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To my dear parents, 
whose unconditional love 
paved the way.



To the Milkweed 

NONE call thee flower! I will not so malign 
The satin softness of thy plumëd seed, 
Nor so profane thee as to call thee weed, 
Thou tuft of ermine down, 
Fit to entwine about a queen . . .
. . . Ah me! Could he who sings, 
On such adventurous and aërial wings 
Far over lands and undiscovered seas 
Waft the dark seeds of his imaginings, 
That, flowering, men might say, Lo! look on these 
Wild Weeds of Song—not all ungracious things!

—S ONNETS BY  L LOYD M IFFLIN 
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PROLOGUE 
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When first I knew her, I thought her an amusing scrap of girl, silly and a bit grubby from her mornings spent in the gardens. When not pottering about out of doors, she seemed always to be reading some poetic nonsense or other and loved nothing more than to pose the most disturbing questions. Still, I liked her even then and, I think, she admired me. But her father took notice and pronounced me unsuitable, effectively pruning our young friendship before it could grow into anything. I soon forgot about Miss Charlotte Lamb. Or so I convinced myself.

Years passed, and when I saw her again she was altogether changed. Not only her situation, which had changed from privileged topiteous, but also her very substance. At least it seemed so to me.

Others would look at her with much different eyes. They would see, perhaps, a fallen woman at the deepest point of humiliation. A woman to be flicked off one’s sleeve like a disgusting worm. Or an insect to be tormented. Cruel, overgrown schoolchildren that many are, they seem to delight in ripping off one wing, then another, watching in morbid glee as she falls helpless to the ground.

To the gentler observer, she is a creature to be scorned at worst, ignored at best, but certainly not one to watch in hopeful anticipation. Day by day to witness her transformation amid the grime and cloying weight of her surroundings, not to wither nor shrink, but to unfurl, to become all that is sun and wind and flower and grace.

I, of course, can only watch from a safe distance—safe for us both. For me, now a married man, a physician of some note, a man of standing in town. And for her, whose reputation I am determined will suffer no more—not if it is in my power to prevent it.

Yet, as I watch her there among the milkweeds, I confess all these thoughts fade away. I think only of her.

How lovely she looks. Not abstractly beautiful, but perfectly fitted to the landscape, etched into a painting of purest golden glow above, and mad, overgrown garden below—gold, green, purple—heaven and earth. And there at the center, her still figure, looking not at me but at the distant horizon, where the sun is spilling its first fingers over the milkweed, over her milky skin, her hair, her gown.

The light moves toward me and I am stilled, speechless. A sharp barb of waiting fills my chest and I can barely breathe. If I don’t move, the light will touch me, the painting encompass me. If I step away, retreat into the shadows, I will be safe, but I won’t be there to see her when she finally flies away. . . .

Dear God. Please guard my steps. And somehow bless Miss Charlotte Lamb.



PART 1 




That exquisite thing, the seed of milkweed, 
furnished abundant playthings.
The plant was sternly exterminated in our garden, 
but sallies into a neighboring field provided supplies 
for fairy cradles with tiny pillows of silvery silk.

—ALICE MORSE EARLE, O LD -T IME  G ARDENS 
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Alas! And did my Saviour bleed, 
And did my Sovereign die?
Would he devote that sacred head 
For such a worm as I?

—ISAAC WATTS 



The common milkweed needs no introduction.
Its pretty pods are familiar to every child, who treasures them 
until the time comes when the place in which they are stowed away 
is one mass of bewildering, unmanageable fluff.

—19TH CENTURY NATURALIST, F. SCHUYLER MATHEWS 


CHAPTER 1 
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Twenty-year-old Charlotte Lamb laid her finest gowns into the trunk, pausing to feel the silken weight of the sky blue ball gown, her favorite—a gift from dear Aunt Tilney. With one last caress, she packed it carefully atop the others. Then came her promenade dresses, evening dresses, and gayer day dresses. Next were the coordinating capes, hats, and hair ornaments. Finally the long gloves, petticoats, and the new boned corset. Definitely the corset.

Turning back to her rapidly thinning wardrobe, her hand fell upon a plain muslin in dove grey. It showed wear in the elbows and cuffs. She tossed it on the bed. Then a thought came to her and she stopped her packing and left her room, stepping quietly down the corridor to her mother’s room. Looking about her and seeing no one yet awake, she pushed the door open as silently as she could. She stepped into the room and, finding the shutters closed, walked to the windows and folded them back, allowing the grey dawn to illuminate the chamber. Then she returned to the door and closed it. Leaning back against the wood panels, she closed her eyes, savoring the stillness and peace she always felt in this room. It had been too long since she’d been in here.

From somewhere in the vicarage she heard a noise, a clang, and she jumped. Though why she should fear being caught in here she had no idea. Most likely it was only Tibbets lighting the fires. Her father would probably not be awake for hours. Still, the thought of someone up and about reminded her that she needed to hurry if she wanted to depart with as little to-do as possible. She stepped purposefully to the wardrobe and opened its doors. Yes, her mother’s clothes were still here. She raked her fingers through the fabric, the lace and velvet and silks, but did not find what she was looking for. Had her father or Beatrice discarded it? She pushed the gowns aside and looked at the bottom of the wardrobe, at the slippers lined up neatly in a row. Then a flash of brown caught her eye, and she reached down and pulled out a crumpled wad of clay-colored material that had fallen to the bottom of the cabinet. She shook out the simple, full-cut dress—her mother’s gardening dress.

Tucking it under her arm, she ran her fingers across the books on the bedside table. She didn’t dare take the Bible her mother had used, knowing it was from the vicarage library. Instead she chose the Lady’s Pocket-Sized New Testament and Psalms, as it was smaller and lighter. It was a lovely edition with a canvas cover embroidered with birds and flowers worked in silk and metallic thread. It had been a gift from her mother’s sister, and Charlotte didn’t think her father would object to her taking it.

With one last look at her mother’s things—hairbrush and combs, cameo necklace and butterfly brooch—she left the room and walked quickly back to her own. She rolled her mother’s dress as tightly as she could and stuffed it into a leather valise. Then she shoved in the worn grey gown, shifts, stockings, slippers, drawers, and a pair of short stays. Into a carpetbag she placed a shawl, dressing gown, gloves, and the New Testament. Two of her most serviceable bonnets went into her bandbox. Handkerchiefs and what little money she had were secured in a reticule which would hang from her wrist.

She looked at the trunk, filled with her beautiful years, her happy vain youth, and firmly shut the lid. Pausing to secure a traveling hat over her pinned-up brown curls, she left her room with only her valise, carpetbag, reticule, and bandbox—all she could carry. She quietly made her way down the stairs and glanced at the silver tray resting on the hall table. Yesterday’s letter lay there still, unanswered. Their cousin had written to tell them of her “blessed news” and how she looked forward to the “great event to come this autumn.” Beatrice had curled her pretty lip and said it sickened her to read of such private matters, especially from a woman of Katherine’s advanced age. Charlotte had said not a word.

Now Charlotte paused only long enough to run her fingers over Katherine’s elaborate script and the smeared London Duty date stamp. She took a deep breath and walked on. She was nearly to the door when she heard her father’s voice from the drawing room.

“You’re off, then.” It was not a question.

She turned and, through the open doors, saw him slumped in the settee by the fire. His greying hair was uncharacteristically disarrayed and he still wore his dressing gown. She felt her throat tighten. She could only nod. She wondered if he would soften at this final moment. Would he hold out some offer of assistance, some parting words of conciliation or at least regret?

In a voice rough with the early hour and disdain, he said, “My only consolation is that your mother, God rest her soul, did not live to see this day.”

The pain of it lanced her, but it should not have. He had said the like before, worse even. Willing tears to remain at bay, Charlotte stepped out of the vicarage, quietly shutting the door behind her. She walked through the garden, committing it to memory. There were the neatly trimmed hedges that Buxley still coaxed into the shape her mother preferred. There, the exquisite flower beds with their cleverly mixed color palettes, graduating heights and varying textures—delphinium, astilbe, cornflower, Canterbury bells, lemon lilies—all of which Charlotte had tried to maintain in her mother’s honor, at least until now. She took a long deep breath, then another, savoring the dew-heavy fragrances of sweet violets and purple pincushions. She had no intention of picking a flower to take with her, a flower that would wither before she reached her destination, but then she saw it. A vile milkweed in the border of sciatic cress, which Buxley called Billy-come-home-soon. How had she missed it before? She strode to the weed and pulled at it with her free hand, but the stalk would not give. She set her bags and box down and pulled with both hands until the whole stubborn thing was unearthed, roots and all. She would leave her mother’s garden in perfect order. But for how long? Who will tend your gardens, Mother? Buxley will try, I suppose. Though he is not getting any younger. With the horses and all the heavy work falling to him, the garden suffers. And Beatrice has no use for a garden, as you well know.

On nostalgic impulse, Charlotte snapped off a cluster of small purplish flowers from the milkweed plant and held it briefly to her nose—it smelled surprisingly sweet—then slipped it into her reticule. She tossed the stalk onto the rubbish heap on her way down Church Hill. Glancing over her shoulder at the chalky white vicarage, a face in an upstairs window caught her eye. Beatrice. Her sister wore a stony expression and made no move to wave. When Beatrice turned from the window, Charlotte turned as well, wishing for a moment that she had turned away first. Two minutes later, just as she knew it would, the post wagon approached.

“Hallo there, Miss Lamb,” the driver said as he halted his horses.

“Good morning, Mr. Jones.”

“Care for a ride into the village?”

“Yes, thank you.”

He took her bags from her and helped her up. “Off to visit your aunt again, are we?” He settled her carpetbag beside her.

She did not wish to lie any more than necessary. “I am always so happy in their company.”

“And why not. Such fine people your aunt and uncle are. Never knew the better.”

“You are very kind.”

She clutched her carpetbag as the wagon started off again, her generous pelisse shielding her from the damp morning wind, from curious onlookers—and even from the full brunt of her father’s farewell, such as it was. She would not cry—not now, not here, where villagers she knew might see her and guess she was leaving not on another holiday but rather on a much darker journey.

When the driver helped her alight at Chequers Inn, she took not the coach headed for Hertfordshire and Aunt Tilney, but rather a coach bound for London.
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The black enclosed coach bumped and jostled its way to the west side of London. When the driver called his “whoa” to tired horses, Charlotte arose from her seat, clutched her belongings, and pushed her way out of the conveyance before the coachman might help her alight.

She stepped down and made haste up Oxford Street, past the stationer and paper hanger, china and glassman, and linen drapers. Walking north on busy Tottenham Court Road, she passed silversmiths, chemists, and dwelling houses that were clearly less than fashionable. Then she stepped off the cobbles and crossed the damp and narrow Gower Mews. At the alley’s end, she paused between market wagons and rubbish carts to look over her shoulder, assuring herself that no one was watching. Then she slipped in through the rear door of the Old Towne Tea Shoppe and, with an apologetic nod toward the proprietress, stepped out the front door onto Gower Street, opening her black umbrella against the slight mist and any prying eyes. Head lowered, she stepped over a refuse-filled gutter, then walked crisply on. Coming upon a sign bearing the name Store Street, Charlotte checked the directions her aunt had written down for her. This was it.

Charlotte glanced up and immediately saw an old manor house looming against a border of shadow and trees. It was a grey hulk of a building with two dark wings at right angles to each other, a boxy garret at their apex, standing guard over a formidable, arched door below. Perhaps a great house a hundred years ago, the structure looked sound but bleak—mottled stone, severe lines, the absence of adornment save a hedgerow lining the edge of a mossy stone walkway. She saw no sign, no plaque naming the manor, and somehow that made her all the more sure she was in the right place.

It was only then that she allowed the tears to come. Here, the street behind her streaming with people who knew her not and cared less, she felt the sting of her father’s rejection and the loss of her home. But she could not agree with his assessment. He might be glad that her mother was not here to witness this day, but Charlotte was not.

She thought of her dear mother, the well-loved Lillian Lamb, who had brought warmth and moderation, cheer and steady calm to the vicarage, and especially to Reverend Gareth Lamb himself.

Charlotte hoped her memories of her mother, gone these five years, would not fade in this absence from all that was familiar—her mother’s room, her portrait, the far-off look in Father’s eyes that meant he was thinking of her. His parting words echoed again through Charlotte’s mind, and she flinched—envisioning the disappointment that would certainly have clouded her mother’s face—but yet she wished her mother were here with her, walking this rutted path, consoling her as she always had that all would work out in the end.

I wish I had your faith, Mother. I wish I were half the fine lady you were—or half as proper a clergyman’s daughter. Would you have forgiven me, even if Father will not?

As Charlotte drew closer to the looming grey edifice that was to become her temporary home, she could not help but notice the secretive shuttered windows of the ground floor.

Then she noticed the milkweeds.

No formal gardens here, or if there once were, they had long since given way to islands of tall grasses and unchecked patches of milkweeds running the length of the wall facing Charlotte.

Her father would be horrified, and even her mother would not have approved of the tangled mess. Charlotte sighed. She supposed that for the women within these grey walls, the gardens outside were the least of their problems. And the same is true of me.

But milkweeds? What a bane they were to gardeners, their stubborn roots sending out crafty runners, the offspring only slightly easier to pull than the mother plant herself. And they spread not only by runners, but by their prolific seeds that filled the air every autumn. Apparently that was what had happened here—milkweed had been introduced and, left unchecked, had taken over most of the lawn.

Couldn’t they at least hire some boy with a scythe to come and cut the pests down? Charlotte wondered. Milkweeds were pretty enough when the flowers bloomed, but when the grey-green pods aged to a dull silver, the reedy stalks held little aesthetic value at all.

Perhaps that solicitor friend of Uncle’s had given false information about this place. Or Aunt Tilney had gotten it wrong somehow. Her aunt had confided in hushed tones that this place was of better quality and more discreet than others like it. Charlotte gathered their London solicitor had procured the recommendation for her. Her father knew nothing of the arrangements, other than to exact Charlotte’s promise of secrecy and anonymity for as long as possible. Otherwise he seemed to care little of where Charlotte was to go or how she was to provide for herself. It was clear he could barely wait to get her out of his sight.

Charlotte wondered if her mother would recognize the man she had been married to for so many years. Not that Gareth Lamb had changed so much physically, except to grow a bit grey in his sideburns and a bit paunchier around the middle, but his demeanor was markedly changed. He had been stern—self-righteous even—before this happened, and now was all the more. The whole of his concern revolved around two points: how such a thing would likely ruin his career and how it would ruin Bea’s chance at a suitable marriage.

I am dreadfully sorry for it. I am. I suppose Father’s anger is right and just. But it does not feel like it. If only you were here to soften him. To accompany me.

But her mother was dead. So Charlotte walked alone.

A single knock brought to the door a thin, plain-faced woman a few years Charlotte’s senior who quickly led her from the entry hall, through a large dining room, and into a small study with the words, “The matron shall be in directly.” And, indeed, not two minutes later, a severe but attractive woman in her forties wearing a dark dress and tightly bound hair walked in, her officious air proclaiming her title. The woman’s stern appearance brought Charlotte some disquiet, but when she settled her gaze on Charlotte, there was grim kindness in her expression.

“I am Mrs. Moorling, matron of the Manor Home. May I be of assistance?”

Charlotte arose on shaky legs and pressed a letter from the London solicitor and a bank note into the woman’s hand. This was her only reply.

Mrs. Moorling slipped the money into her desk drawer without comment or expression, then glanced briefly at the letter the solicitor had written at her uncle’s request. “I see. I’m afraid we haven’t a private room available at the moment, but you shall have one as soon as possible. In the meantime, you will need to share.”

“I understand.”

“Your name is—” the woman scanned the letter—“Miss . . . Smith?”

“Yes, Smith. Charlotte Smith.”

Mrs. Moorling paused only a moment before continuing, again with no change in her expression, though Charlotte had the distinct impression the woman knew she was lying about her name. “Before I can admit you, there are a few questions I need to ask.”

Charlotte swallowed.

“Is this your first occasion availing yourself upon such an institution?”

“Yes, of course.”

“Not ‘of course,’ Miss Smith. There are many who do not learn from experience. I must tell you that the Manor Home for Unwed Mothers is a place for deserving unmarried women with their first child. Our goal is to rehabilitate our patients for a morally upright life.”

Charlotte looked down, feeling the heat of embarrassment snake up her neck and pulse in her ears. She heard the sound of paper rustling and knew the matron was again reading the letter.

“This letter attests to your character and background, though I haven’t the time to verify it at the moment.”

“Mrs. Moorling. I assure you. I have never been in such a predicament before . . . never conceived myself in such a predicament.” 

Poor choice of words, Charlotte thought grimly.

She forced herself to meet the older woman’s eyes. Mrs. Moorling looked directly at her for a moment, then nodded.

“Gibbs will find a place for you to sleep.”

Gibbs, the plain, painfully thin young woman, led her back through the entry hall and to the right, to the street-facing wing of the L-shaped building. Hurrying to keep up, Charlotte followed her through the long corridor to a door midway down its length. Charlotte looked into the dim room—once a portion of a fine drawing room, perhaps—with a high ceiling and broad hearth. The bedchamber held only one narrow bed, the width less than Charlotte’s height. A small table with a brass candlestick sat on either side of the bed, and one chair stood against the nearest wall. Three simple wooden chests lined the opposite wall, no doubt used to store the belongings of the room’s temporary lodgers.

“You’ll be sharing with Mae and Becky. Both slight girls—you’re a fortunate one. They must be off visiting in one of the other rooms. They’ll be in by and by. We have a water closet below stairs. But there’s usually a wait for it. Chamber pots under the bed for late-night emergencies. We know how you lying-in girls get toward the end. You’re responsible for emptying your own, at least until your ninth month or so. Our physicians believe activity is healthy. All the girls have duties, long as you’re able. You’ll get your assignment at breakfast tomorrow. Eight o’clock. Any questions?”

Charlotte’s mind was whirling with them, but she only shook her head.

“Good night, then.” Gibbs let herself from the room.



There is no sense in crying over spilt milk.
Why bewail what is done and cannot be recalled?

—SOPHOCLES 

CHAPTER 2 
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She is dreaming or remembering—she isn’t sure which, but the sensation is delightful. She is dancing with a young gentleman at Sharsted Court, a gentleman whose name she can’t recall, or perhaps never knew. She feels the polite pressure of his hand on her gloved palm and sees the warm admiration in his shy glances. In fact, she feels admiring glances follow her as she moves effortlessly through the patterns and steps of the dance. She feels not, she hopes, bloated vanity but rather surprise and pleasure at the attention paid her. Her sister, Beatrice, is not in attendance this night. Beautiful Bea, home with a cold. She is sorry, but really, how heavenly to feel so sought after, so desirable, all loveliness in her sky blue silk. Suitors aplenty, all her life ahead of her.

The music ends, and the young gentleman, golden eyelashes against thin pale cheeks, escorts her from the floor. She catches a glimpse of green eyes and rust-gold hair, but when she looks again, another partner has already taken his place. This one boldly thrusts his hand toward her, his brown eyes gleaming confidently, impudently. She turns away but feels his hand fall against her shoulder and turn her back around. She wants to flee, to refuse the presumptuous hand.

Instead, she wakens.

There, in the dimness before Charlotte’s eyes, dangled a hand. Someone in bed beside her had thrown an arm across her shoulder. Bea? No, her mind told her. You’re not home any longer. Dread and black fear swelled and sank deep within her.

Please. Please, let it all be a dream. Oh, God, please . . .

She reached under the blanket and ran her hand across her midriff, hoping it would still be smooth and flat.

Please.

Her hand found the hard rounded mound and she winced her eyes tightly shut.

It cannot be. It cannot be.

But it was.

Charlotte, lying on her side on the edge of the droopy bed, again opened her eyes. The hand was still before her, eerily like the one in her dream. Gently, she pushed the arm off her shoulder and scooted farther still, until she feared she might fall off the bed. Her back ached. Unable to get comfortable, she turned over again, the effort creaking the bed and taxing her more than imaginable a half year before. She found herself nose to nose with Mae, who had obviously eaten onions for supper. Another young woman clung to the opposite edge of the bed. Three women, six souls, in one small bed. Like sausages being turned, one after the other in a pan, Mae turned over to her other side, and the third woman followed suit without waking. Charlotte couldn’t recall the younger woman’s name. A girl, really.

Charlotte had met Mae not long after she had gotten into bed, plumping, then folding the pillow to try to get comfortable. The pretty, petite woman, near her own age, Charlotte guessed, had come in, mumbled her name, and promptly climbed in beside Charlotte as though they had been sharing a bed their whole lives. Charlotte surprised herself by falling asleep soon after. She did hear the second girl come in some time later, but was too tired to acknowledge her. All she wanted was sleep. Because in sleep she could return to her old life.

Charlotte was just drifting back to sleep when she heard a scream in some distant part of the manor. She sat up so suddenly that Mae awoke beside her and groaned.

“Lie still, would you?”

“I heard something.”

“What?”

“Someone screaming.”

“Better get used to it.” Mae turned over, her long auburn plait landing on Charlotte’s pillow. “Babies always gettin’ born in the night here.”

“What?”

“Never heard a woman in childbirth afore?”

“Oh. No, I haven’t.”

Mae didn’t respond, and Charlotte surmised that the woman had fallen back to sleep already. Charlotte sat still, listening. But she heard no more and lay back down for a few more hours of fitful rest.
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In the morning, Charlotte awoke to find herself alone in bed. She arose and dressed quickly in her grey day dress, then followed the sound of footsteps and feminine voices through the entry hall and into the large room she had passed through yesterday on her way to Mrs. Moorling’s study. The room had doors on either end and was filled with tables—serving, apparently, as both dining room and workroom. At a long table against one wall, Charlotte followed the example of the others and filled a small plate with bread and a stringy hunk of cold mutton. She also poured herself a cup of weak but, thankfully, warm tea. She sat at a table alone, dreading the questions that would undoubtedly come from the other girls. She had barely eaten half her bread when Gibbs, the assistant who had shown her to her room the night before, stopped before her, a ledger of some sort in her hands. She spoke with cool efficiency, her dull eyes glancing only briefly at Charlotte before returning to the bound ledger before her.

“What use are you, then?”

“Pardon?”

“What are you fit for? Laundry, cooking, sewing . . .?”

“I am skilled enough with needlework, I suppose. Embroidery and the—”

“Very well. Mending stockings for you, then. Second table—off you go.”

Charlotte took another bite of bread, skipped the congealed mutton altogether, and drank the rest of her tea. She took her time returning her cup and utensils to the sideboard and then, when she could think of no other excuse, stepped toward the table Gibbs had indicated. As she walked, she looked at the women’s heads, pulled in close like a tightly cinched drawstring purse. She heard their whispers and laughter and feared they were talking about her. The first to raise her head and look in Charlotte’s direction was a fair-haired woman with a long, angular face and surprisingly kind eyes.

“Here you are, love. Have a seat.” She moved her darning things, clearing a place for Charlotte beside her.

“Thank you,” Charlotte said quietly, eyes downcast.

“You’re a new one.”

“Yes.” Charlotte forced a smile and bent to her task, trying to find a stocking with enough sound material left to mend.

“I’m Sally. Sally Mitchell.” The blond woman smiled a toothy smile, her prominent front teeth protruding and not quite straight. Still it was a friendly smile. Unlike the narrow-eyed scrutiny she felt aimed at her from the others.

“I am Miss Charlotte . . . Smith.”

“Miss Charlotte, is it?” a second woman broke in.

Charlotte glanced up quickly and took in a mop of tight brown curls, a sharp nose, and thin mouth.

“And I’m Lady Bess Harper.” The woman affected a haughty voice and dramatically extended her hand as though for a kiss.

The other women laughed.

Bess slumped back in her chair and gave Charlotte a hard look. “I wonder you’re here at Milkweed Manor, then, and not up the road.”

“What do you mean?”

“Queen Charlotte’s up the road at Bayswater Gate. I would have thought you’d go there, what with your name and all.”

“Queen Charlotte’s?” Charlotte repeated, confused.

Mae, her pretty bedmate from the night before, said, “Maybe she thinks one queen is enough in a place, and she wants to be ours.” 

“No, I . . .”

At this, Bess Harper leaned in, her thin lips disappearing in a frown of disdain. “Queen Charlotte’s Lying-in Hospital. Telling me you never heard of it?”

“No. Should I?”

Bess looked pointedly at her middle, and Charlotte fought the urge to look away in shame. She threaded her needle and said weakly, “It is my first time.”

“Sure it is,” Mae said, “just like the lot of us.”

Bess grinned wickedly, “Oh, me too. You never heard me say otherwise.”

Sally leaned toward Charlotte and explained gently, “They only takes girls what haven’t gotten themselves caught breeding before.”

“They aim to reform us here,” Bess said. “Put us on the straight and narrow and all that.”

“One fall they can forgive.” Sally sighed. “But two and you’re done for.”

“Yes,” Charlotte said. “I believe the matron said the Manor Home was for ‘deserving unmarried women with their first child.’”

“Deserving? I’m deserving all right,” Bess said. “How ’bout the lot of you?”

Mae nodded her head. “Very, very.”

“I believe we’re all deserving a cup o’ tea about now, don’t you agree?” Bess said.

“Aye.” Sally grinned and rose to fetch some. “And jam tarts besides.”

From time to time, Charlotte glanced around the workroom, taking an inventory, of sorts, of the two dozen or more girls. She was curious as to why she hadn’t seen the young girl who had shared her bed last night. Surely her time had not already come.

“Mae, might I ask the name of the other girl who shares our room?”

“Young Becky, you mean.”

“Yes. I don’t see her about, do I?”

“No. It’s her morning, I’m afraid.”

“Her morning? She’s delivering right now?”

“Nay. Her morning to be examined by one of them blood and bone men, you know.”

“Oh . . .”

“Better her than me.” Mae shuddered.

“What do you mean?”

“You’ll find out soon enough.”

Gibbs approached the table and tapped her ledger with a blunt, ink-stained finger. “Miss Smith, you will be seen next.”

“Pardon me?”

“For your examination. All the girls must be seen by one of our physicians.”

“Oh. I see.”

“He is just finishing up with another patient. Wait here, and I’ll call you when he’s ready.” Gibbs strode briskly away.

Charlotte sat without moving, watching her go.

“Why, you look frightened half to death.” Sally laid her hand on Charlotte’s. “’Tis nothin’ to be scared of.”

“Unless she gets Dr. Preston,” Mae said. “That man’s like an orphan in a candy shop, all eyes and hands and lickin’ his lips.”

“S’pose he figgers, why not—ain’t the jar been opened already?” Bess’s sharp face was expressive. “A bit more used up won’t do any harm.”

Charlotte swallowed. “Are you suggesting this . . . Dr. Preston . . . takes advantage of the girls here?”

“I’m not suggesting a thing,” Bess said. “Only sayin’ you best watch your backside, underside, and all the rest like.”

“He’s never bothered me,” Mae said.

“Well, you’re not half the looker I am, are ya?”

“Well, then, I’m thankful I’m not.”

“Have they no midwives here?” Charlotte asked.

Bess smirked. “Oh, a country girl, ey?”

“They once had some,” Sally answered. “But not at present.”

“Do they . . .? I mean, I have never been ‘examined’ before. Not . . . like that. Do they . . .? I mean, will I be asked to . . .?”

“Take off your drawers?” Bess grinned.

Charlotte inclined her brow and swallowed nervously.

“I hate to break it to you, birdy, but when the babe comes, you won’t be wearing drawers or petticoats or much of anything else for that matter.”

“Hush, now,” Sally interrupted. “Don’t scare her more than she already is. Don’t fret, Charlotte. They let you wear your nightdress, though ’tis likely to be spoilt.”

“As for the examination,” Mae said, “it depends on which man you get.”

“Are there two physicians?”

“And a surgeon.”

“The young physician is real gentleman-like,” Mae said.

Bess snorted. “Green, you mean. He’s barely more than a boy. I don’t think he’s ever seen a woman in all her natural glory.”

“’Course he has,” Mae said.

“Can’t tell it the way he turned red as a robin when he looked me over last month.” Bess crossed her arms smugly.

Mae ignored this. “But if you get the other, Dr. Preston, I’m afraid you’re in for it,” she said. “He seems to like dressing us girls down.”

“Undressing us down, you mean.”

Just then Charlotte recognized young Becky as she walked quickly through the room, head down, face flushed red, shawl and arms pulled tight across her bosom like a shield of wool and adolescent muscle. Sally followed Charlotte’s gaze and clucked sympathetically.

“Becky, poor girl, come sit with us,” Sally called. “Can I pour you a cup o’ tea?”

But the girl only shook her head swiftly, eyes on the floor, as she walked past them and out the other door.

“Whatever is the matter?” Charlotte asked. “Is she ill?”

“She was right as rain before her appointment,” Mae said.

Gibbs reappeared in the doorway and Charlotte’s heart began thudding in her chest. The needle slipped in her sweating hands and she set her work down, wiping her palms across her lap. If this man did not conduct himself properly, she would give him a piece of her mind. Just because she had made one mistake did not mean she would make another. She took a deep breath. Still she could not calm herself. She felt so vulnerable, so removed from those who would protect her.

Gibbs walked toward her, and Charlotte took another deep breath. The woman’s face was a mask of somber efficiency, but Charlotte thought she glimpsed some darker emotion there as well. Anger? Annoyance? Had Charlotte done something wrong? When Gibbs stopped at the table Charlotte rose from her chair.

“You may return to your work, Miss Smith. Dr. Preston has been . . . called away suddenly and cannot see you this morning after all. We shall reschedule for tomorrow.”

“Oh, I see.” Charlotte exhaled. “Thank you.”

Gibbs turned on her heel and strode back toward the offices. Charlotte sank back into her chair, feeling foolishly relieved. Across the table, Sally winked at her.

Charlotte returned to her stitching but found herself thinking about her mother, who had spent a great deal of time in the company of surgeons and physicians in the final years of her life. Her mother had enjoyed a friendly camaraderie with her physicians and never feared their presence. Portly Dr. Webb, a respected and kindhearted doctor, had called on her so often as to become nearly a friend to the family. The only thing Charlotte had feared from him was a final diagnosis for her mother.

Dr. Webb had brought to the Doddington vicarage a succession of colleagues and apprentices. The colleagues were stuffy older men—Cambridge professors or renowned London physicians come to offer their opinion on her mother’s condition. These men offered benign greetings to Charlotte in passing. The apprentices were young men who seemed determined to prove themselves, so most rarely condescended to speak with a young girl, and of course, Charlotte was never examined by any of them. Actually, Charlotte had been such a healthy girl that she had rarely been treated by anyone. Her mother had cared for her minor ailments, and she had never broken a bone. The only time she had seen a surgeon was when she had fallen into a fox hole while running through the sheep pasture behind the churchyard. Her parents had feared her ankle broken, but the surgeon—she didn’t recall his name—declared it only sprained.

There was one apprentice who did speak with Charlotte, though granted, he was a bit older than most of Dr. Webb’s apprentices. Daniel Taylor was his name. He was tall and very thin, with –reddish-blond hair and the palest of skin. She could not think of him without both a smile and a painful wedge of guilt pressing against her stomach. She always seemed to say the wrong thing, and inevitably his boyish face would blush a deep apple red, a brighter hue than his rust-colored hair. But still, he must have admired her. She was certain he did, at least until her father made his disapproval so mercilessly clear. Mr. Taylor left Kent with barely a good-bye and, she feared, the impression that her own opinion of him matched her father’s. Something the vicar had no doubt implied.

Charlotte pricked her finger with the needle and gasped. Eyes from around the table rose up in question. She held up her finger, the spot of blood growing big as a beetle. She smiled dolefully at the others. “One should never daydream with sharp implements in one’s hand.”

Bess rolled her eyes and the others returned to their work, but Charlotte found herself morbidly fascinated with the mounding blood. She lifted her finger and watched the blood run down into her palm. Life-giving liquid, she thought oddly. God’s milk.



Poor woman! how can she honestly be breeding again?

—JANE AUSTEN, LETTER TO HER SISTER, 1808 

CHAPTER 3 
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The next morning Charlotte awoke before either Mae or Becky, driven by nerves to prepare herself for the visit with the dreaded Dr. Preston. Would he really require her to remove her clothing? She shuddered. Worse yet, would he question her about how she came to be in this place?

She bathed herself with a rough cloth and cold water from the washbasin, cleaned her teeth, and brushed and pinned her hair. It crossed her mind that she should attempt to make herself appear as unattractive as possible, considering the girls’ comments about Dr. Preston’s character. But she doubted anyone could find her attractive in her present condition. Rather, she felt the need to arm herself with good grooming and her best dress, as though to show the man that she was not just another poor, uneducated girl he could manipulate. The thought pricked her conscience as surely as the needle had pricked her finger. Did she feel herself above the other girls? Yes, she admitted to herself, she did—even as she acknowledged the hypocrisy of the thought. Forgive me. Wasn’t she just another poor—though not uneducated, certainly naïve—girl, alone in the world and at men’s mercy? She shook off the unsettling thought. Please protect me, almighty God.

After breakfast, Charlotte again joined the other women at the sewing table. She glanced around nervously and was relieved when she didn’t see Gibbs anywhere about. Perhaps the doctor was still indisposed. But no sooner had she begun her second stocking than Gibbs and her ledger appeared before Charlotte.

“The doctor will see you first this morning.” Gibbs glanced at the clock on the mantel. “He is expected directly. I will let you know the moment he’s ready.”

Charlotte swallowed and nodded.

Bess and Mae exchanged knowing looks. Bess snorted and Mae covered a giggle with her freckled hand.

“Hush, now,” Sally admonished gently. “Dr. Preston is gentlemanlike most of the time. If you ask me, ’tis that other doctor what gives me the shivers.”

“The old one or Dr. Young?”

“Young. He looks at you with those cold eyes and ’tis as if they’ve got no feelin’ in them. Ice like. Like he’s . . . gutting fish instead of tending people.”

“Better cold eyes than warm, roamin’ hands,” Bess muttered.

“Here he comes,” Mae whispered.

“Which one is it?” Bess shifted in her seat to try to see past Sally.

“Young,” Mae supplied.

Charlotte turned her head with dread to look at the man entering. She took in a tall, thin man in coat and hat, with hard, pointed features and somber expression, neither much softened by the small round spectacles he wore. Even before she could get a good look at his face, something about his demeanor made her stomach clench. He removed his hat just as he pulled open a door partway down the passageway. When the sunlight from a nearby window shone on his rust-blond hair, a jolt of recognition stunned her. Mr. Taylor. It had to be. Mr. Taylor, here? Now? To examine her? It could not be! She pressed her fingers to her brow and groaned as he swept out of view.

Sally leaned close. “Did I not tell you? Ice.”

“At least it’s not Preston,” Mae said.

“I cannot,” Charlotte whispered.

“You ’ave to, love,” Sally soothed.

“But I . . . know him.”

“Know him?” Bess asked sharply. “Biblically-speakin’, you mean?”

“Of course not.”

“I thought you said you hadn’t been here before,” Mae said.

“I haven’t.”

“Then how’d you know him?”

An inner plea for caution rose up in Charlotte and she changed tack. “Perhaps I am mistaken. Perhaps I do not know him.” Perhaps her eyes had played tricks with her mind. After all, no one had actually mentioned the name Taylor.

“Dr. Taylor will see you now, Charlotte.” The matron, Mrs. Moorling, appeared and her no-nonsense voice dampened Charlotte’s spirit yet pulled her to her feet. “Dr. Preston has yet to appear this morning—I’ve sent Gibbs to find him. Come, come, we haven’t all day.” The woman should command armies rather than this sorry gaggle of expecting females. Hurrying to catch up, Charlotte followed the older woman down the passageway.

“Mrs. Moorling. I am sorry,” Charlotte said, struggling to keep pace, “I don’t mean to be difficult, but I really cannot be examined by Mr. Taylor. . . .”

“And why not?”

“Because I . . .” She hesitated. What would be gained by telling the matron that she knew Daniel Taylor? Would that somehow risk her anonymity? Would the matron ask more questions than Charlotte wanted to answer?

“It does not seem, well, proper. He is so young, and I . . .”

“Miss Smith. Dr. Taylor may look young, but I assure you he’s well educated—more than most. He is also a married man and completely respectable. Again, more than most.” Her voice carried a hard edge.

But Charlotte was still striving to grasp what the matron had just said. Mr. Taylor was married. Somehow that both troubled her and eased her mind greatly, for the present predicament as well as the past.

“If it were another physician, I might offer to stay in the room with you, but I have a long list of duties that require my attention and, I assure you, you are in perfectly good hands.”

Terrifying choice of words, Charlotte thought.

Mrs. Moorling opened the office door for her, and taking a deep breath, Charlotte stepped inside.

He was sitting at a plain but large desk, reading some documents on its surface. She took a few steps forward, then stood silently before the desk, waiting for him to address her. He squinted at the paper before him and did not look up.

“Miss Smith, is it?”

“Ah . . . um . . .”

“Miss Charlotte . . .” He glanced up at her then, and his lips parted slightly. “. . . Smith?” The question in his tone was obvious, and in that moment in which he sat there, unmoving, staring at her, she saw the ice of his expressionless blue-green eyes melt and then freeze over again.

“Miss Smith. Do sit down.” His eyes fell back to the papers, and he picked up his pen and dipped it into the ink.

She sat and primly folded her hands in her lap. Did he not recognize her after all? She felt relieved yet mildly hurt at the thought. Was she so changed in the years since they had last seen each other? He had changed but was clearly the man she had once known. His hair was a bit thinner at his forehead, the rust-brown stubble on his cheeks more noticeable, the shoulders broader, but his face was still as angular as ever. What had changed most were his eyes. Gone was that teasing spark she remembered so fondly, and all warmth with it, or so it seemed.

“Age . . . twenty?”

She found her voice. “Yes,” she whispered.

“And this is your first pregnancy?”

She cringed with shame at the baldness of his words. “Yes.”

“When was your last monthly flow?”

Never had a man broached such a topic with her! Never had a woman, for that matter. Such things were not spoken of. She was too stunned to speak.

At her obvious hesitancy, he rose to his feet, but his eyes seemed trained beyond her. “Look here, I heard your little conversation with Mrs. Moorling. If you’d rather wait and see Dr. Preston, that is perfectly all right by me. I shall tell Mrs. Moorling myself.”

“No!” The urgency with which she spoke surprised them both, and he silently sat back down. Embarrassed by her outburst as well as the whole mortifying situation, Charlotte sat staring at her hands, yet felt the man’s silent scrutiny.

She took a deep breath and whispered, “The second of January.” 

She heard the scratching of his quill.

“And Smith. That is your . . . married . . . name?”

She swallowed, completely humiliated. This man who, she believed, had once admired her was now—if he recognized her at all—thanking the Lord above that her father had so thoroughly discouraged him. And she couldn’t blame him. “I am . . . not married.”

Dr. Taylor hesitated, eyes on the paper, then put down his pen. He looked up at her, his professional facade gone, his expression earnest.

“Good heavens, Charlotte, what on earth are you doing here?” 

Charlotte sighed. “I should think that painfully obvious.”

He winced. “Forgive me. I only meant this is not a place for you, a girl with your family, your connections.”

She opened her mouth, but the words “I no longer have either” wouldn’t form over the hot coal lodged in her chest and the tears pooling in her eyes. She bit her lip to try to gain control over herself.

She would not seek pity.

“As bad as all that, then?”

She bit her lip again but only nodded.

“I am very sorry to hear it. I suppose your father, being a clergyman, took it very hard.”

Again, she nodded.

“Still, there’s not a one of us who hasn’t made some foul error or other. All like sheep astray and all that.”

She could only look at him, speechless.

“I’ve had a taste of your father’s rejection, if you remember. I mean no disrespect, but I cannot say I’d wish that on anyone, much less you.”

She managed a slight smile through her tears.

“I don’t wish to insult you, but I assume that every attempt has been made to garner some arrangement, some responsibility or recompense?”

“Please. There is nothing to be done, and even if there were, I should not like to pursue it.”

“Still, there are legal actions in such cases, if the man—”

She shook her head.

“You claim no injury, then?”

She closed her eyes against the shame her answer brought with it. “I cannot.”

“Still, though you be a party to it, there remain courses of action to secure your support.”

“Please. I do not wish to speak of it further. You can be assured that my father and my uncle, a solicitor himself, have discussed these matters with me thoroughly. Exhaustively.”

“I am sorry.”

“Everyone has urged, even begged me to reveal the man so they might work on him.”

“You have not told them who the man is?”

She shook her head.

“Why on earth not?”

“Because it will do me and my child absolutely no good . . . and it will harm others.”

“A married man, then?”

She swallowed. “He is now.”

“Miss Lamb. Charlotte. Have you considered—”

“Mr. Taylor, excuse me, Dr. Taylor, I have already told you far more than I should. More than I’ve told anyone else.” She looked up at him, then back down at her hands. “You always did have that effect on me.”

“Make you chatter on? I’d rather have had a different effect on young ladies in those days.”

She smiled in spite of herself. “Then let us speak of it no more. Though I do appreciate your concern.”

“Yes, well.” He cleared his throat. “We have an examination to conduct.”

“Yes,” she murmured, feeling her heart begin pounding again. 

“Well, first of all, I need to ask you a few questions about your medical history and the like.”

“All right.”

“If I remember correctly, you were a most healthy girl. Any medical problems since? Illnesses, serious injury?”

She shook her head.

“And, since your . . . condition. Any pain, light-headedness, swelling of extremities?”

She thought of her ankles, not as thin as they once were. “Nothing to speak of.”

“You have been seen by another physician prior to coming here?”

“Only one time.”

“Dr. Webb, was it?”

She shook her head again. “Father wouldn’t hear of me seeing anyone local. He was sure word would get out. I saw a surgeon, a Mr. Thompkins, when I was in Hertfordshire with my aunt.”

“And how long ago was this?”

“Three…nearly four months now. He was brought in only to confirm that I was indeed, well, as I am.”

“Well, here we examine patients weekly once they’re as far along as you are.”

“I see.”

“Now, I notice that you are showing surprisingly little for someone as progressed as you are.”

“Which has been a blessing until now.”

“Yes, I can understand that. But, have you had difficulty eating, keeping foods down?”

“I haven’t much appetite lately, but I do try to eat.”

“All right. Now I do need to do a physical exam. To start, I will auscultate you.”

“Pardon me?”

“Sorry. Listen to your heart.”

He tapped the tall table. “Please, have a seat here.”

She complied and sat as straight as she could, rearranging her skirts around her, self-conscious of her bulging middle, her plain dress, her hair escaping its practical pinning. She had a sudden flash of memory, of peering through the keyhole as a young girl and seeing Dr. Webb lying over her mother’s body, head on her chest. Charlotte had been quite shocked and had burst into the room, ready to defend her mother’s honor.

“What are you doing?” she’d cried, her affront ringing in the room. Dr. Webb sat up quickly, stunned at her outburst. But mother only smiled gently. “It’s all right, my dear. Dr. Webb is only listening to my heart, to see if the old thing is still working.”

Understanding dawned on the man’s kind face and he, too, smiled gently at her. “Come here, if you like, Charlotte. Would you like to listen to your mother’s heart?”

She nodded, all seriousness, and walked to the bed. She sat beside Dr. Webb and laid her ear on her mother’s bosom.

“A bit higher—there. Do you hear it?”

Charlotte had closed her eyes and listened, and there, a dull ta-toom, ta-toom, ta-toom. “I hear it!” she’d declared proudly, relieved in more ways than one.

As delightful as the memory was, when Charlotte imagined Dr. Taylor pressing his head to her chest, her palms began sweating.

From his case, he extracted a wooden tube, a device she had never seen before.

“A physician friend of my wife’s made this. He’s still working to perfect the design. Still, it’s amazing how much better I can hear with this simple tube than I can with my ear alone.”

He stepped closer and bent near. He looked into her face. “It also lends a bit of propriety, which patients seem to appreciate.” He lifted one side of his mouth in an awkward grin, then bent to his task. Charlotte took a deep breath and held it, aware of his nearness, aware of the strangeness of the situation—to be alone with Daniel Taylor, unchaperoned, so close to him—all of which would be highly inappropriate in any other setting. She felt the tube press against her chest, just above her left breast, and she involuntarily started. The device was not terribly long, so he had to bring his head to within six or seven inches of her body to listen. She released a ragged breath and drew in a shallow one in return, finding it difficult to breathe.

“Fine. Now I will attempt to hear the heart of the fetus as well. Has the babe been active?”

“Yes, quite.”

He pressed the tube with firm pressure against her abdomen and listened intently. He repositioned it slightly and listened again. “There he is.” He listened a moment longer. “Strong and steady.”

Charlotte smiled. “Do you call all unborn babes ‘he’?”

“I don’t know. Don’t think so.”

“I do think it is a boy. Just a feeling I have. I suppose all ladies in confinement say such things?”

“Yes, and they are often right.”

“Are they?”

He grinned. “About half of the time.” Then his grin faded. “Well, next I would normally palpate the”—he waved his hands over her abdomen—“uh . . . area. And examine . . . other areas as well.” He swallowed, “However, I think, considering your general health and the quickening of the babe, that this has been sufficient for today.” He stepped back, and Charlotte slumped a bit on the table, relieved.

A soft knock sounded at the door, and Dr. Taylor leapt eagerly to answer it. Charlotte couldn’t see whom he spoke with through the partially opened door, but she could hear much of the muted conversation.

“You’re wanted above stairs.”

“Is there a problem?”

“I’m afraid . . . quite upset.”

“I see. I shall be up directly.”

He shut the door and looked back at Charlotte. “I’m wanted elsewhere, Miss Lamb—excuse me, Miss Smith.”

Charlotte lowered herself from the table.

“Gibbs will alert you to our next appointment.”

She nodded.

“Good day,” he said, and turned to leave.

“Good day,” she answered, but he was already gone.



The poor collect milkweed down and with it fill their beds, 
especially their children’s, instead of feathers.

—PETER KALM, 1772 

CHAPTER 4 
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Charlotte read the letter in the garden, which, mess though it was, offered her a bit of privacy—something sorely lacking within the manor itself. Gibbs had handed it to her with a simple, “Letter, miss.” And while Charlotte should have been pleased to receive it, especially because the fine, feminine handwriting was clearly her aunt’s, she trembled as she carefully peeled it open. Somehow she knew it bore ill tidings. What else could she expect at present? Surely her father hadn’t forgiven her, asking through Aunt Tilney for Charlotte to come home. She knew this, and still her hands trembled as she read.

My dear niece, 

It is with deep sadness that I write to you today. Your father has asked that I sever all connection with you, something I am loathe to do. You know I hold you in the highest esteem and dearest affection, positions unaffected by recent revelations. I hope you will in time learn to forgive your father. He has always held the good opinion of others too dearly, as you well know, and I fear this has laid him very low.

There is some small hope, I believe, that your sister may secure the affection of a certain gentleman, whom you well know, before news reaches the ears of those who would compel him to withdraw any connection with your family. Your sister, especially, longs to conceal the unhappy truth as long as possible.

It pains me to write so plainly, but there it is. Your father bids me to beseech you to confine yourself away from the public eye, and to conceal your identity until an engagement is secure. It is too much to hope this could extend past a longed-for wedding date, but all put every confidence that the gentleman’s long association with your sister might withstand, nay, even overshadow, other less happy events.

Do not give up hope, my dear. There is goodness in your father, and I will fervently pray that he will soften toward you in time. For now, I have little choice but to abide his edict. Perhaps if your dear uncle stood with me, but alas, he feels it is not our place to come between father and child. You know he would do all he could to assist you were he only allowed to do so.

Still, I cannot rest without at least offering this olive branch. Likely you have been too upset to think too far into the future, but I am plagued with worry over your situation. I offer you this—while not grand nor fashionable, it will at least assure a roof and bed and food to eat once your time in London is at an end.

As you may recall, I have in Crawley an elderly aunt. You can well imagine how old she is if I, your aunt, describe her thusly. Still, she lives in a snug cottage a short distance from the village proper on Crawley’s High Street. I have not seen her these many months, but at Michaelmas she was in good health and spirits. I have every confidence she would welcome you and that the two of you would get on well together. I daresay she would be quite happy for some companionship. Her own grown son lives in Manchester and, as I understand, rarely visits. I shall write her directly and introduce you.

If some impediment to this arrangement arises, I shall find some way to let you know. Otherwise, my dear, this must be my last letter, at least for the foreseeable future. My heart aches to think of it. Rest assured, you shall never be far from my thoughts or prayers.

Your Loving Aunt 

Charlotte wiped at the tears with her free hand, then quickly refolded the letter and tucked it into her dress pocket. She strode back inside the manor and into the workroom, determinedly putting on a cheerful face.

“What is that you’re working on, Becky?” she asked, sitting beside the young girl at a fabric-strewn table.

“’Tis a swaddling blanket, mum.”

She eyed the square of coarse cotton. “How nice. Will you have it done in time, do you think?”

“Oh! ’Tisn’t for my own babe. Least I don’t think ’tis.”

“Oh?”

“Same as your mending stockings for the girls here, I’m stitchin’ blankets for the foundlings next door.”

Charlotte looked in the direction of the girl’s nod.

“You didn’t know about the foundling ward?” Becky asked.

Charlotte shook her head. “I did wonder what was in the other wing.”

“Sure and what did you think happened to all the babes born here?” Bess asked brusquely, coming to the table with a teacup in her hand.

“I don’t know. I had not thought . . .”

“They just keep infants here ’til they’re weaned,” Becky explained. “Then they’re moved to the big foundling hospital up on Guildford Street.”

“Don’t some girls take their infants home with them?”

“Is that what you’re going to do?” Bess asked skeptically, sitting down across from her.

“No. Not home. I am not . . . quite sure where yet.”

Two other girls walked to the table together, tall flaxen-haired Sally towering over petite auburn-haired Mae. They sat down on either side of Charlotte.

“Well, I know where I’ll be,” Becky said. “Back in the workhouse soon as my time’s up.”

“But . . . what about . . .”

Bess broke in, “Don’t you be judging her or any of us.”

“I did not mean to. I am only surprised.”

“Some of us haven’t any choice,” Sally said quietly, eyes on her tea.

“But . . . to leave one’s child in the care of strangers. It is something I could never do.”

“Oh, don’t be too sure,” Bess said. “Never can tell what a body might do for love or money.”

“Or to keep body and soul together,” Mae added.

“My mum can barely feed my brothers and sisters,” Becky said.

“She sure don’t need another mouth to feed.”

“How old are you, Becky?” Charlotte asked.

“Fourteen.”

“So young.”

Becky shrugged. “About my mum’s age when she had me.”

“And you, Sally,” Charlotte asked, “what will you do?”

“I already had me boy two months ago now. I’m a wet nurse in the foundling ward. Didn’t you know?”

“No, I . . .”

“Guess I haven’t me figure back if you thought me still in my lying-in! I best lay off those jam tarts.”

Bess and Mae laughed.

“Forgive me, Sally.”

“Never you mind, Miss Charlotte. I’ve been a big girl me whole life—I’m used to such.”

“Your boy, is he . . .?”

“I’m blessed to have a sister who looks after my wee lamb. I’m nursing here until I find a better post.”

“A post?”

“Wet nurse, o’ course. Pays good, sleepin’ in the nice warm nursery of some fine house. Yes, that’s the life for me.”

“But who nurses your own child?”

“I told you. Me own sister. She’s always breeding and has a little ankle-biter right now what’s got her milk flowin’ but good. ’Tis no bother to her to nurse another.”

“You’re lucky,” Mae said. “My sister had to put her child out to take a wet nurse post. One of them baby farms, like, where the nurse had three or four others to feed. Poor thing near starved to death.”

“Then why would she do it? Why leave her own child to nurse a stranger?”

“A bit daft this one,” Bess murmured under her breath—but loud enough for all to hear.

“The money, dearie,” Sally explained. “If she don’t work, she starves—and her own child with her.”

“I’m sorry. I suppose I have never known that depth of want. I could never do that, leave my own to nurse someone else’s baby.” 

“Careful what you say, Charlotte,” Sally warned gently. “I’ll wager a year ago you never thought you’d find yourself in a place like this either.”

“You are quite right.”

“How . . . did . . . you end up here, Charlotte?”

“Same way as everyone else I suppose.” But she could feel her face heat with a fierce blush.

“Somehow I doubt that,” Mae said. “Who was the bloke? A baron, was it? Some scheming lord what promised you a wedding?”

“Maybe she fell in love with the footman and her father forbade them marry,” Becky said wistfully.

“Girls, don’t tease Charlotte so,” Sally urged. “You can see plain as anything she’s a lady.”

Bess snorted. “Was a lady more like.”

Sally put her hand over Charlotte’s. “Don’t listen to her, Charlotte. You’re still a lady in my eyes. All your handsome words and polite ways . . .”

“Handsome words and polite ways won’t get her very far ’round here,” Mae said.

“Won’t make a bit o’ difference when her time comes neither. I can just hear her now.” Bess began imitating an upper-crust accent. “I say, Dr. Preston, would you be so kind as to remove this melon from my middle?”

Mae joined in. “Pardon me, but the pain is such that I fear I must yell my fool head off.”

The others laughed good-naturedly, and Charlotte couldn’t take offense. She did continue to blush, however. And the first prickling of fear for the delivery itself began to work its way through her being.
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Charlotte was just about to blow out the bedside candle that night when the sound of a scream snaked beneath the door. Beside her, Mae groaned and young Becky slept on. Pulling her dressing gown around herself, Charlotte arose and stepped tentatively out into the passageway, holding the candle before her. She paused, listening. The draft in the old manor led the flame in an erratic, swaying dance. She heard no more screams, but she did hear footsteps approaching. She hesitated. Should she duck back into her room? How foolish! She was doing nothing wrong. No doubt some girl was in the pains of labour somewhere in the manor. Dr. Taylor appeared at the end of the passage his face drawn, rust-stubbled and weary.

“Is everything all right?” she asked.

“Miss Lamb. You startled me.”

“Forgive me. . . . I thought I heard someone crying out.”

“Did you?”

“Yes. Is someone delivering?”

“Um . . . no. False alarm as it turns out.”

“Oh, I see. Are you quite all right, Mr.—excuse me—Dr. Taylor. I’m afraid that will take some getting used to.”

“That’s all right. And . . . yes, I am well, thank you. And you?”

She nodded. “Are you always here this late?”

“Yes. Though not always awake, thankfully. I keep a small apartment above stairs here. Makes night duty less interminable.”

“You are very dedicated.”

He looked at her sharply, as though weighing the sincerity of her statement.

“Truly.” She smiled to reassure him. “It is a comfort to know there’s a physician about the place.”

He smiled then too. “Even if the physician is me?”

“Yes. I have heard some things about the other man that are not comforting in the least.” She said it lightly but saw his eyes widen and his mouth set in a hard line.

“What are you implying? Wait. Let us step into Mrs. Moorling’s office, where we won’t disturb anyone.”

“Very well.” She followed him to the matron’s office beyond the workroom.

“You were saying?” he prompted.

“Well, from the sound of it, the girls here do not trust him, in fact they are quite frightened of him.”

“Frightened? That is absurd. He isn’t perfect, I realize, but is certainly not as bad as all that.”

“I’m sorry, I am only repeating what I’ve been told.”

“Well, in the future I suggest you don’t besmirch a man’s reputation based on rumor alone.”

She looked at him, stung. His reaction seemed too strong, and she wondered if there was more at play here than collegial loyalty. “You are quite right. But I had no reason not to believe them. In fact, I saw one young girl shaking when she took leave of Dr. Preston.” 

“Preston?” he asked, clearly surprised.

“Yes.” Who did he think I was referring to?

He hesitated, seeming to study his shoes.

Charlotte felt compelled to continue. “Forgive me—are the two of you friends?”

“Colleagues certainly. Are you implying that he behaves . . . inappropriately with his patients?”

“Yes, or at the very least humiliates them.”

“Well, humiliation is no crime. It’s difficult to maintain modesty in such situations. As far as the other . . . well, I’d wager it’s just gossip, but if you personally have any difficulty whatsoever with Dr. Preston, please let me know immediately.”

“Thank you. I shall.”

The tension in his face faded, and they stood there for a moment in mildly awkward silence, Charlotte trying to think of a way to excuse herself, when she saw the side of his mouth lift in a boyish smirk.

“And what do they say about me?”

She smiled at him, then said imperiously, “Oh, you are the worst of the lot. Ice, they say. Distant. Impersonal. One girl compared your bedside manner to that of a man gutting fish.”

His brows rose. “Dreadfully sorry I asked.”

She regarded him a moment, then said tentatively, “You do seem changed. Though I suppose that is only natural after so many years.”

His expression became somber indeed. “If you had seen the things I have—death, piteous creatures, loved ones lost . . .” He hesitated, seemingly adrift in thoughts too bleak to share. She guessed he was speaking of more than his medical duties alone, of losses infinitely more personal.

“Yes,” he continued, “perhaps I have distanced myself. Become harder.”

“Colder,” she added helpfully. “More aloof.”

“There are worse things.” He looked directly at her, and Charlotte ducked her head.

“Miss Lamb, I did not mean . . . I was not referring to you, to your condition.”

And there he was again. The Mr. Taylor of old, teasing but reassuring, comforting her.

Charlotte kept her eyes lowered. “I confess when I first saw you here, I was quite mortified.”

“I can imagine.”

“I think now the worst of the shock has passed, I shall be glad to have a friendly face about.”

“A cold face, you mean.”

“One that improves upon acquaintance. Or in our case, reacquaintance.”

“I am glad to hear it.”

Charlotte suddenly had the disquieting thought that he might think her forward, so she asked, “Might I have the privilege of meeting Mrs. Taylor sometime?”

“Well, I . . . I don’t think . . .”

“Of course. Forgive me. I am in no position to be introduced to anyone. How foolish of me.”

“Miss Lamb, I—”

“It is Miss Smith for now. Good night, Dr. Taylor.”

She left the office and walked quickly down the passageway, embarrassment burning at her ears. Stupid girl, she remonstrated herself. She imagined Dr. Taylor saying to his wife, My dear, please meet the ruined Miss Charlotte Lamb. Can you believe I once admired her?
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