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Chapter 1

October 1908

 



‘AND WHERE YOU bin?’

Milly stood and looked down at her well-worn black button-up boots.

‘Well answer me, gel.’

Her father was sitting in the room they used for everything. It had a table and three mismatched chairs; one had the back broken off. That was what her father did when he was in one of his frequent rages. They only possessed one armchair, which stood next to the fire. Nobody dared to sit in his chair. He moved his bulk and, picking up the brass poker, pushed it into the few paltry coals sitting in the grate, causing them to burst into flame.

‘Yer mother’s bin trying ter feed the kids while you’ve bin out gallivanting.’

Arthur Ash stood up. He was a tall, well-built man with a shock of black hair. His dark eyes were penetrating, and as he was still holding the poker, Milly cringed as she stepped back. She had felt the force of her father’s hand many times and stood waiting for the blow that would send her reeling across the room.

‘Lorst yer bleeding tongue, ’ave yer?’ He leaned towards her.

‘Milly, please answer your father.’ Ivy Ash was a pale, thin woman who, after having ten children in twelve years and trying to feed her family on the pittance her husband gave her, looked worn out.

‘I got caught up with all those women with banners and policemen; they was marching along the road and I couldn’t get through.’

‘What?’

‘There was lots of people and policemen and I couldn’t get past.’

‘Leave her be, Arthur. She couldn’t help it.’

‘I’ve seen those silly cows outside the docks carrying on about votes fer women. I ask yer, what the bloody ’ell d’ they want ter vote for? Wot der women know about fings like that? They should be ’ome looking after the old man. Don’t you let me find out yer wiv ’em, otherwise yer get another pasting. I can soon knock that rubbish out o’yer.’

Milly looked at her mother. ‘Honest, Mum. There was such a lot of people and I just got caught up in ’em.’

Her father grabbed her arm.

‘Please, Arthur, leave it.’

‘I bet she was flinging herself at ’em, hoping ter join ’em. She’s nothing but a dirty tramp.’

Milly began to cry, and four pairs of eyes looked anxiously up at her from where her younger siblings were sitting on the floor. She was the eldest of the eight surviving Ash children.

What was the point of trying to talk to her father when he was in one of his moods? Not that she could ever talk to him. She didn’t like him or the way he treated her dear mum.  Milly, who was thirteen, knew what a bully he was and wondered why her mum kept having babies, babies that she couldn’t look after.

Milly herself had helped to deliver the last one. That day she had been terrified her mum was going to die. Old Mrs Grant, the woman who was with her mum, called for Milly to help. She had held her mother’s hand and mopped her brow, and all the while her mum had tightened her grip on Milly’s hand and cried out in pain. Milly had stood wide-eyed and speechless when the baby came into the world. Mrs Grant handed her the silent scrap covered with blood and instructed her: ‘Wrap her up in that old towel, hold her close and keep her warm and make sure she don’t stop breathing.’ Terrified, Milly did as she was told and held the baby close. Baby Helen was a tiny, fragile little thing who had fought for her life; now, seven months later, she was a frail, sad little girl with big blue eyes and a lovely smile.

‘Milly love, did you get the milk for Helen’s bottle?’ asked her mother, who was sitting on the hard wooden chair nursing her baby.

Milly knew she was trying to ease the tense situation and she just nodded. ‘I’ll go and warm it up.’

She hurried to the outhouse that was attached like a carbuncle to the back of the terraced house. The Ash family occupied the ground floor, which comprised a kitchen plus two rooms; the children all slept in one and Milly’s mother and father and baby Helen slept in the other. Her parents had a bed, but the children slept on the floor on a lumpy mattress that at times had the odd bug or two crawling in it. They shared the outhouse with a Mr and Mrs Booker and their four children, who lived upstairs. The Bookers had the same layout, two rooms and a kitchen. Even with four  children under four, they were very quiet. Mr Booker was an accountant, and he often said he wanted to move from Rotherhithe to a better place, but he never did. Milly worried that her father wouldn’t be able to find the rent for the whole house if the Bookers moved. Mrs Booker was a quiet, thin lady who hardly ever spoke, and her children were very well behaved. They kept themselves to themselves and the only time the two families met was in the outhouse. As there wasn’t any water upstairs it had to be taken up in buckets and the slops brought down to the outside lav, which they also shared. The water came from the tap over a large white sink where they all had to do their washing. Cooking for both families was done on a black stove that stood in the corner and had to be fed with wood and coal. It had an oven and two holes on top that would be uncovered when a kettle or a pan needed to be heated. The outhouse was a cold place and at times the inside of the brick walls ran with water, especially when the women were doing their washing and boiling it on the stove. When it was icy outside, they had to scrape the ice off the inside of the window to be able to look out on the very small back yard.

Milly sat on an upturned wooden box and thought about the morning. She had been so excited when she heard the band playing and the women came marching along. Everybody was shouting and women were throwing flowers. When she was able to find a newspaper, she would take it home and with the help of her mother they would read all about everything that was happening in the world. She knew that these women were called suffragettes and they wanted women to have a vote. Not that she knew why they wanted to vote, but her mother tried to explain that they hoped to make things better for women. Milly knew that her  mother, along with her Auntie Doris, her mother’s elder sister, had been very well brought up and properly educated; she also spoke differently to her dad and people who lived round here. Milly loved her mother dearly and often asked her why she’d married her father and didn’t work in a big house like she had told them their Auntie Doris did. Her mother always gave a soft smile and said that she loved him. Milly couldn’t see how anyone could love and marry a bully, but her mother said that he wasn’t always like that; he used to be kind and gentle but then he had an accident and injured his leg and couldn’t get regular work, so they had fallen on hard times. Milly could never remember her father being kind and gentle. Their mother had told them about how Doris worked in a big house, but they had never seen her, and she had never been here. Was Mum so ashamed at how she had finished up?

The milk boiling over brought Milly quickly to her feet. She silently prayed that her father wouldn’t come through to go out to the outside lav, as that would mean another smack round the head if he thought she’d been daydreaming.

The back door slammed back hard against the wall and two scruffy-looking boys came in laughing and pushing each other.

‘’ Allo, Mil. All right then?’ asked Billy, who was eleven.

‘He in?’ asked Daniel, cocking his head towards the kitchen door.

Milly nodded. She loved all her brothers and sisters, but somehow she could talk to Dan and he always seemed to be able to confide in her. Even at ten years old he had a very sensible head on his shoulders, while Billy was more of a bruiser, his fists ready for anything and anyone. She knew her father would have to watch his step in years to come  when Billy was a man. ‘Did you manage to get some wood?’ she asked.

‘I should say so,’ said Billy proudly. ‘Bin down the railway sidings and got hold of some logs and a bit of coal.’

‘We think someone hid ’em and put ’em away till later,’ said Dan.

‘And we pinched ’em,’ said Billy gleefully.

‘Let’s hope whoever it was don’t find out it was you two,’ said Milly, testing baby Helen’s bottle on the back of her hand.

‘Na, they’re in the yard and the cart’s covered over.’ Billy cuffed the dewdrop that was hanging from his nose. ‘Fink somebody’s bin using our bog again, it don’t half stink.’

There was a narrow alley that ran along the back of the houses in Winter Street, and like most of the tenants the boys had made a hole in the wall to save coming through the house, and blocked it with wood to try and stop people coming in. Not that it did.

Milly smiled. These two were very enterprising. They had made a cart out of an orange box they’d got from the greengrocer for running errands, and found a couple of pram wheels. Getting the wood and chopping it up into sticks meant they could sell the small bundles. That and finding coal was Billy and Dan’s job. Everybody had to help in this family if they wanted to survive.

‘I’ll just take Helen’s bottle in and then I’ll tell you about the women I saw today.’

When Milly returned to the outhouse, the boys were sitting on the cold flagstone floor in front of the fire.

‘Come on, then, tell us about the women, Mil,’ said Dan eagerly.

‘They was marching along the street and they looked  lovely in their white frocks and big white hats. Ever so many people was there. Some of the ladies was carrying big banners that had Votes for Women painted on ’em and others threw flowers. It was ever so exciting.’

‘I’d love to march along the street,’ said Dan.

Billy laughed. ‘You’d look silly in a white frock and big ’at.’

Dan pushed his brother. ‘No, daft. I’m gonna be a soldier when I grow up.’

‘There won’t be a war so they won’t want soldiers,’ said Billy. ‘Now me, I’m gonna go in the navy. Gonna go on a big ship and visit all those far-off lands and make me fortune.’

‘Mil, you still wanna find Auntie Doris and see if you can go and work with her in the big house?’ asked Dan.

Milly nodded. ‘I’d really like that. If we knew where it was and how to get there, I’d go and ask her.’

‘Yeah, but Mum won’t tell yer, will she?’ Billy jumped up and rubbed his bum, then kicked his shoes along the flagstones, making the studs spark. ‘It’s bloody cold sitting there.’

‘That’s cos you ain’t got no seat in your trousers,’ said Dan.

Milly laughed.

‘Why won’t she tell us, Mil?’ asked Dan.

Milly shrugged. ‘I think she’s ashamed of us.’

‘We can’t help it if our old man can’t get proper work,’ said Dan.

‘He could do more for Mum than he does,’ said Billy. ‘He’s only interested in getting enough money for a pint, and bugger us.’

‘Billy, don’t you let Mum hear you swear,’ said Milly.

‘Or Dad, or you’ll end up getting another pasting,’ said Dan.

Both boys had felt their father’s belt more than once.

‘One of these days I will go and try to find Auntie Doris,’ said Milly wistfully.

‘I dunno why she don’t come and see us,’ said Dan.

‘When I ask Mum about that, she says they fell out years ago, and I don’t think she wants Doris to see how she’s finished up.’

‘She must be a bit of a stuck-up cow,’ said Billy. ‘Cos it ain’t like Mum to fall out with someone.’

‘Mum don’t go out to talk to anybody,’ said Dan.

‘She talks to Mrs Booker,’ said Milly.

‘I know, but she don’t go out now, does she?’

‘No. Not since Helen was born.’

‘Why’s that then, Mil?’ asked Billy.

‘Dunno.’

After that they fell into a comfortable silence. They often talked about what they were going to do when they grew up, but they knew that whatever dreams they had, they were just dreams. For as much as their mother tried to help them, they knew that without a proper education they would only get poorly paid labouring jobs like their dad, if they were lucky. Going to school cost time and money, and their father would never allow that. Everybody in this house had to work in one way or another for their survival.




Chapter 2

‘NOW COME ON, put this paper away before your father comes home,’ said Ivy Ash the following day. She was sitting nursing Helen. ‘He was hoping to get some work in the docks today. I’ll help you finish sewing those buttons on while there’s still a bit of light and we don’t have to waste pennies on lighting the gas mantle. Go and wash your hands, we don’t want to get the shirts dirty.’ She put Helen into the drawer that served as a cot and looked at her eldest daughter. Milly was growing into a beautiful girl, with pale skin and straight dark hair tucked behind her ears. Her dark eyes reflected her feelings and could change so quickly with anger or with love. But what was her future? There were times when Ivy wished that she was still in touch with her sister, then perhaps Doris could find Milly an interesting post, but she knew her sister would never come to see her. They’d fallen out many years ago and there were times when she wondered if Doris was even still alive. Ivy was proud of all her children. Billy and Dan were always looking for ways to make a few pence, and now Milly had been along to the shirt factory and managed to get some outwork  sewing buttons on shirts. It wasn’t well paid, but it helped.

As Milly folded the newspaper and tucked it into the drawer in the dresser, she hoped that if her father had a made a few shillings today that would put him in a good mood—that was if he didn’t stop off at the public house and spend it all on drink before he got home.

But when he returned home later that afternoon, he was clearly in a foul temper. Although he’d had a few hours’ work and been to the pub, he was annoyed when they threw them out. He must have been trying to scrounge drinks, Milly thought.

‘If you can spare a few coppers for Milly to pop out and perhaps get some potatoes, I can make a meal,’ said Ivy, smiling up at him.

He searched his pockets and threw tuppence on the table. ‘And don’t waste it. I’ve bin working bloody hard all morning for that pittance.’

Milly grabbed her thin coat from off the nail behind the door and hurried down the street. As it was late in the afternoon she hoped that she would find something the shopkeeper wanted to get rid of.

She was in luck. First she went to the market and managed to get a few potatoes and carrots, then, as the butcher was taking in his wares, she heard him talking to the young lad who worked for him on the stall outside the shop.

‘Might have ter throw out those scraps. Can’t see anybody wanting ’em now, seeing as how they’ve been out all day.’

‘How much do you want for ’em?’ asked Milly as she stood and watched the boy bundling up the sad pieces of meat.

The butcher looked at her. ‘Give us a penny.’

Milly could have hugged him. Tonight they were in for a treat.

‘You must be hard up to buy that lot,’ said the butcher’s boy.

Milly tossed her head. ‘It might be for me dog.’

‘I’ve seen you a few times and you ain’t got no dog.’

‘Come on, Jack, stop talking ter the girls and get this lot inside.’

As Milly walked away, the young lad gave her a wink. That made her smile and put a spring in her step. Today was her lucky day. She had some meat to boil up, and with a few veg, that would make them a lovely warming broth. Her thoughts went back to the butcher’s boy. He had said he had seen her before, and he’d winked at her. He was rather nice-looking, with a ruddy face, a shock of ginger hair and a cheeky grin. She would have to go and see him again.

 



Jack worked mostly on the stall outside the shop, and since the day she’d bought the scraps, whenever Milly walked past he called to her. One day she stopped, and found him very nice; easy to chat to, just like Dan and Billy. She was buying a few bones to boil up when Jack looked around, then cleared his throat.

‘Fancy coming out termorrer? We could go to the zoo or somethink.’

Milly blushed. He wanted to take her out. ‘I’d like that, I ain’t ever been to the zoo, but I can’t.’

‘There’s no such word as can’t; you can do anyfink if you make up your mind. Look at me: I wanted to go to work and learn a trade. Not bad for a kid wot was born in the workhouse. I know you can’t go out to work, cos of yer poorly mum.’

Milly smiled. When she had told him that her mother never went out, he thought that she must be ill. ‘I would really like that. My mum went there once and told me all about it.’

‘Well that’s it then.’

‘I’d love to, but I have to help me mum. My little sister’s got the croup and Mum’s up day and night putting bread poultices on her poor little chest.’ Over the brief time they had talked, she knew she could tell him anything.

‘I ain’t taking no fer an answer. You come here tomorrow and then you and me will go ter see the animals.’

‘I’ll ask me mum.’

‘Right. I’ll see yer at nine.’

Milly smiled to herself as she walked away. Jack wanted to take her out. It would be lovely if she could go. This might be a once-in-a-lifetime experience.

 



‘So could I, Mum?’ asked Milly when she told Ivy what Jack had said.

‘I don’t know. Your father wouldn’t be happy about it and you could be gone all day. Besides, poor Helen needs a lot of care, and don’t forget your dad will be home and there’s the others to see to. Then there’s your homework. The factory will want that lot back on Monday. I’m sorry, Milly, but I can’t give you a hand, not with Helen so poorly.’

‘I know,’ said Milly. She went into the outhouse to put a pan of water on top of the fire. How could she go and leave her mother to cope? All she wanted was something out of life like Jack. She so admired him for going out in the world and getting a job. He had told her he had a future and was going to make something of himself.

Many times she wished she could go out to work instead  of helping her mother with the children. She had never told Jack that she was doing homework, sewing on buttons. The pay was very poor and she couldn’t always finish the order on time. Sometimes she worked late into the night, till the gas ran out and they didn’t have any pennies to feed the meter and it was too dark to see. Why did life have to be so cruel?

 



The following day when Milly woke up, the sun was streaming through the thin piece of material that served as a curtain. What a lovely day to go to the zoo. She sat up and looked at the other children, who were all still asleep under their odd assortment of bedding. She knew that she would go to the zoo with Jack. Carefully she stood up and stepped over them.

‘Where you going?’ whispered Dan.

‘To the lav,’ Milly said softly.

‘What’s the time?’ asked Billy.

‘Shh. Keep your voice down,’ said Milly. ‘I thought I heard the church clock chime six.’

‘Come on, Dan, we’ve gotta get up.’

Dan and Billy carefully manoeuvred themselves between the sleeping children.

In the outhouse, Milly put a pan of water on the stove. ‘Go and get some wood, Dan, I need to get the fire going.’ The sun shining had helped to make up her mind. She would worry about the outcome later.

‘We don’t want any tea,’ said Billy, pulling on his boots.

‘I ain’t gonna make tea,’ said Milly. ‘I’m gonna have a wash.’

‘Why? You going out?’ asked Billy.

‘Yes.’

‘Where’re you going, Mil?’ asked Dan.

‘The zoo. Where’re you two going?’

‘Just out scrounging, down under the railway arches.’

‘Who yer going with, Mil?’

‘Jack.’

‘Who’s this Jack? Does Mum know about him, and what—’ Dan didn’t finish what he was saying.

They had all their backs to the door and were taken by surprise when their father came into the outhouse.

‘What’s all this then? What you lot doing up?’

‘We’re gonna get some wood before everyone else does,’ said Billy defiantly, looking straight at his father.

‘What about you, miss?’ He quickly pushed past Milly. ‘I’ll talk ter you when I git back.’

Milly stood silently and looked at his back as he rushed outside to the lav.

‘What you gonna do, Mil?’ asked Dan, looking very worried.

‘I dunno. I didn’t think he’d be up yet.’

‘Look, why don’t you come with us now?’ Billy stood at the door, ready to go.

‘I can’t.’

‘Why not?’ asked Dan.

‘I wanted to make meself look nice.’

‘Why?’ asked Billy.

‘Jack’s from the butcher’s, and he asked me to go out with him.’

‘Christ,’ said Billy. ‘Don’t let the old man hear that, otherwise you’ll be in for a right pasting and so will Jack. Come on, Dan, let’s scarper, ’fore he comes out the bog.’

Dan looked at Milly. ‘Please come with us.’

‘I can’t.’

‘I’m sorry, Mil,’ he said, and with that they both left.

It was no use her going off with the boys now that her father had heard about their plans. But just how much had he heard? She stood terrified, waiting for him to come back.




Chapter 3


IVY HELD HER daughter close. The young girl’s sobs were racking her body. She looked up at her husband. ‘Why did she need punishing, Arthur?’

‘Did you know she was planning to go out with some boy?’

Ivy slowly shook her head. ‘Just that she wanted to go to the zoo.’

Milly looked up at her mother, but could see the fear in her eyes.

‘She said she was going orf with ’im. She don’t ’ave ter go to the bloody zoo, there’s enough animals round ’ere.’ He had a smug look. ‘I heard ’er and the boys talking before they scarpered. Would ’ave thought she’s got better fings ter do round ’ere than stand gawping at a load of animals.’

Milly’s sobs slowly subsided and she raised her head again. How could her father think this way?

‘What yer got to say fer yourself, then, girl? Yer turning inter a right trollop. Not surprised, it runs in the family.’

Milly buried her head in her mother’s lap again.

‘Come on. Speak up.’ He dragged her up by her arm, making her wince with pain.

‘Milly, for goodness’ sake answer your father.’

He was still holding on to her arm, and now he pushed his face into hers. His dark eyes were narrowed and menacing.

‘I just wanted to go to the zoo,’ she said softly between sobs.

‘What about this boy?’

‘He asked me to go with him and I didn’t think it would do any harm.’

‘Well yer fought wrong, didn’t yer?’

Milly nodded.

‘Arthur, I think Milly’s been punished enough.’

‘You would. I’m going out, and I’ll be back when I’m good and ready.’ He took his jacket from off the nail, put his cap on his dark hair and left.

Milly waited till she heard the front door slam, then she jumped to her feet. ‘How could you?’ she shouted at her mother.

Ivy Ash looked at her daughter in amazement. Milly had never spoken to her like this before.

‘Why did you let him hit me like that?’

‘I’m so sorry, Milly, but what could I do? He’s a very strong man.’

‘You could have said you knew I was going out and didn’t mind.’

‘And what good would that have done?’

Milly shrugged. She knew her mother was as afraid of him as she was. ‘What did he mean when he said it runs in the family?’

‘Nothing. I don’t know what he’s talking about.’

‘If I knew where Auntie Doris lived, I’d run away.’

Ivy Ash looked up with horror on her face. ‘You wouldn’t leave me, would you?’

Milly slowly shook her head. She knew her mother was a weak woman who couldn’t stand up to her husband. What if she did leave and he injured her, or worse still, in one of his rages he . . . Milly couldn’t even bear to think about that.

‘Please, Milly, I beg you. Please don’t leave me.’

‘Why are you so afraid of him? Why don’t you leave him?’

‘Where would I go?’

‘We could go and find Auntie Doris.’

‘And who would want to look after a penniless woman with eight children?’

‘Billy and Dan and me can look after ourselves.’

‘But what about Helen? She’s such a poor helpless little thing. You know we could all finish up in the workhouse.’

Milly couldn’t answer her mother; she knew it was hopeless.

 



For the rest of the day Milly was very subdued, and she went about her chores with a heavy heart.

That evening she was in the outhouse when the boys burst in laughing and pushing each other.

‘Did you go out, Mil?’ asked Billy.

She shook her head. ‘No.’

‘Why didn’t you go?’ asked Dan. ‘What’s wrong?’

Milly wiped the tears that had trickled down her cheeks with the bottom of her overall. ‘He was listening at the door when you was asking me who I was going with.’ She gave a heart-rending sob. ‘He took his strap to me for wanting to go out with Jack.’

Billy’s face filled with fury. ‘D’you know, I’ll swing fer that bloke one of these days.’

‘Billy. You mustn’t talk like that.’

‘What did Mum have to say about all this?’ asked Dan.

‘Not a lot really. I said I wanted to run away and find Auntie Doris, but she begged me not to. She’s really afraid of him.’

‘I know,’ said Dan.

Milly was deep in thought. They knew they couldn’t do anything about the situation. Not yet.

‘We’ll do somethink about it one of these days,’ said Billy, as if reading her thoughts.

Milly gave him a weak smile.

 



That night as Milly lay on the mattress looking at the red stains on the wall where the bed bugs had been squashed, in her imagination she could see patterns. She was trying hard to sleep but her thoughts kept returning to her mother. What if she did leave home and got a job so she could send money back to Ivy? That way her mother could lead a better life without the fear of the workhouse. But what sort of job could she get to earn that kind of money?

In the next room Ivy Ash was also awake, trying to think of ways to make life better. Why had Arthur turned out like this? Things had been so different all those years ago. Her sister was always coming to see them after they got married, and they would all laugh and joke together. Then, when Ivy was expecting Milly, Arthur began to change. She always thought it was something to do with her sister, but she could never find out what. When she asked Doris if she knew anything, she flew into a rage and had never been to see them since. Was Arthur angry about all the children he had  to support? It wasn’t her fault that she kept having babies. If only she could stop. Many times she had been tempted to go and see the woman who was supposed to be able to help women like her, but she had been afraid her husband would kill her if he found out. In his strange way he always loved the babies when they were first born, but was that because he was proud of what he’d done?

He turned over. Please God, Ivy prayed silently. Don’t let him demand his rights again tonight. She was worried that she could find herself with yet another baby next year.

It was November the tenth and Milly’s birthday. Today she would be fourteen. Only her mother would wish her happy birthday. She had never had a present or cake. It must have been lovely to have a cake with candles on it.

Upstairs the Bookers were preparing to move out; they were going over the water to the Isle of Dogs. Her father was in a rage over it and everybody tried to keep out of his way.

‘How we gonna manage, Mum?’ asked Milly.

‘I don’t know.’

‘Please tell me where Auntie Doris lives so I can go and ask her for help.’

‘I can’t.’

‘Why are you so proud?’

‘It’s a very long story. Besides, I don’t know where she lives.’

‘Do you think we might be able to get another lodger to help with the rent?’

‘I don’t know.’

Milly wanted to shake her mother. She just sat in her own world and seemed to have lost interest in all that was going on around her. Milly picked up Helen and tried to soothe her. She was such a poorly baby, who cried a lot. She knew  she had to go out and get something for them to eat. She looked at little Iris, who was four and was sitting on the floor rocking backwards and forwards. She had sores round her mouth and was permanently wet.

‘Pammy, could you keep an eye on Helen for me? I must go and try and get some bread.’

Pammy, who was seven, looked up at her with her big blue eyes. ‘All right,’ she lisped as she wiped her runny nose with the back of her hand. ‘But don’t be too long.’

Milly wanted to cry. They were such a sorry-looking bunch. What would become of them all?

 



As she wandered round the market, like the other snotty-nosed kids Milly was looking for anything that got tossed away. There was so much poverty all around her, children without shoes and ragged hand-me-down clothes. She was miserable and so full of her own thoughts that she didn’t hear Jack calling her.

‘Blimey, you look down in the dumps. What’s up?’

With that Milly burst into tears.

‘ ’Ere, steady on. It can’t be that bad, can it?’

‘Today’s me birthday and I’m so miserable.’

‘I can see that. Look, hang about, and when I’ve packed up I’ll take yer fer a cuppa. How’s that sound?’

She gave him a tear-stained smile. ‘I wish I could, but I’ve gotta get back. The kids want their tea.’

‘Look, Mil, I know things are bad at home, but I’m sure it will be all right one day. You wait and see.’

As much as she wanted to stay with Jack, she knew she would have to go. ‘I’d better get on home.’ As she picked up the bag holding half a loaf, a few potatoes and some speckled apples, Jack put a few meatballs in a paper bag and  tossed them in too. ‘Jack.’ She looked quickly around. ‘You mustn’t do that. You’ll get the sack.’

‘No, it’s all right. I’ll spin old Percy a line.’

‘I can’t take them.’ She held them out to him, but he grabbed her arm.

‘I said leave it. Call it a birthday present. Now go on.’

She walked away, then turned mouthing her thanks. Jack was such a nice boy. She really would like to go out with him. After the day they were supposed to go to the zoo, he said he’d waited an hour for her and was disappointed when she didn’t turn up. She never told him how her father had hit that day. She still winced at the thought.




Chapter 4


EARLY ONE MORNING, two weeks after Milly’s birthday, Ivy Ash’s screams woke everybody. Milly lay terrified in the silence that followed. What had happened? Had her father hit her mother?

‘Milly, come in ’ere.’ Her father’s voice was harsh.

Slowly Milly pushed open their bedroom door. The gas had been lit and Milly could see her mother rocking backwards and forwards, clasping baby Helen. She looked up at Milly with a tear-stained face.

‘She’s gone. Our baby’s gone,’ she whispered.

Milly squatted down beside her mother and gently took Helen from her. She looked into the waxen face and kissed the blue lips. Somehow Helen was extra special to Milly.

‘Take ’er out of ’ere,’ said her father, who was seated with his back to them, his head in his hands. He looked up and added softly, ‘And wrap ’er in that bit o’ blanket.’

Milly looked at her father. Unless she was seeing things, there was a tear in his eye. Silently she wrapped Helen, who was very cold, in the blanket and left the room.

Billy and Dan were waiting in the passage.

‘What’s ’appened, Mil?’ asked Billy.

‘Helen’s dead,’ she said softly as they moved into the kitchen.

‘What happens now?’ asked Dan.

‘I don’t know,’ said Milly, still holding Helen close. She wanted to warm her and bring her back to life.

‘D’you wanna box or somefink to put her in?’ asked Billy.

Milly nodded as her tears fell on the small bundle.

Billy rushed from the kitchen and came back with a cardboard box. ‘We got this one yesterday.’ He placed it on the table.

Gently Milly placed the delicate baby inside and tucked the blanket round her, leaving her face exposed. She was standing looking at her when Pammy came in.

‘What’s Mum crying for?’ lisped the little girl.

‘Baby Helen.’

Pammy scrambled up on to a chair. ‘What’s she doing in this box? Come on you, wake up.’

‘Pammy, stop it,’ cried Milly, as her sister began shaking Helen.

Dan lifted Pammy down on to the floor.

‘Why don’t she wake up?’ she asked.

Billy took her hand. ‘Helen will never wake up again. She’s dead. She’s gone to be with Jesus.’

‘Oh. All right.’ With that, Pammy walked away.

It was then that their father walked into the room. ‘Take yer mother in a cuppa, Mil.’

‘I’ll go and get some wood to put on the fire,’ said Dan.

Milly walked slowly into the outhouse and filled the kettle. She shuddered. It was very cold. ‘What do we do  now?’ she asked Dan, who was stuffing pieces of wood into the stove.

‘Dunno. He’ll have ter see ter things. Mum can’t, she ain’t bin out fer years.’

‘She’ll have to be buried.’

‘Me and Billy will make a cross.’

Milly gave her brother a half-smile.

When she took the tea in, she sat on the bed and gently shook her mother, who had her head buried in the pillow. ‘Mum, ’ere’s yer tea.’

Her mother raised her head, then slowly sat up. Her grey hair was a tangled mess and her dark eyes had almost sunk into their sockets.

‘How did it happen?’ Milly asked gently.

‘She been crying and . . . ’ Ivy stopped and brushed away her tears with the flat of her hand. ‘So I brought her in here with me.’ She let out a long, deep sob. ‘I didn’t know. She was so cold when I woke up. Milly, please help me.’

Milly put her arms round her mother and held her close. ‘Mum, you’ve got to look after the others. They need you as much as Helen did.’

‘I can’t.’ With that, she lay back down and covered her head.

Milly stood up and looked at the pathetic figure. ‘You must, Mum. I can’t do everythink.’

There was no reply.

‘Please, Mum.’

‘Go away.’

Milly was angry. How dare her mother leave her to do everything? She walked out of the room, slamming the door behind her.
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It was bitterly cold as Arthur Ash, with just the eldest of his children, made his way to the cemetery. He carried Helen, who was in the cardboard box; Ivy Ash had refused to join them. Billy carried a spade. Dan carried the rough wooden cross he and Billy had made; they had burnt Helen’s name on it with the poker. Milly had managed to get some flowers. They weren’t very fresh, but they were all she could afford with the money she had from her sewing. Slowly they walked into the damp, misty graveyard. Their father had been to see the vicar, who had told them where Helen could be laid to rest. The ground was very hard as Billy and Dan took turns to dig the hole, and then, very carefully, their father placed Helen in it. Milly wanted to ask, was this where his other babies had been buried? She had tears running down her cheeks. She had never seen her father so gentle. Perhaps he did love his children in his own way. She placed the few pathetic flowers on the little mound. She had dearly loved this little girl who she had helped into the world, and she would never, ever forget her. The vicar said a short prayer and made the sign of the cross.

As they left the cemetery, Arthur Ash put his arm round his daughter’s heaving shoulders, but she shrugged him away. Even if he was looking sad today, she could never forget or forgive him for some of the things he had done to her. How dare he try to be nice to her in front of the vicar?

As they walked home, Milly made up her mind. Her mother didn’t have an excuse not to go out now Helen was no longer around — she could look after the children again. Milly would run away. She wanted to get away from all of them; she wanted to live her own life. Somehow she knew she had to find out where Auntie Doris was.
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For the rest of the month Milly did the shopping as usual, as her mother still refused to leave the house. Even when Milly came home and told her about the Christmas decorations in the shop windows, Ivy always made some sort of excuse. She said she didn’t have a coat, or her shoes hurt or let in water.

‘Why won’t you go out, Mum?’ Milly asked one afternoon when they were busy sewing buttons on shirts.

‘I can’t.’

‘You must have a reason, and not just cos you ain’t got shoes or a coat.’

‘I can’t face the outside.’

‘That’s daft.’

‘Is it?’

Milly could see that this conversation was upsetting her mother.

‘For years I had to look after the children, and when you started running errands, somehow I just got out of the habit of going out. Now the thought of it frightens me.’

‘Look, why don’t you and me go out one day? We can take the kids with us.’

‘No, they’ll be too much of a handful. I’ll look after them here; you go out and get what we need.’ She smiled. ‘You know, you’re very good at making a little go a long way.’

Milly knew it was hopeless.

‘What should I do?’ she asked Billy and Dan when they got home. ‘How can I make her see that I don’t want to be running about for her and everyone else.’

‘I dunno,’ said Billy.

‘I’d like to go out to work,’ said Milly. ‘To be able to meet other people.’

‘You given up the idea to try and find Auntie Doris?’ asked Dan.

Milly shook her head. ‘I will one day.’

 



It was the beginning of February. Milly, who had been to the butcher’s, was laughing with Jack at the organ grinder and the monkey that he kept on a lead. The creature sat on the man’s shoulder rattling a tin for money. Looking up, she suddenly saw her father walking towards her.

‘I’d better go,’ she said quickly, and ran off.

When she reached home she stood in the kitchen, terrified, waiting for her father to appear. For a while after Helen had died he’d seemed to be more reasonable, but just lately he found fault with everything anybody did. Many times Billy or Dan had felt the back of his hand or his leather belt.

‘You all right?’ asked her mother as Milly stood trembling, looking at the door.

‘No. Dad saw me talking to Jack, and by the look on his face he’s gonna give me a belting.’

‘He won’t do that, not for just talking to someone.’

‘I think he will. Help me, Mum. Don’t let him hit me again.’

‘What can I do?’

‘Tell him I ain’t a little kid. I can talk to who I like.’

‘You know he’s worried about you going off with someone, don’t you?’

‘Look at me.’ Tearfully Milly pulled at her ragged frock. It was too small for her and bursting at the seams. ‘Who would have me?’

‘You’re a lovely girl with lovely ways, and he’s frightened of losing you.’

‘He’s got a funny way of showing it.’

Suddenly the door burst open. ‘I thought I told you not ter see that kid again.’

‘He’s the butcher’s boy. I have to if we want meat.’

‘Don’t you talk ter me like that. I told yer before, that’s not all he wants. I could see the way he was eyeing you up and down. I’ve said before, yer nothing but a trollop.’ Slowly he undid his leather belt. ‘I’ll give yer a lesson yer won’t fergit in a hurry.’

‘No, please. Please, Dad. I’m sorry.’
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‘A cosy chair and a Dee Williams book is a little bit of heaven’
Lesley Pearse
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