asking why you thought the other maids left?’

‘I suppose they had their reasons,’ Fidelis lied. ‘I think Molly left to get married, she’s got a little girl, now.’

‘What line of work is he in, this Mr Allen?’

‘Goes out at night, in evening dress, and comes home ever so late. I don’t know what he can be doing. Doesn’t get up ’til dinner-time. Mrs Allen’s mother is very rich, I think.’

‘I hope you’re getting extra money for what you’re doing. You got to watch these jumped-up people, it’s all show and no substance with them.’

‘Yes Pa, and I got the day off.’ Pride wouldn’t let her admit that her day off and night at home were the first free time in months.

‘You’d better be looking out for a new position. Once things are on the slide they’ll go from bad to worse.’

‘Eastney Barracks stop, look lively on top,’ called the conductor.

Her father hauled his kitbag from the bus and lifted it onto his shoulder. ‘Let’s go around and look at the old girl,’ he said, crossing over to Cromwell Road.

There behind the thick flint-dressed walls was the Royal Marine barracks complete with Union Jack and clock-tower. It had always dominated their lives, with Pa drilling recruits on the parade ground and Ma taking in washing for the colonel’s lady, while Fidelis ran to the school there with the other rankers’ children.

Once he had satisfied himself that it was still standing, they turned towards Gibraltar Street. The little houses showed well-scrubbed doorsteps and immaculate net curtains to the world – none more so than number seventy-two. At the first rap of the knocker Ma appeared. Pale and elegant, with hair as red as her daughter’s, Mary McCauley gave her husband a wintry smile.

‘Welcome home, Jack.’ She rested her hands on his jacket as if to ward off any closeness. He bent towards her and she suffered herself to be kissed.

‘It’s good to see you, Mary.’ Their awkwardness with one another was overshadowed by the joyous barking of Ebony, the family dog, who flung himself through the back door at the sound of his master’s voice.

‘Hello boy, well, aren’t you the lively one, and what a welcome.’

‘Jack, you will want to wash your hands, now. There’s water in the basin upstairs. I’ll pour your ale and Fee and I will have lemon cordial.’

Once they were seated, Ma closed her eyes and made the sign of the cross before taking a knife and cutting into the pie. As she spooned the gravy onto his plate Fidelis saw the flicker of irritation in her father’s eyes. His physical presence filled the house. Fidelis had thought the living-room pleasing, with its lace frontal to the mantelpiece and embroidered antimacassars on the armchairs. But now it seemed cramped and fussy. This was a world of women, and Jack McCauley was an invader.

Conversation was made in nervous rushes.

‘Mary, the house is a credit to you, girl. You have it all splendid.’

‘Jack, are you keeping well? Have you got over the malaria you told me about?’

‘I’m in the pink, fit as a flea.’

‘I thought Shamrock was coming with you.’

‘She had a prior engagement.’ Pa reached across the table for a slice of cake.

Silence throbbed with unspoken thoughts. In her eager looking-forward to her father’s return Fidelis had glossed over her parents’ differences. They were oil and water. Pa was warm and outgoing while her mother was distant and disappointed with life. She had looked forward to seeing them together again but wishful thinking had clouded her memory. Smiling awkwardly she got up from the table. ‘I’ll go and take off my best clothes then I’ll wash up while you and Ma catch up on things.’

‘I’ll unpack my kitbag later, and I’ll share out the spoils. One of the officers talked me into doing some sketching, while we were in China. You might find them interesting, Fee.’

In her room, as she unbuttoned her jacket, all the joy of Pa’s homecoming drained away. She paced about the room in her chemise and drawers, feeling restless. Anticipation was never the same as the reality. Self-deception smoothed over uncomfortable truths, and then came the day of reckoning, when the hard facts smacked you in the face. Never mind her parents, what were her own true feelings? Did she really love Harry, or was she using him to escape from them? She sat on her bed and drew out the scent bottle from beneath her pillow. It had lain for days in the waste-paper basket in Phoebe Allen’s bedroom, where she had thrown it after a screaming match with her husband. Fidelis had wrestled with her conscience. She knew her mistress had not meant to throw it away. But surely, among the litter of bottles on her dressing-table, she wouldn’t miss just one. The word, Ensorcelée was written on the label in curling script. What did it mean? Closing her eyes she stroked the stopper over her neck. The perfume whispered to her of experiences she had yet to taste. An image from earlier in the day floated into her mind. It was of the lieutenant from HMS Terrible, smiling down at her, golden and self-assured.

Hurrying to work the next morning, Fidelis thought about her first weeks at Clarendon House. The Allens had seemed the last word in elegance and sophistication, like characters from Pride and Prejudice, her last school prize, with James as the handsome Darcy and Phoebe as the wilful Lydia. Working for them had quickly tarnished their lustre.

‘Things is going from bad to worse. We’ll be lucky to see our wages, I’m thinking,’ Cook had said, only last week.

‘My sister, Nellie, writ me from Brighton. Says I should pack me bags and go down and live with her.’ The big woman’s jowls shook with anxiety, as she whisked the eggs for baking. ‘It’s the trades-folk what I’m sorry for. They gives credit to get their customers then has ter come round the back door, cap in hand, to get their money. Poor man in the cheese shop shot hisself ’cos of all his debts.’

Over a mug of cocoa each, they decided to give it one more month. Cook would write to her sister and Fidelis would scour the pages of the Evening News. As she opened the back gate she could feel her temper rising. Why should the Allens sponge off their staff? What was it the Bible said? ‘The labourer is worthy of his hire.’

If Pa got to hear of it he would be raging. But she would fight her own battles; it was a matter of picking the right strategy. She found the door locked, curtains drawn, and the house in darkness. Cook must have packed and gone.

She should have seen the signs. Why had they suddenly given her the time off, when they had held out on her for weeks before? There was she, riven with guilt over taking that scent, when they were thieving her wages. She thought of Phoebe Allen’s coaxing, last time, when she had got up her courage to mention money.

‘Fidelis, you are a treasure. I don’t know what I would do without you. Here have this last violet cream.’ Her brow wrinkled. ‘If you could be patient with us a for just a teensy-weensy bit longer you shall have your money in full.’ And then, there was that conspiratorial grin just like a naughty child. ‘Aren’t these chocolates heavenly?’

There was nothing for it but to get in through the kitchen window. Fidelis got her fingers through the gap at the bottom and hefted up the lower pane. Her feet slithered on a slimy dishcloth left in the sink. Stepping down onto the stone floor, the gloom and the silence unnerved her. Where were the Allens? Feeling her way across the room she searched out the matches and candle-stub in the dresser drawer. The sound of a lavatory being flushed in the bathroom overhead had her creeping up the stairs.

A light gleamed under the Allens’ door. She kicked it open and found the room in chaos. There were drawers torn from cupboards and jewellery strewn on the floor. Sitting on the bed was Phoebe, dressed in her coat and hat, with Sophie in her arms. They were both crying. The toddler held out her arms, and without thinking Fidelis picked her up. ‘Hush my pet, I’ve got you. Let’s go and find your rabbit.’

‘Fidelis, thank God, you are going to save our lives.’

James Allen’s face was the colour of putty and his chin unshaven. Yet he still thought he could sway her with his buttery smile. I’ve walked myself into a trap, she thought angrily. ‘Why should I help you?’ she said, picking the velvet rabbit from the floor and giving it to the little girl.

‘Because you care for Sophie and don’t want her to be distressed.’

‘Please, dear sweet Fidelis, we’re depending on you,’ added his wife unctuously.

Why had she ever admired Phoebe? She was a greedy child. ‘I want my money that’s owed me, that I worked for. I won’t be tricked into doing nothing wrong.’

‘You shall have it. All I want you to do is to take Sophie over to Mummy’s in Heron Grove, number sixty-four. I’ve a letter for her that explains the whole vile business. Sophie’s all ready and James will get out the pram for you.’

They were wooing her into doing what they wanted, banking on her affection for the child. She slipped the letter into her pocket and carried Sophie downstairs. Her employer was in the hall waiting for them.

‘Goodbye, my sweet girl,’ he said, leaning over the pram, as she settled his daughter beneath the covers. ‘Hurry, hurry, there’s not a moment to lose.’

‘What about my written character?’ Fidelis demanded, sensing this was the last time she would see James the pretender.

He looked at her as if she were speaking double Dutch.

‘I need a reference so that I can get a new position.’

‘God, d’you think I have time for that? Go!’ He shoved her towards the front door.

At his touch her fury coalesced. Drawing back her arm she punched him in the mouth. Staring at her in disbelief, James Allen sank onto a chair. Before he could say anything, Fidelis bumped the pram out of the door and down the steps. She hurtled down the road, as far and as fast as she could from the odious Allens. Footsteps thudded behind her and voices shouted at her to stop.

What did they want? Was it the police? Would they lock her up? Hitting your employer was a heinous crime, she was certain.

A man stepped into her path. Gasping, she looked into his face. Where had she seen him before? And then, it came to her that she knew him. It was the wine merchant from one of the posh shops in Palmerston Road. He removed his bowler and wiped the sweat from his face with the back of his hand.

‘It ain’t her, Charlie, we’ve been had.’ Turning to Fidelis he demanded, ‘You tell me where they’ve gone or it’ll be the worse for you.’

Still overwrought, she snapped at him. ‘You stop that roaring, this minute. Whatever you want them for, it’s nothing to do with me.’

‘Where is he, that deceivin’ tyke?’

‘Gents, don’t you see? It’s the oldest trick in the book,’ said the wine man. ‘They sent her off out the front door, while they takes to their heels down the back alley. We bin had.’

The Allens had made her their decoy.

Fidelis ran through the Southsea streets to the seafront, past the big white hotels overlooking the beach, on past the South Parade Pier, bouncing the pram in front of her. She turned right past the Canoe Lake, a park beloved by visitors, and paid it no heed. By this time her temper had been replaced by fear. What would happen to a servant that punched her master? Could she be sent to prison? Her hand throbbed with the contact. What must James Allen be feeling? With a jolt she realised she had raced along without a thought for Sophie. She looked into the pram and said, ‘We’re going to see your Grandma, won’t that be fun?’

The baby was fast asleep, her face streaked with tears and mucus. She had no bonnet and her coat was not buttoned properly – poor little one being dragged from pillar to post.

On reaching the green-tiled mansion that was Kelmscott House, Fidelis pushed the pram to the front door and rang the bell. ‘May I speak with Mrs Mount?’ she said to the sour-faced woman who opened it to her.

‘And who might you be?’ The maid sniffed. ‘Go around to the back door, at once.’

‘This baby here is her granddaughter. I thought relations were let in the front door.’ She could feel her temper simmering. ‘You can take your time, I’m in no hurry.’ Bending over the pram she took the sleeping Sophie up in her arms.

‘You better come in.’

‘I’ve got a letter from Mrs Mount’s daughter. No, I’m to give it only to her.’

‘Wait there, while I speak to Madam.’

Fidelis got a hankie out of her pocket and spat on it. Gently she rubbed it over Sophie’s face and cleaned her runny nose.

‘Mrs Mount will be down in a minute. You’re to give me your name and wait in there.’

‘Fidelis McCauley,’ she said, refusing to be humbled by the maid’s snooty manner.

Glaring at her, the woman held open the door to the sitting-room. Fidelis paced around the room. Its walls were covered in patterned wallpaper in shades of green and blue. She went closer to study the grapes clustering on their vines. She sniffed the air, scenting roses. Moving towards the window she found the source of the perfume in a brass bowl set on a polished table. It was filled with dried petals and leaves and seed-pods. Surreptitiously, she slid some into the pocket of her jacket, wanting to carry something of the room away with her. Her teacher once said that it was the space between things that was as important as the things themselves. This would be the effect she would strive for in her own home, wherever it was. ‘If wishes were horses beggars would ride.’ Wishes! She was a spendthrift in wishes.

‘Good morning, Miss McCauley.’ Mrs Mount smiled at her before reaching out her hand and stroking her granddaughter’s cheek. Turning to the resentful maid she said, ‘Take Miss Sophie upstairs, and put her in my bed, for the moment. Thank you, Eileen. Please ask Cook to send us in a tray of tea and biscuits.’

Eileen’s face softened as she held out her arms to receive the little girl.

Mrs Mount seated herself in an armchair and indicated that Fidelis should take the seat beside her. ‘My daughter has given you a message for me. May I have it please?’

When she had finished reading, Mrs Mount folded the letter back into the envelope. ‘Fidelis, I must apologise to you for the distress of the last few weeks. I shall give you your wages and reimburse you for your lost employment. My daughter will be away for some time. Will five pounds be satisfactory to you?’

Relief, anxiety and rage churned inside her. The money was far more than she had hoped for but there was something else. The sound of tapping at the door startled her.

‘Come in, please.’

The maid was back with a tray filled with gilt-edged china. She set it down on the coffee-table between them. ‘Thank you, Eileen,’ Mrs Mount said, taking up the teapot. ‘Now, Fidelis, please help yourself.’

She couldn’t swallow a crumb. ‘Please, I want a reference.’ There, it was out.

‘Most certainly you shall have it, but first do have some refreshment. It is a long walk from my daughter’s house, you must be hungry.’ After pouring them both a cup of tea she went over to the desk by the window. ‘I shall write one for you this instant. Please, help yourself to whatever takes your fancy.’

Fidelis tried to drink her tea without slurping, but her hand shook. As she set it back on the saucer a clock somewhere chimed ten. There was the day just started, and yet she felt as if she had lived a lifetime since leaving home that morning.
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