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Introduction

This book began with a column of numbers. Before there were names or scenes, there
were sums—noted in a steady hand beside the cost of coal, rent, ribbons, and bread.
The narrator whose voice you will meet in these pages learned early that survival
could be measured, not only in heartbeats and hopes, but in pennies and pounds. In
her ledger, intimacy sits beside arithmetic. Each evening’s work is tallied with the
same attention granted to laundry soap or a doctor’s visit. From such careful entries, a
life takes shape.

Lace and Ledger is a work of fiction presented as a memoir, woven from the habits of
mind that a meticulous bookkeeper might bring to the most private of professions.
While names, places, and events are imagined, the economic scaffolding is drawn
from the historical record: price lists and pawn tickets, almanacs and court reports,
charity pamphlets and household manuals. This is not a transcript of one woman’s life
but a composite testimony, meant to illuminate a reality too often flattened into
stereotype or sentimentalized beyond recognition.

The world our narrator inhabits is Victorian, with its gaslit promise and its thick fog of
judgment. In it, bargains are struck not once but constantly—over coin, over time,
over safety. Doors open and close depending on a woman'’s stockings, the hour, the
neighborhood, and whose arm she’s on. A constable may be a threat or a protection, a
landlady a tyrant or a shield. The ledger pages show how boundaries are set and
defended, how credit is extended and collected, how a woman'’s calculations account
for the risks borne by her body in a society that refuses to count them honestly.

Readers who come seeking a grounded sense of how such a life might be lived—its
rhythms, its costs, its strategies—will find the ledger guiding the narrative. Prices and
practices appear as they would have been discussed at the time: blunt, practical,
attentive to detail. Yet this book is not a manual. It is a story about a person, with
loyalties, vanities, jokes, fears—and the stubborn hope that tomorrow’s arithmetic will
favor her. If you are a writer looking for realistic texture, you will find here a
vocabulary of rooms, streets, and transactions, and the small frictions that give them
life.

Language matters in a world built on euphemism. You will hear the cant of the courts
and the charity hall, the refined evasions of gentlemen, and the straightforward talk of
women who cannot afford to pretend. Where the past used terms that wound, | have
chosen clarity over cruelty. Where our narrator uses the words of her day, she does so
knowingly. This is not a tract for or against anyone; it is an account that asks you to
look steadily, with compassion, at how people navigate the choices they are
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permitted.

The city itself is a character: markets that spill into alleys, church bells and factory
whistles marking the hours, seasons that stretch and snap the purse-strings—winter
dear, summer barely kinder. Laws and rumors drift through like weather, bringing new
inspections, new moral campaigns, new opportunities, new perils. Epidemics and
panics leave traces in the bookkeeping: a page where earnings fall, another where the
price of coal climbs, a sudden expenditure for a midwife or a surgeon. The ledger does
not embellish; it simply records, and in that recording it reveals.

Finally, a word about invention and respect. The lives that inform this novel were
complex and contradictory, as all lives are. Out of fragments we have built a single
voice that acknowledges her debts: to friends, to rivals, to the women who taught her
how to bargain, and to the readers who will, she hopes, understand the logic by which
she lives. May these pages honor those whose names the ledgers did not keep, and
may they remind us that behind every sum is a person, counting and being counted,
refusing to be reduced to a number.
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CHAPTER ONE: The First Entry

The world, when | first paid attention to its true shape, was measured not by the
sermons of the Reverend Mr. Davies nor the romantic promises in penny dreadfuls,
but by the weight of a farthing. A farthing, that tiny copper nuisance, was what stood
between an empty belly and a thin slice of stale bread. It was the first currency | truly
understood, the one that taught me the brutal simplicity of trade: that a desperate
need must be matched by a negotiable asset. Mine, it turned out, was myself.

| was seventeen that year, still possessed of the bloom that the city air had not yet
entirely scourged away. My name, at that time, was plain Eliza, and | worked fourteen
hours a day pressing collars in a laundry that reeked of lye and steam. The pay was
six shillings a week, and out of that, five shillings went to Mrs. Crowley for the damp,
freezing space | shared with three other girls and a recurring army of mice. The
remaining shilling was meant to cover soap, boots, and the dreadful diet of tea and
crusts that kept us all weak with perpetual hunger.

The winter of '65 was particularly cruel. The Thames seemed to freeze solid just to
spite the poor, and the damp seeped into one's bones and wouldn't leave. That
January, my younger sister, Polly, fell ill. Not a glamorous illness, not the fever of a
melodrama, but a deep, rattling cough that took hold in her chest and wouldn't release
its grip. The doctor’s visit cost a shilling—a sixth of my entire weekly wage—and his
prescription was simple: warmth, proper food, and a tonic. He wrote down the
ingredients for the tonic, but the chemist, a stern man with spectacles, quoted a price
that made my ears ring: three shillings and sixpence.

Three shillings and sixpence. It might as well have been a fortune. | had precisely
fourpence in the hem of my skirt. | walked back through the slush and the filth,
clutching the chemist's note, the steam from the lamps hissing like angry snakes. |
had begged Mrs. Crowley for an advance, but she merely sniffed and said, "Girls who
borrow against their wages always run, Eliza. Your misfortune is not my poor business
sense."

| sat by Polly's pallet, listening to the rasp of her breath, and knew that the laundry
would not save her. | looked at my hands, rough and red from the lye, and then |
looked at the only other asset | possessed: the fact that | was young and deemed—by
some—to be pretty. It was a dreadful calculation, cold as the iron of the press, but
perfectly logical. If | could earn the three shillings and sixpence in one night, Polly
would live. If I did not, the damp and the hunger would take her.

The decision was not one of morality, but of mathematics. The morality, | realized
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later, belonged to the world that had made the equation so simple.

| cleaned myself meticulously, borrowing a scrap of violet-scented soap from the
laundress’s locker—a minor theft against the backdrop of my major impending
transaction. | washed my skirt and my threadbare shawl. | brushed my hair until it
shone, and borrowed a cheap, slightly chipped jet brooch from the girl who slept
beside me. | was preparing for an audition, an exchange, a desperate piece of
commerce.

Where does one go to sell the unsellable? Not to the laundry, certainly. Not to the
factory gate. The streets were vast and held a thousand dangers, but they also held
opportunity. | had watched the girls, the ones with painted cheeks and better-cut
shawls, who stood near the theatre district after dark. They moved with a certain
confidence, a knowledge of where the pools of shadow offered discretion and where
the gaslight offered visibility. They were traders, and tonight, | was joining the market.

It was Tuesday, a poor night for theatre crowds, but perhaps better for a nervous
amateur. | found a corner near a large public house, the ‘King’s Head,” where the
carriages lingered and men emerged, flushed with stout and confidence. The cold was
a blessing; it kept me moving, kept the panic from settling fully in my chest. | stood
there, attempting to look both available and respectable, a difficult tightrope walk.

The first man who approached me was a brute, smelling strongly of gin and stale
smoke. He grabbed my arm, offering a sixpence and demanding a quick turn in the
alley. | pulled away, my heart hammering. Sixpence? The chemist wanted three
shillings and sixpence! | needed to be more discerning. | needed to understand the
pricing structure.

The second man was better: a young gentleman, perhaps a clerk, with a clean collar
and a nervous manner. He hovered, looking everywhere but at me. When | finally met
his eye, he mumbled something about a cup of coffee. | knew what he meant.

“l need three shillings and sixpence, sir,” | said, my voice shockingly steady despite
the tremor in my knees. | had chosen the sum carefully. It was non-negotiable, the
precise cost of Polly’s medicine.

He laughed, a sharp, unpleasant sound. “Three and six? For a quick service on a cold
night? Come now, girl, that’s house prices. I'll give you a shilling, or a shilling and
sixpence if you're quick.”

| shook my head. “Three and sixpence. | must have it.”

He lingered for a moment, clearly wrestling with his own desire and his budget, before
stalking off. | watched him go, feeling the despair rising like bile in my throat. Perhaps
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| was aiming too high. Perhaps my lack of experience marked me down.

It was almost midnight when the third approach came. He was older, perhaps fifty,
dressed in a good, heavy wool coat and carrying a thick walking stick. He did not leer
or grab. He stopped a few feet away, surveying me with a detached, professional air,
like a butcher appraising a carcass.

“You’'re new here,” he stated, his voice low and cultured.
“l'am,” | replied, trying to mimic the detached air.

“What's your price, little mouse? And don’t lie to me about half a sovereign. | can tell
you're freezing.”

| swallowed, the number tasting metallic on my tongue. “Three shillings and sixpence,
sir. | require it for medicine.”

He raised an eyebrow, a slight, almost imperceptible movement. “Medicine? A novel
sales pitch. But honest, | suppose. And what does the sum buy me?”

| explained, in the briefest, least descriptive terms possible, what the transaction
entailed. He listened, his gaze steady, and then pulled a small leather purse from his
inner pocket. He extracted three shillings and sixpence—two florins and sixpence in
silver. It looked magnificent, gleaming under the gaslight.

“Very well. | admire your precision, if not your ambition. We shall use the back room of
the tailor’'s across the street. It's private, and | assure you, safe.”

The tailor's shop was closed, but he had a key. The room was cold, smelling faintly of

old cloth and pipe smoke. It was over quickly, mercifully, and with no cruelty, though it
was utterly devoid of human feeling. It was commerce, pure and simple, and | focused
every fiber of my being on the silver resting in my palm, the weight of Polly’s survival.

When it was done, the gentleman, who never told me his name and whom | never
asked for, buttoned his coat. He did not offer kind words or advice. He simply reached
into his purse again and added an extra sixpence.

“For your journey home, and a cup of tea. Never accept payment that leaves you short
of necessities, child. That is poor accounting.”

He was gone then, leaving me alone in the dark, cold room with my new wealth. Three
shillings and twelvepence. Three shillings and sixpence for the medicine, and sixpence
for tea and a bun. | was suddenly dizzy, not from the act itself, but from the immense
relief that money could buy such immediate, necessary salvation.
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| rushed straight to the chemist, who was preparing to close his shop. He looked at
me, winded and dishevelled, but when | slapped the coins onto the counter, he
grudgingly prepared the tonic. It was dark and smelled strongly of cherry bark and
something sweet. Holding the bottle close, | ran all the way back to the wretched
lodging house.

Polly took the medicine, gagging slightly at the taste, and within an hour, the tight,
ragged sound of her breathing had softened slightly. She was safe, for now. | sat
beside her, the sixpence clutched tight in my hand, staring at the peeling wallpaper.

It was then, sitting in the misery of that room, that | understood my situation required
not panic, but a strategy. | needed a system. The laundry would never pay for the
warmth and nutrition Polly truly required, let alone for my own future. What | had done
tonight was necessary, and if | was to continue, | needed to manage the risk and
maximize the return.

The next morning, | purchased a small, inexpensive account book from the stationer’s
shop. It was bound in plain, dark brown card, intended, perhaps, for a shopkeeper to
record his stock. The first entry was tentative, my hand shaking slightly, but already
adopting the neat, meticulous script | had learned at the Sunday school classes.

On the left-hand page, the debit column:

January 17th. Medicine (Polly): 3s 6d.Tea & Bread (Post-Transaction): Os 2d.Lye Soap
(Stolen, must replace): Os 1d.

And on the right-hand side, the credit column, the earnings:
January 17th. Client (Coat & Stick): 3s 6d.Gratuity: Os 6d.Total Earned: 4s 0d.

Underneath, in the expenditure column, | totalled the running costs of the operation.
The soap was an immediate liability. My shoes, which were worn through and soaked,
were another. If | continued, | needed better shoes, a warmer shawl, and perhaps, a
slightly more respectable dress. Appearance, | had learned from the gentleman’s
observation, was part of the valuation.

The calculation was simple: | had risked everything and earned four shillings. The
same time spent at the laundry would have yielded barely fourpence. The gap was too
vast to ignore. | quit the laundry that same day, telling Mrs. Crowley | had secured a
position as a seamstress. She merely snorted, knowing that girls rarely moved up, only
sideways, or down.

| packed my meagre belongings into a sack, helped Polly hobble onto a borrowed cart,
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and moved us into a slightly better, if still miserably cold, rented room closer to the
West End. The rent was steep—three shillings a week—but the proximity to potential
clients justified the overhead. The ledger, hidden beneath my mattress, was no longer
a record of one desperate act, but the foundation of a new business.

| resolved that every transaction would be recorded, every penny accounted for. Not
just the earnings, but the true cost of operating in this trade: the cost of rent, the cost
of safety, the cost of the tonics and the food that kept me—and Polly—able to face the
streets. | had become a bookkeeper of my own life, and the ledger was my shield
against the chaos of the city.

My first client, the man with the stick, had taught me the necessity of precision. The
second lesson, which came quickly, was the necessity of naming. | could not be plain
Eliza if | was to command higher prices. Eliza was a laundress; a seamstress who
starved. | needed a name with silk in it, or lace. | settled on ‘Lillian,” as it sounded
vaguely French and suggested a fragility | certainly did not possess but which men
seemed to find appealing.

| made my second entry in the book three days later, having invested my last spare
penny in a cheap pair of leather gloves and a slightly better ribbon for my hair. The
investment paid off. The entry was slightly longer, the transaction more profitable, and
the name on the credit side was Lillian, the careful custodian of her own dangerous
economy. The ledger was open, and the accounting of my life had begun in earnest.
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