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CHAPTER 1

A lucky day indeed ...

I stretched out in the bed, yawning as I woke 

up.  My two long braids of hair spread out over 

the white pillow.  Then I remembered what day 

it was and sat up fast.

There was Mother at the table, already at 

work with piles of fabric and scissors and thin 

strands of wire.  The morning light streamed 

in the window behind her.  It made her red hair 

glow like the embers of our tiny fire on a cold 

evening.

“Good morning, Ettie!” Mother called over 

to me.  “And birthday greetings to you, my 

dear!  Ten years old today … what a grown girl 

you are!”
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Mother’s smile was as bright as the sun.  

No matter how bad things got, her smile made 

everything better.

“You should have woken me up!” I said as 

I swung my legs out of the creaky metal bed I 

shared with Mother.  I looked down to check if 

my brother Joe’s mattress was on the floor still, 

but it had already been pushed away under the 

bed.  Joe was older than me by two years.  He 

never called me Ettie – always Bean, because I 

was as small as a bean to him no matter how 

old I got.

The floor was cold to my bare feet, so I 

jumped onto the rag rug.  Then I hurried behind 

the curtain in the corner where our clothes 

hung neatly from wooden pegs on the wall.

“Well, today you deserve to have an extra 

hour in bed, Ettie,” said Mother.

I could hear the snip-snip of her scissors 

as she cut out the flowers and leaves from the 

fabric we had been given.  Every week a box of 

cloth and wire arrived, and every week Mother 

and I worked twelve hours or more every 

day.  We made sprays of purple violets, blue 

forget-me-nots and white honeysuckle for the 

bonnets of rich ladies.
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I always put the flowers together, fitting 

them on the strips of wire.  Mother made the 

leaves, dusting them with a powder that gave 

them a vivid green shine and slipping them on 

last.

“Has Joe left for work already?” I asked 

Mother as I changed out of my night things and 

pulled on my dress and petticoat.  I wasn’t sure 

what time it was.  Maybe seven o’clock?  We all 

got up before six normally.

We’d have our breakfast of bread and 

butter and milk too, if we had any.  Then Joe 

would hurry off to the brewery.  It was his job 

to clean out the stables there once the horses 

were harnessed to the carts and they’d set off 

to deliver barrels of beer to the pubs of London.

“Joe is just fetching the water for us, then 

he’ll be away,” said Mother.

The door banged, and Joe was back.

I pulled the curtain to one side and grinned 

at my brother.  But Joe looked sad.  Or angry 

maybe.  Or as if he had a secret that was 

bothering him.

Joe talked to me less and less these days.  If 

he did have a secret, I didn’t think he was going 

to tell me …
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