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Chapter One


Sadie Smith was four years old and what she wanted more than anything else in the world was to be like other children. It was something she often cried about.


Right now she was sitting on an easy chair by the fireplace watching her mother make breakfast. Louise’s face was lined with worry, and drawn from lack of sleep. In the kitchen’s cavity bed Ken Smith lay gasping and wheezing, desperately fighting to draw air into his badly dust-coated lungs, that had weakened through years spent down the pit.


Suddenly Ken gave a particularly long drawn-out wheeze that rattled at the back of his throat like a couple of old tin cans. Louise, eyes filled with love and concern, paused in what she was doing to glance over at him.


‘I’m starving, Ma,’ Ian complained, plonking himself down at the table. But that was nothing new, she’d realized years ago that her son had ‘hollow’ legs.


‘Won’t be long,’ Louise replied, and continued buttering the toast.


Morag appeared from the other room pulling up her knickers and yawning. The Smiths had seven children; Sadie was the youngest and Morag next to her, while young Ken, the oldest, was thirteen, and was already out of school and working.


‘Your father had another attack last night so don’t make too much noise,’ Louise said.


Morag’s eyes glanced over at her father. She would usually have run over and kissed him except she hated it when he was like this. It scared her.


Ken groaned, strange shapes dancing and weaving in front of him. He was aware he was partially delirious.


Louise swept a wisp of hair away from her face. God, she was tired. It had been a terrible night, Ken’s latest attack which had gripped him shortly after they’d gone to bed had been worse than usual.


This would mean another few weeks off work, she thought grimly, perhaps even a month. It was taking him longer and longer to get over these attacks and during that time there was no money coming in other than the pittance young Ken earned and what the Union gave them.


She sighed inwardly. It was hard enough making ends meet at the best of times, but when Ken was off work the whole thing became a nightmare.


The kettle began to sing.


‘Can I make the tea, Ma?’ Lena asked, appearing in the kitchen doorway. Lena had bright ginger hair, the only one with such distinctive colouring. According to Ken she got it from his Great-Aunt Isa who’d been a cat fanatic and died when he was a little boy.


‘Thank you, lass,’ Louise replied. Then, as an after-thought, she said: ‘Don’t be too generous with the caddy. Your Da’s had another attack.’


Lena knew only too well what that meant, short rations all round. Consequently she only put half the usual number of teaspoons into the pot. She would just let it steep longer and hope to bring it up to strength that way.


‘How are you this morning?’ Bill asked Sadie, hauling down a jersey that had seen better days. Sadie was the only one who slept in the kitchen with their parents, her brothers and sisters sharing a pair of double beds in the other room.


Sadie nodded, smiling at Bill. He was her favourite brother because he spent a lot of time with her. The others did too, but Bill was special.


He yawned and stretched himself. ‘School!’ he complained, and pulled a face.


Sadie laughed. She would have loved to have gone to school, but knew she never would. School was for children who could walk, which she couldn’t, because she’d been born with a degenerated hip which meant she could only crawl and flop around the place. There would never be school for her.


Tom and young Ken came into the room, completing the family. ‘Da bad again?’ young Ken queried softly, studying his father in bed.


‘Another attack,’ Louise confirmed, placing buttered toast on the table. There wasn’t any jam or marmalade. Those treats, when available, were reserved strictly for Sundays.


Young Ken went over to his father and stared at his sweat-beaded face. ‘Not so well again, Da?’ he said in a cheerful tone.


Ken swallowed and then tried to reply. His words emerged as a mumbled hiss.


‘I’m going straight to the doctor after I’ve got you lot packed off out the door,’ Louise said to young Ken whom, because of his age, she felt she could talk to more or less like an adult.


Young Ken nodded. ‘Not to worry, Da, you’ll soon be on your feet again and back down the pit.’ It was a great relief to him that he’d managed to find a job in a factory. The work was hard, the conditions appalling, but at least he was above ground and breathing relatively clean air, unlike his da.


‘Come on then,’ said Bill and Tom, lifting Sadie up. Between them they carried her over to the table and sat her on one of the hard wooden chairs surrounding it.


Louise wondered if Ken could manage a cup of tea. He hadn’t drunk the water she’d attempted to give him during the night.


‘Ken?’ she whispered, laying a hand on his stubbly cheek.


His answer was a wheeze that seemed to come from the very depths of his being. His fever hot eyes, she realized, weren’t staring at her, but out into their own distant world.


Louise bit her lower lip. A month before he returned to work? It could even be longer. If only she could take on a part-time job, but how could she with Sadie to look after?


She glanced over at her youngest child. How serious the wee thing looked, but how could she blame the lass for that?


While the others tucked into tea and toast, she took a clean towel from a cupboard and wiped Ken’s face. She needn’t have bothered, his face was heavily beaded again within seconds.


She’d leave the washing-up till later, she decided. The quicker she got to the doctor the better.


‘Aren’t you having anything to eat, Ma?’ Lena asked.


Ian was immediately alert, this could possibly mean another slice for him.


Louise shook her head. ‘I’ve no appetite whatsoever. A swallow of tea will do me.’


Ian’s hand leapt out to grab one of the remaining slices of toast which was swiftly transferred to his plate.


‘Gannet,’ Tom admonished.


Ian grinned. They could call him what they liked, he didn’t care. He was determined to be a chef when he grew up. It must be sheer heaven to be continually surrounded by food. His mouth watered at the prospect.


‘What about you, Sadie, would you like another slice?’ Bill queried.


‘No, thank you.’


‘Are you sure now?’ he persisted.


‘I will if she . . .’ Ian started to say, his mouth full. He hastily shut up when Ken shot him a warning look. In the end Morag got the other slice going begging.


Young Ken left the house first, giving Louise a peck on the cheek and his father a word of encouragement before clattering down the stairs.


Louise kissed her five children as they left for school. The school building was fairly close, so they didn’t have much of a walk.


‘Will you be all right, love?’ she asked Ken when they were finally alone. When he didn’t reply she decided to ask Mrs Crerar next door to pop in and keep an eye on him. She wouldn’t be away for long.


‘Right then,’ she said to Sadie, as she picked her up. ‘You’re not getting any lighter, that’s for certain,’ she teased.


‘I’m only thin,’ Sadie answered in a tone that brought a lump to Louise’s throat.


‘Of course you are, darling. I was only joking.’


Sadie crooked an arm round her mother’s neck knowing that made it easier for Louise to carry her. ‘I’ve never seen Da sweat during an attack before,’ she said.


‘Neither have I, and that’s what’s worrying me.’


‘Louise!’ The voice was a cracked whisper.


She hurried over to find Ken back in this world rather than wherever it was he’d been. His eyes were still anguished while his chest continued to heave.


‘I’m going for the doctor,’ she explained.


‘Can’t . . .’ He sucked in a deep breath. ‘Can’t afford . . .’


‘Bugger that, we’ll just have to. I’ve never seen you so bad. And you’re sweating as if you’ve got the flu.’


‘Feel awful,’ he gasped.


And you look it, she thought. ‘Is there anything I can get you before I go?’


The strange shapes were back again, dancing, weaving shapes that were extraordinary colours. They were totally mesmerizing.


He wheezed again before managing a reply. ‘Nothing.’


‘I’m away then.’


‘Goodbye, Da,’ Sadie said from her mother’s arms.


Ken glanced at her, tried to smile, but broke out coughing instead, and then thumped the bed impotently with his clenched left fist.


Downstairs, having spoken with Mrs Crerar en route, Louise went into the back court where the pram was kept chained to a railing. She sat Sadie in the pram and covered her lower half with a small blanket.


Sadie held on to the sides as Louise bumped the pram through the close out into the street. Usually her mother chatted with her, but not today; today Louise’s lips remained tightly shut as they headed very fast for the doctor’s surgery.


Sadie watched enviously as the children, all under school age, played peever on the pavement. It was the local game known elsewhere as hopscotch.


A girl bent and expertly slid a stone along the ground into the chalked-out box she was aiming for. Then she straightened up and hopped forward.


What was it like to hop? Sadie wondered. Or to walk, run or dance? She gazed down wistfully at her own legs, one that was totally useless and the other that had only a little strength, and she felt heartily sorry for herself.


She would never be able to walk, would always be different, always a cripple. A cripple! Every time she heard that word it was as if a red hot dagger had been plunged into her heart.


The girl playing peever cried out joyously at completing some particularly complicated manoeuvre and leapt high into the air. On landing she whirled round, arms outstretched.


Sadie dropped her head, unable to look any longer. She hoped her mother would hurry up. She wanted to be taken away from there.


It didn’t matter where, just away.


* * *


‘You were certainly right to call me in, this is different from his previous attacks,’ Dr McLeod declared, staring at Ken.


‘He’s never sweated before, or gone away in his mind,’ Louise clasped her hands. ‘It seems to me to be more than the dust.’


It was certainly more than that, McLeod thought. But what? ‘I’ll wash my hands before examining him.’


McLeod washed his hands with soap, then carefully dried them on the clean towel Louise gave him. Every so often, clearly deep in thought, he glanced across at Ken.


‘Now then,’ McLeod said as he unbuttoned Ken’s pyjama top. His forehead creased into a speculative frown as he stared at Ken’s heaving chest.


‘Hmmh!’ he muttered, and then pulled the bedclothes back to expose Ken’s entire right side. He felt first Ken’s buttock, then leg, while Louise and Sadie gazed anxiously on.


‘He’s lost quite a bit of weight since I saw him last,’ McLeod said slowly.


‘Has he?’ Louise looked again at Ken. ‘I suppose he has. I can’t say I’d noticed.’


‘You sometimes don’t when it’s gradual.’


‘I have,’ Ken agreed.


‘Any idea how much?’


‘Enough for me to have to tighten my belt by a couple of notches.’


‘You never mentioned,’ Louise admonished him sharply, betraying her anxiety.


Ken opened his mouth to answer, but what emerged was a ghastly, wracking wheeze. His fist pounded the bed as he fought for breath.


‘Jesus!’ he gasped at last.


‘Don’t talk for now,’ McLeod instructed, perching beside him. He listened to Ken’s heaving chest with his stethoscope. McLeod gave Ken a thorough examination, during which his brows were furrowed in concentration.


Finally McLeod sat up straight and sighed. Going over to his bag he rolled up his stethoscope and replaced it, then took out a small bottle and removed its cap.


‘I want a sample of your sputum for tests, Ken,’ he said, going back to the bed.


‘Sputum?’ Ken queried.


‘Spit, man. Your spit.’


‘Oh!’ Ken exclaimed, and attempted to lever himself into a sitting position, which he finally managed with McLeod’s assistance.


When McLeod had enough of Ken’s sputum, Louise helped him lie down again, and tucked in his bedclothes.


‘It is more than the dust, isn’t it?’ Louise said to McLeod after she’d finished fussing over Ken.


‘It seems so,’ McLeod replied.


‘I thought . . . well, it crossed my mind that it might be the flu?’ Louise went on nervously.


McLeod gave her a sideways glance. He was already fairly certain what was wrong with Ken Smith, the blood flecks in Ken’s sputum corroborating his theory, but he wouldn’t commit himself until he’d had the sputum tested.


‘It isn’t that,’ he told her.


‘Then what?’


‘Anything I said now would just be a guess,’ he prevaricated. ‘However I’m sure the results of the tests will provide the answer.’


She nodded, suddenly feeling far older than her thirty-two years. It was the tiredness doing that to her, she told herself, wiping away a lock of hair that had fallen across her face.


McLeod placed a cardboard box containing two pills on the table, then clicked his bag shut. ‘Give those to Ken directly I’ve gone. They’re the usual sedative.’


Louise nodded. She knew these pills well because the doctor always gave them to Ken when he was undergoing an attack.


‘How long do you think till he’s up and about again?’ she asked.


‘I really can’t say until I’ve had the results back,’ McLeod demurred.


That was the answer Louise had expected, but had felt compelled to ask the question anyway. ‘I understand,’ she murmured.


‘Now if you don’t mind I’d like to wash my hands again.’


‘Certainly.’


When he’d done that McLeod took his leave, saying he’d be in touch just as soon as he had any news.


The pills worked as they always did. Within a little while Ken’s breathing was more or less back to normal and his chest had stopped heaving.


Shortly after the children returned from school the dancing, weaving shapes reappeared. Thereafter Ken sweated so much Louise had to change the bed linen twice before joining him in bed later that night.


Sadie eased herself off the chair and on to the linoleumed floor. She then began to crawl purposefully, dragging her legs behind her.


‘What do you want, Sadie?’ Mrs Logie from the top landing asked. This was the first time she’d baby-sat for them. Usually Mrs Crerar or Mrs Matchett would have kept an eye on them, but they were both out that evening at an Eastern Star meeting.


‘My dolly,’ Sadie replied.


‘I’ll get it for you,’ Mrs Logie declared, jumping to her feet.


Sadie stopped and twisted round so that she could look at Mrs Logie. ‘I’ll get it myself.’


‘It’s no trouble, lamb, honest.’


‘I said I’ll get it myself,’ Sadie persisted, stubborn determination in her voice.


Mrs Logie stopped in her tracks, confused. ‘It isn’t a bother for me.’


Bill glanced up from where he was playing soldiers with Tom. ‘Sadie prefers to do things for herself. That’s her way,’ he explained.


‘She gets about fine. She’s just slow that’s all,’ Morag added.


‘I see,’ Mrs Logie said, nodding.


Sadie resumed crawling, a painful business but one she was well used to by now. Her doll was in the other room where she’d left it several days previously. It would have been far simpler to have asked one of the others to get it for her, but as Bill had said, that wasn’t her way.


Mrs Logie watched Sadie vanish out of the kitchen door, and, silently, thanked God that all her three had been born perfect. How she felt for the lass. What a dreadful prospect to go through life like that.


You had to admire her though, Mrs Logie thought as Sadie came sliding back into the room holding her doll. Oh aye, you had to do that.


Mrs Logie glanced at the clock above the range. It would be a while yet before Louise Smith was home from the doctor’s. She decided to put the kettle on.


‘Come in, Louise! Sit down,’ Dr McLeod said, rising from behind his desk.


‘I received your card and here I am,’ Louise replied nervously.


‘I thought it best if I spoke to you here rather than at the house,’ he told her, ushering her to a chair.


‘You’ve had the results of Ken’s tests then?’


He sat again in his own chair and stared her straight in the eye. ‘I have. And it isn’t good news, I’m afraid.’


She found herself holding her breath waiting for him to go on.


‘There is a complication that has been causing the deliriousness, but now it’s been identified I can soon clear it up. No, it’s the other thing that’s important.’


He paused, then continued gravely. ‘I’m sorry to have to tell you that over and above his pneumoconiosis, Ken has contracted pulmonary tuberculosis. Consumption, as you probably know it.’


‘Consumption!’ she gasped, the breath rushing out of her.


‘I’m afraid so.’


Consumption! Her mind reeled at the thought. ‘There must be a mistake . . .’


‘There’s no mistake, Louise,’ McLeod cut in gently.


She swallowed, and swallowed again. She didn’t know what she’d expected, but not this. Consumption on top of the dust, it just wasn’t fair! She felt her eyes mist over, tears only a blink away.


‘Would you like a glass of water?’ McLeod asked.


She shook her head.


‘His job at the pit,’ she mumbled, desperately trying to put her thoughts in order.


‘That’s all over for Ken now. He’ll never work again.’


Never work again! Those words made her physically cringe. If Ken was never to work again what was to happen to them and to their babies!


‘I think it best you know the plain facts, Louise. The dust would have killed Ken in the long run, now that he’s also got pulmonary tuberculosis the time factor has been severely shortened.’


The tears coursed down her face despite her efforts to keep them at bay. ‘How . . . how long?’


‘That’s difficult to say, Louise. Six months, a year at the outside.’


She shook her head in disbelief. Of course she’d known that Ken would eventually die of the dust, but somehow that had been far off, well into the future. Now they had so little time left together, a year at the outside McLeod said.


‘This has all happened so sudden, so quickly. Why you saw him not all that long ago and there wasn’t a sign then?’


McLeod noted the faint accusation in Louise’s voice, and sighed. ‘I don’t actually see Ken very often, Louise, for the simple reason it isn’t easy for you to stump up my fee. But what you say is true, I didn’t notice any signs of TB last time I saw him. They were undoubtedly there, but indistinguishable from the symptoms of his pneumoconiosis. It’s only now that the TB has moved into a more advanced state that the manifested symptoms are displaying different characteristics.’


Louise wasn’t quite certain she understood that, but was sure it was right. Remembering she had a hanky in her coat pocket she dug it out and wiped her face.


McLeod watched her in silence, slightly irritated that she might think he’d been remiss in any way. There again, he reminded himself, he shouldn’t forget how shattered she must feel at the bombshell he’d just dropped. That mollified him a little.


‘Is there nothing can be done?’ Louise asked.


‘There are local authority sanatoria, but the waiting-lists are horrendously long. Tuberculosis has become almost endemic in recent years. A bed could easily be found if you went private of course, but . . .’ He spread his hands knowing that was out of the question for the Smiths.


‘Should I tell him?’ Louise queried in a hoarse whisper.


‘You must do what you think is right. Personally I always believe it best to tell the patient. In my experience the vast majority of them prefer to know.’


‘Then I’ll tell him tonight.’


‘If you’d like I’ll come round and do it.’


‘No,’ she replied. ‘It’s best it comes from me.’


‘It is infectious, you know,’ McLeod said softly.


She put a hand to her mouth and worried the flesh of her palm. All she could think about was the children. She didn’t matter, but they did. They had their whole lives ahead of them.


‘I wouldn’t recommend you shared the same bed any more,’ McLeod added.


Not share the same bed as her Ken, not sleep by his side. Not have that familiar body next to hers – sound advice it may be, but that was something she was going to have to consider long and hard.


Opening her handbag Louise fumbled around for her purse, but she was stopped by McLeod.


‘We’ll forget about that this time,’ he said. ‘Considering the circumstances.’


‘I can pay, Doctor,’ she replied, her fierce Scottish working-class pride welling within her.


‘I know you can, Louise. But on this occasion it isn’t necessary.’


‘Thank you, Doctor,’ she husked, rising.


Ever the gentleman McLeod walked her to the door where he shook her hand as he said goodbye.


When she was gone he thoroughly washed his own hands before seeing the next patient.


Outside it had started to rain. Louise halted under a gas lamp to tie her scarf round her head. Her hands were shaking so much that it took her three attempts before she succeeded.


Consumption, a year at the outside, never work again, those words whizzed round in her brain.


She couldn’t imagine life without Ken. It was simply inconceivable to her. And now . . . within such a short space of time . . .


She cried from the back of her throat like a stricken animal, fresh tears scalding her eyes. And the children, what about the children?


She walked homewards, but saw nothing. Once she stumbled and nearly pitched headlong, but hardly registered the fact.


When she came to she was standing on the bank of the canal staring into the black, still water. There, in the depths, myriad scenes from the past floated by. Her marriage to Ken, the birth of young Ken. The day trip by bus to Largs where they’d eaten fish and chips and ice-cream and had a wonderful time.


The birth of Tom, of Lena. The night Ken had got roaring drunk at a stag party and she’d almost locked him out of the house. Another night they’d both stayed up nursing Ian who’d developed croup. She’d told Ken to go to bed as he had his work in the morning, but he’d insisted on staying up nonetheless.


And the terrible, terrible day when he’d been diagnosed as having the dust, the scourge and fear of all miners. He’d tried in vain to get another job, but jobs were at a premium and there just hadn’t been anything available. He’d eventually been offered something on the surface, but the wage difference was such that he’d elected to stay underground.


‘Oh Ken, my bonny man,’ she whispered, anger and resentment boiling up in her.


It had stopped raining she suddenly realized, and then wondered what the time was. She’d been out far longer than she’d intended. Those at home would be getting worried about her.


She took a deep breath, then another. She must be composed when she got back, she told herself.


God give her strength, she thought. Then, bitterly, if there was such a thing as God. And if there was he was a cruel God to make people suffer as he did.


A few minutes later she passed a courting couple kissing in the shadows which brought a wry smile to her face. She and Ken had done exactly the same when courting, kissing and cuddling in all manner of places.


And now within a year that same Ken would be dead. She gagged, thinking she was going to be sick, but she wasn’t.


When she reached her landing she paused to wipe her face before going inside.


‘That’s the last one off,’ Louise announced quietly, returning from the other room. Sadie was long since asleep on the made-up sofa that doubled as her bed.


Ken, propped up by pillows, coughed into a large handkerchief. They’d agreed to wait until they were alone before Louise told him what the doctor had said.


‘Would you like a cup of tea?’ she asked.


‘Not for me thanks. But you go ahead.’


She wouldn’t she decided. Making for only one would be a waste. And from now on, they’d have to watch every farthing even more so than they had in the past.


‘I won’t either,’ she replied.


Crossing to the cavity bed she perched herself on its edge. She then clasped his right hand between her own.


‘Well?’ he asked.


‘It’s consumption, Ken. You’ve got consumption,’ she heard a distant voice say, a voice she recognized as her own. She hadn’t been aware of either opening her mouth or speaking.


Shock contorted his features. He hadn’t thought, never dreamt . . .


‘Pulmonary tuberculosis McLeod called it.’ She could feel the tears bubbling up and fought to keep them back.


‘There’s no . . .’


She shook her head. ‘There’s no mistake, Ken. The tests were quite definite. The doctor said the only reason he didn’t pick it up sooner was because of the dust. The symptoms of that were hiding the earlier symptoms of the other, if I understood him correctly.’


Ken sank back into the pillows, his face having gone white and waxen. His mother had died of consumption, a plump jolly woman who’d been reduced to less than five stones at the time of her passing


‘Stupid of me. How stupid of me,’ he said.


‘What is?’


‘I should have guessed. I don’t know what I thought it was, but never that. Not consumption.’


‘It isn’t fair,’ she said, squeezing his hand.


He barked out a hard laugh. ‘What made you think life ever was?’


‘But that on top of the dust.’


His eyes fastened on to hers, eyes filled with fear and a lot more she couldn’t interpret. ‘How long does McLeod give me?’


‘Six months. A year at the outside.’


He smiled cynically. ‘Six months to a year. Nothing at all. It’ll be a case of here today, gone tomorrow.’


‘Don’t, Ken!’ she protested.


‘It seems . . . it seems no time whatever since I was young Ken’s age. And now . . . six months to a year.’


‘McLeod said there wasn’t any hope of you getting into any of the local sanatoria, according to him the waiting-lists are horrendously long.’


‘And what about the pit?’


‘Your working days are over, Ken. That’s all finished.’


‘So I just lie here till the end, eh?’


She couldn’t hold back the tears any longer. Throwing herself forward she buried her face in his chest.


Ken gazed down at Louise, thinking how much he loved her. It wasn’t a love he declared very often, men of his background considered it a soft and cissy thing to do. But he did now, because it was important for them both.


‘You do know I love you, don’t you, Louise?’


She glanced up at him, her face awash. ‘Of course I do. Just as you know I love you.’


He nodded. ‘We might have been unlucky in some ways, but we’ve been lucky in others.’


‘Yes,’ she agreed.


‘You and the children are everything to me. Everything in the whole wide world.’


‘Oh Ken!’ she exclaimed, voice riven with despair.


He was about to answer that when he was seized with such a severe bout of coughing that his entire body shook. When it finally subsided, he was left gasping, the breath rattling in his throat as he inhaled.


‘What are we going to do?’ she asked when he had recovered slightly.


He weakly shook his head. ‘I’ve no idea.’


‘A few weeks on young Ken’s wages and what the Union gives us is one thing, but over the long term . . .?’ She trailed off, and once more took his hand in hers.


‘Perhaps . . .’


‘What?’ she queried when he failed to go on.


‘We have to think of the children other than ourselves. We have to put their welfare first.’


She nodded her agreement, wondering what he was driving at.


‘My sister Joyce might take one in. They’ve got four of their own, but Bobby is a good and Christian man. I’m sure he’ll want to help.’


Louise’s heart plummeted within her. ‘You mean break up the family?’ The thought had also occurred to her, but she had swiftly banished it from her mind.


‘Is there any other solution?’ he whispered in a quavering voice.


Break up the family! she repeated mentally. No, that was too much. She couldn’t lose her babies as well as Ken.


‘Then there’s your brother John. He might help out.’


‘Liz is a bitch! Sour as vinegar. I’d never let her get her mitts on any of my children.’


‘She isn’t as bad as that,’ Ken countered, but without much conviction. He didn’t like his sister-in-law any more than Louise did. Beggars couldn’t be choosers, he reminded himself.


‘And what about Sadie?’ Louise husked, her eyes straying to her youngest daughter. ‘We could never expect anyone to take her. Not the way she is.’


‘Jesus!’ Ken felt utterly defeated. To talk like this of giving their own flesh and blood away. It was an even greater agony than the knowledge he was soon to die.


‘I feel so impotent,’ he said tightly.


At that, Louise laughed through her tears.


‘What’s the joke?’ he queried, frowning.


‘The joke is, my darling husband, whatever else you may be, you’re certainly not impotent.’


She paused, then explained, tears glistening in her eyes. ‘I’m pregnant again.’


He stared at her aghast.


‘Another child, just what we need,’ she said.


‘Another child?’ he echoed.


This just about capped it all. And then he wondered if he’d still be around when their new baby was born, or would Louise already be a widow?


It was a goal to aim for Ken told himself, something positive to focus on.


Suddenly he was exhausted, shattered beyond belief. Not that he would sleep well after this conversation. There was an awful lot to think about.


‘Come to bed,’ he whispered.


Louise remembered what McLeod had recommended, which made her hesitate. It was something she should discuss with Ken.


‘I need you here beside me,’ he added.


That was it, blow McLeod’s recommendation. Ken needed her, that was all that counted.


‘I’ll just wash my face first,’ she said, gazing down at him. The love between them was so strong she felt it almost had a physical presence.


‘A fine old mess, eh girl?’ he said, attempting a smile.


Bending, she kissed him on the lips, put her arms round him and held him tight. ‘A fine old mess,’ she agreed.


As she washed her face, he broke into a wheezing fit, and was still wheezing when she crawled over to him at her place on the inside of the bed.


Dawn was breaking over the rooftops before a mind-tortured Ken finally drifted off to sleep.


‘Is that all?’ Ian queried as Louise placed his dinner before him. It was the midday dinner, and the main meal of the day, but it only consisted of one and a half large spoonfuls of mince and a single slice of dry bread.


‘That’s all,’ Louise confirmed.


‘But it’s not enough. I’m starving!’ Ian wailed.


‘I know it’s not enough. But it’ll have to do.’


‘Shut up you. No one else is complaining,’ young Ken said threateningly.


‘I will not shut up. My stomach thinks my throat’s been cut,’ Ian retorted. His hunger enabled him to stand up to his big brother.


‘You can have mine,’ Lena offered.


Ian’s eyes gleamed. ‘Thank you very much. Just pass it over here.’


‘You’ll do no such thing, Lena!’ Louise declared hotly. ‘You’ll eat what you’ve been given and that’s an end of it.’


‘Can I have a drink, please?’ Sadie asked. When her father had been working she would have been given tea, now she was given water.


‘Where’s yours, Ma?’ young Ken queried suspiciously.


‘Oh, I’ll have mine later when you’re all out of the house.’


Young Ken looked over at the pot standing by the side of the range and wondered if there was any mince left. Guessing what was on his mind Louise put the lid on the pot and shoved it out of the way. Her action told young Ken he was right, she hadn’t saved any for herself.


Ken, propped up in bed, interpreted Louise’s action the same way as his eldest son had. It made him feel sick to think he’d eaten when his wife hadn’t. He’d speak to her when next they were alone. If anyone should go without it was him.


He quickly reached for a handkerchief as he felt phlegm surge into his mouth. He spat it into the hanky and then viewed the mess with revulsion.


‘The foreman called our section together this morning,’ young Ken said.


‘Uh-huh?’


Young Ken took a deep breath. ‘According to him there’s the possibility that the factory will be going on short-time.’


Ken swore under his breath.


‘Short-time?’ Louise repeated, another blow.


‘The orders haven’t been so good of late so short-time will possibly be the result.’


‘When will you know for certain?’


‘If and when it happens.’


Louise turned away so that her eldest son couldn’t see the expression on her face. Short-time would mean even less money coming into the house, and they could hardly get by as it was.


If he did go on short-time she’d try the Parish again. They had turned down her first request for assistance because young Ken was working and the Union was helping them. Surely, for pity’s sake, the Parish would now relent and given them something? Or if not, perhaps the Union would give them more than it was at present.


‘I’m sorry, Ma,’ young Ken said behind her.


‘You’ve nothing to be sorry for. It’s not your fault.’


Young Ken hung his head. It might not be his fault, but he felt guilty nonetheless. He might only be thirteen, but in many ways he was already a man. Conditions and his environment had seen to that.


‘Well, I’m still hungry,’ Ian said.


Louise couldn’t help herself. Striding swiftly to the table she slapped Ian so hard she knocked him right off his chair.


‘Enough!’ she shrieked at him, threatening to slap him again. Then, with a great sigh, ‘Enough.’


‘Serves you right,’ Tom said to Ian who glared back at him.


‘If I was old enough, I’d run away,’ Ian muttered, rubbing a bright red cheek.


Joyce, Louise thought. She would speak to Ken’s sister as soon as possible.


‘I’m sorry, Ma. It was an accident,’ Tom said.


Louise gazed in dismay at the seat of his trousers where his underpants now gaped out of a large, jagged hole.


‘How did it happen?’ she asked.


He muttered something which she couldn’t make out.


‘Speak up!’ she told him.


He bit his lip, then said sheepishly, ‘Climbing spiked railings. My trousers got caught as I jumped off.’


‘That’s no accident, you shouldn’t be climbing railings or any other bloody thing in the first place!’ she exploded venomously.


Alarmed by her tone Tom shrank away.


God, she was coming apart at the seams, she thought, running a hand over her face.


‘I’m sorry, Ma, honest. I won’t do any more climbing I promise,’ Tom said.


‘I’ll try and patch that hole tonight, there’s no money for new trousers.’ Nor were there any hand-me-downs she could give him. She wondered briefly if she could cut down Ken’s sole pair of trousers to fit Tom, then dismissed that as being out of the question. Trousers, she thought swallowing hard, Ken would never wear again.


She looked into Tom’s face seeing how pale and wan he’d become. And there were dark smudges under his eyes just as there were under hers.


‘Come here,’ she commanded, and hugged him.


‘Can I go out and play now, Ma?’


‘Aye, away you go. But put your raincoat on to cover your backside,’ she replied, playfully cuffing his ear.


‘And me?’ Bill asked.


‘Aye, all of you away out and play. The fresh air will do you good.’


With delighted whoops the children, with the exception of Sadie, scampered from the house.


‘I miss Ian,’ Sadie said wistfully, wishing she could have gone with the others. It was now a fortnight since Ian had gone to live with his Auntie Joyce and Uncle Bobby.


‘I do too, pet. Very much so.’


Louise glanced over at Ken to find him studying her intently. She knew what he was thinking.


‘I’ll go and see John and Liz tonight,’ she said.


He nodded. ‘Which one? Have you decided?’


‘No, not yet. I suppose it depends upon whether they have a preference for a boy or girl.’


In the event it was Morag’s lot to go to live with John and Liz. None of the other children envied her, they didn’t like Liz either.


Louise, despite the two cardigans she was wearing, sat shivering in front of the unlit range. It was freezing cold in the house, and outside compacted ice and snow lay hard upon the streets and pavements.


She stared longingly at the half-bucket of coal and small pile of sticks lying beside the range. She would dearly have loved to use the fuel to light the range, but needed to keep it till later when she would cook. Tea was their principal meal now, dinner reduced to a single slice of bread and dripping.


There was a butterfly movement inside her belly reminding her of the baby she was expecting. Poor wee mite to come into this, she thought disconsolately.


Reaching up she touched her hair. How lifeless and dry it was, just like herself. She thought of Ken who’d deteriorated drastically in the last few weeks. He’d lost so much weight he was skeletal. But there again, she remembered grimly, they’d all lost weight. It was inevitable on the little they had to eat.


She winced as hunger pangs gripped her stomach, and wondered what effect all this was having on the baby. She wouldn’t be at all surprised if the child was born dead. In fact it was probably best if it was.


Black despair rose up to engulf her and made her contort her face into a terrible grimace.


Watching from the bed Ken saw her expression, but couldn’t bear to look at it. He turned his head and stared desperately at the bed’s inside wall.


Sadie woke to the sound of quiet sobbing. Louise, illuminated by moonlight lancing through the windows, was sitting by the range, slumped forward with her head in her hands.


Pulling back the bedclothes Sadie wriggled from the sofa to the floor and crawled over to her mother.


‘What’s wrong, Ma?’ she asked when she reached Louise.


Her mother blinked back tears to gaze down at Sadie. ‘What are you doing out of bed?’


‘You woke me.’


Judas Iscariot, that was who she felt like, Louise decided, only in her case there wouldn’t be thirty pieces of silver. Reaching down she grasped hold of Sadie and lifted her on to her lap.


‘I couldn’t sleep, I’ve got a lot on my mind. So I thought I’d get up,’ Louise explained.


‘Are you crying because of Da?’


‘Yes,’ Louise replied, which was only partly true.


‘Bill says he’s going to die. Is that so?’


‘And who told him that?’


‘A boy at his school says that everyone who gets consumption dies.’


‘Oh lamb!’ Louise whispered, and clasped Sadie tightly to her bosom.


‘I don’t want him to die,’ Sadie choked.


‘Neither do I, neither do I.’


‘Will he, Ma?’


Neither she nor Ken had fully explained the situation to the children. Young Ken knew what was what, and so too did Tom, they thought, though he’d never said anything. But as far as the younger children were concerned their father was merely having an extended illness.


Louise took a deep breath. ‘How would you like to be able to walk at long last?’ she smiled.


Sadie’s mouth fell open, all thoughts of her father driven from her mind.


‘I wasn’t going to tell you till the morning, but I’ll do so now,’ Louise went on. ‘Tomorrow you and I are going on a long tramcar ride. In fact two tramcar rides. We’re going to a place called Babies Castle where you’re going to stay for a while so that a nice doctor can operate on your hip. Now what do you say to that?’


Sadie, mouth still open, was completely lost for words.


‘Pleased?’


Sadie nodded.


‘It means we won’t see you for a time, but that can’t be helped.’


Able to walk, to be like other children. Not be a cripple any more. To be normal! Sadie swallowed. ‘We go tomorrow?’


‘Early. To Babies Castle.’


‘Babies Castle,’ Sadie repeated, thinking how lovely that sounded.


‘You’re going to enjoy it there, I promise you. And you’ll get lots and lots of scrumptious things to eat.’


‘And the doctor will fix my hip?’


‘He will, darling. What’s wrong with you can be put right providing you have the money to pay for the operation.’


‘And you now have the money?’ Sadie queried quizzically.


Louise’s smile thinned. ‘Not exactly. But I have made another arrangement which will take care of that side of the matter.’


Babies Castle, what a wonderful name, Sadie thought. She couldn’t wait to get there. And lots of delicious things to eat! Her mouth watered at the thought.


‘Will there be ice-cream?’ she asked.


Louise gave a low laugh. ‘I don’t know about that. But there might be.’


Ice-cream! Sadie adored ice-cream. Particularly if it was served with jelly.


‘When I can walk I’ll be able to go to school with the others,’ Sadie said.


‘That’s right, darling.’


Excitement was mounting inside Sadie, like a runaway snowball rolling downhill, getting bigger and bigger with every passing second.


‘Oh Ma!’ she exclaimed, thrilled to bits.


‘But now I think you’d better get back to bed before your fingers and toes turn to icicles. And I want you to be nice and fresh for the morning so that you make a good impression.’


‘Will you tuck me in again?’


‘Of course I will.’


Louise hoisted Sadie up against her shoulder, then rose and carried her to the sofa.


When Sadie was well tucked up she kissed her on the forehead.


‘I’ve never been on a tram,’ Sadie said.


‘I know, darling.’


‘And now tomorrow I’m going on two.’


‘It’ll be fun.’


‘And we’re going far?’


‘Miles and miles.’


‘I’ve never been miles and miles,’ Sadie said.


‘Well, you will tomorrow. With Babies Castle at the end of it.’


‘Babies Castle,’ Sadie repeated yet again, the name having assumed something of a magical ring about it. In her mind’s eye she saw a huge medieval type castle with creamy skinned, golden-haired babies hanging out of every window, shouting her name in welcome.


‘Now night night, sleep tight . . .’


‘Don’t let the bugs bite,’ Sadie finished off for her mother.


Louise gave Sadie another kiss before returning to her own bed.


Sadie didn’t need a second calling next morning. She was up and dressed in half her usual time.


‘I’m having my hip operated on after which I’ll be able to walk,’ she announced to young Ken when he entered the kitchen.


‘Is that so, wee one?’ he replied slowly, glancing over at his mother.


‘At a place called Babies Castle.’


Louise bit her lip.


‘And where’s that?’ young Ken enquired.


‘Miles and miles away, isn’t it, Ma?’


‘Yes,’ Louise husked.


‘I’ve to stay there till I’ve had the operation. And while I am there I’ll get lots and lots to eat,’ Sadie burbled on.


‘What’s all this?’ Lena asked, coming into the kitchen.


Sadie repeated what she’d told young Ken.


‘That’s marvellous,’ Lena enthused, hugging her little sister.


‘And when are you going to this Babies whatsit?’ young Ken queried.


‘Today. This morning,’ Sadie replied.


‘A bit out the blue, isn’t it?’ young Ken said pointedly to his ashen-faced mother.


‘We kept it as a surprise,’ Louise answered, refusing to look young Ken straight in the eye.


‘Wait till you hear Sadie’s news,’ Lena said to Bill and Tom who’d now put in an appearance.


They were as delighted as Lena had been. ‘You’ll soon be playing football with me,’ Bill joked to Sadie.


‘I’ll play as well. You just wait and see if I don’t,’ she replied earnestly, which raised a laugh.


They all settled down for breakfast which consisted of water and a single slice of dry bread.


They all kissed Sadie as they left, a wistful young Ken waiting till last. He added a hug and squeeze to his kiss. ‘You look after yourself now,’ he said, a catch in his voice.


‘I’ll be fine. Won’t I, Ma?’


Louise didn’t reply.


Young Ken fled from the house, the outside door slamming shut behind him.


Louise went to the sink, bent over it and sighed deeply. Put a face on, she told herself, for the child’s sake.


‘When are we off, Ma?’ Sadie asked eagerly.


‘In a minute.’


Ken was sitting up in bed staring hard at his youngest. His eyes were moist, his expression one of complete wretchedness.


Louise put on her coat, then helped Sadie into hers. ‘Mrs Crerar will be popping in from time to time,’ she said to Ken.


‘Right then!’ she exclaimed, hefting Sadie into her arms. ‘You’ll want to give your da a big kiss.’


Sadie kissed Ken on the cheek, and laughed because his stubble prickled.


‘Goodbye, lass,’ he whispered in a strained, cracked voice.


‘Next time I see you I’ll be walking,’ she replied.


‘Aye, that’s right.’


‘Walking and running.’


‘Running like the wind,’ Louise said, forcing herself to smile.


‘We’re away then, Ken.’


‘Enjoy the tram,’ he said to Sadie.


‘I will, Da. Have no fear of that.’


Louise walked briskly from the kitchen, and out of the house.


‘I’m going on a tram,’ Sadie yelled to Mrs Murphy, a neighbour they passed mopping her close.


Mrs Murphy paused to wave her mop at Sadie. ‘Good for you, hen!’


Sadie talked non-stop all the way to the tramstop, but if asked Louise wouldn’t have been able to repeat a word of what she’d said.


‘It’s here! It’s here!’ Sadie exclaimed as their tram clanked into view.


They went inside and Sadie sat at a window seat. She peered out as the tram drove away, her eyes large and round with excitement.


Louise studied her daughter who was rapt by the passing scene. She’d have to comb her hair before they arrived, she thought. The wind had blown it into a right tangle.


With every passing stop Louise’s heart grew heavier and heavier.


They alighted from the first tram in front of a draper’s shop which gave Louise an idea. She’d wanted to give Sadie a parting gift anyway, what had now sprung to mind would be the very dab.


‘We’re going in here for a minute,’ she informed Sadie.


A bell tinkled as Louise opened the shop door, and a pleasant-faced, middle-aged man looked up from behind the counter and smiled at them.


Louise sat Sadie on the counter. ‘I’d like two lengths of ribbons please for my daughter’s hair,’ she said.


‘Certainly, madam.’


As the assistant moved away Louise produced an old comb from a pocket with which she attacked Sadie’s hair.


‘There,’ she declared when the hair was untangled again.


The assistant returned to lay a selection of colours before them. All the colours of the rainbow it seemed to Sadie.


‘What colour would madam prefer?’ the assistant enquired.


Louise was about to name one when she suddenly thought Sadie should choose. The ribbons were for her anyway.


‘You decide,’ she told Sadie.


Sadie looked from roll to roll, taking her time, thoroughly enjoying herself. Finally she made her mind up.


‘That one,’ she stated, pointing.


‘Scarlet,’ smiled the assistant. ‘An excellent choice in my opinion, miss. It will contrast beautifully with your dark hair.’


Sadie giggled, thinking the man spoke funnily. She watched as he unravelled about three feet of ribbon and then picked up a large pair of scissors.


‘What length would you like the ribbons, madam?’ he asked Louise.


‘About that,’ she replied, using extended fingers to indicate a length.


The assistant nodded and snipped as instructed.


‘Do you wish them in a bag?’ he queried.


‘No, she’ll wear them,’ Louise answered.


Louise then paid for the ribbons, only able to afford this extravagance because her brother John had stopped by the house one night recently to slip her a ten-shilling note and, with a wink, asked her not to mention the fact to Liz.


John might be in work, but his wages were poor and every week was a struggle to get through. But as John had put it to his sister, it was only money after all and at the moment, she needed that ten shillings more than he.


‘How’s that?’ Louise queried, flicking down the tails of the two bows she tied at the back of Sadie’s hair.


Sadie half turned so that she could see the effect in the mirror on the wall behind the counter.


‘They’re lovely,’ she acknowledged.


‘And set off your hair a treat, just as I said scarlet would,’ the assistant beamed.


‘I feel like a princess going off to a castle,’ Sadie told him, the castle she had in mind being Babies Castle.


Louise had her out of the shop before Sadie could elaborate further.


‘There we are, that’s it,’ Louise declared, pointing at a large sandstone building situated within its own grounds.


‘Doesn’t look like a castle,’ Sadie said, disappointed.


‘But it’s nice all the same though, isn’t it? And you can always pretend that it is a castle.’


Sadie visibly brightened. She could easily pretend as she had a vivid imagination developed by hours of playing by herself while her brothers and sisters were at school.


‘And just look at those lovely gardens. They must be really beautiful in the summer,’ Louise went on.


‘I’ll be home long before then though,’ Sadie said.


Louise smiled at her daughter, but didn’t reply. ‘Shall we go in then?’ she suggested instead.


A young woman dressed in uniform answered their ring. Ushering them into a small waiting-room she said that matron would see them shortly. And in the meantime, would Louise care for a cup of tea? Louise tried not to appear too eager when she replied that she would.


Delight of delights! The tea arrived with several cream biscuits on the saucer. Louise couldn’t remember the last time she’d had a cream biscuit.


They weren’t kept long, and soon they were shown into a brightly lit office where Matron was sitting at a desk on which were piled a number of ordered papers and stacked ledgers. Matron immediately rose and came forward to meet them.


‘So this is Sadie,’ Matron smiled at her. ‘Your mummy wrote me a marvellous letter telling me all about you.’


Sadie dropped her head, feeling shy.


Matron’s gaze swept over Sadie, taking everything in. Skin and bone, she thought, as was the mother. But a ‘good’ working-class family nonetheless. You could tell.


‘Have you had tea?’ Matron asked Louise.


‘Yes, thank you.’


‘As I’m about to have some myself would you like another cup?’


‘Please.’ She hoped there would be some more cream biscuits.


‘And what about you, Sadie? Have you had anything?’


‘No,’ Sadie replied in a small voice.


‘Then how about a glass of milk?’


Sadie nodded.


Matron left the office for a few moments, then briskly returned.


‘So, just what have you told Sadie?’ she asked Louise.


‘That she’s come here to have her hip fixed,’ Louise answered tightly.


Matron stared hard at Louise. ‘I see.’


Crossing to her desk she sat again, and pulled out a form from a drawer. ‘Please sit down. Sadie must be heavy.’


Louise placed Sadie on a chair in front of the desk, then drew another alongside.


‘I’ll need full details you’ll appreciate,’ Matron said, unscrewing the top from a fountain pen.


‘Of course.’


While the two women talked, Sadie gazed about her, somewhat awed by her surroundings. There was a lovely rug on the floor and several colourful pictures on the walls. One picture was of a country scene that looked positively idyllic to Sadie used to the grime and general squalor of her home.


The tea and milk arrived, but no cream biscuits this time Louise quickly noted, brought in by another woman in the same uniform as before.


‘Miss Tupper is one of our housemothers, and will be directly responsible for looking after you, Sadie,’ Matron explained.


Miss Tupper was in her late twenties, Louise judged, and had a kind face dominated by sparkling blue eyes.


Louise and Miss Tupper shook hands, then Miss Tupper squatted beside Sadie. ‘And how are you, little lady?’ she asked.


‘Fine, thank you,’ Sadie replied, all shy again.


‘You and I will be seeing a great deal of one another from now on.’


‘Will you be doing my operation?’


Miss Tupper laughed. ‘No, a doctor will be doing that.’


‘Today?’


‘I shouldn’t think so. But I imagine he’ll want to examine you later on this week. They have to do that you know, examine you before they operate.’


‘Will it hurt?’


‘You mean the operation? It might be uncomfortable for a while afterwards, but you won’t feel anything during the actual operation. They’ll put you fast asleep for that.’


She had a good way with children, Louise noted. An easy, natural way that had already won Sadie over. Some of the fear and anxiety she felt disappeared, but not all of it. Trepidation still beat within her breast.


Miss Tupper returned to the tray and handed round the tea, after which she gave Sadie her milk.


‘It’s very nice,’ Sadie declared politely, having tasted it.


‘You know something,’ Miss Tupper said, squatting again.


‘What?’


‘You and I are going to get along like a house on fire. I just know it.’


Sadie’s face broke into a broad smile at these words spoken with such sincerity.


‘Now the remainder of these questions,’ Matron said to Louise.


‘Do you wish me to go, Matron?’ Miss Tupper asked, coming once more to her feet.


‘No, wait here. The formalities are almost over.’


She was doing the right thing, Louise assured herself. This was in Sadie’s best interests, she mustn’t forget that.


‘Now then,’ said Matron shortly afterwards. Leaning across she deposited the form in front of Louise. ‘All that remains is for you to sign between the two crosses I’ve marked, Mrs Smith, and that will transfer Sadie into our custody.’


Reluctantly Louise laid her cup and saucer aside, and picked up the form intending to glance over it. Only she found it impossible, her eyes having suddenly misted over to such an extent that she couldn’t read.


‘Your signature, Mrs Smith,’ Matron said softly and sympathetically.


Louise swallowed, laid the form back on the desk. Then she signed, using Matron’s own fountain pen.


‘Don’t cry, Ma. I’ll soon be home again,’ Sadie said, putting a hand on her mother’s arm.


Louise had a lump in her throat that seemed the size of a golf ball. She didn’t trust herself to speak in case she completely broke down.


Realizing the situation Matron dropped the form into the drawer it had come from, then she came round to the front of her desk. ‘If you’ll just take Sadie off, Miss Tupper, I’ll attend to Mrs Smith,’ she said.


Louise pulled Sadie into her arms, and hugged her tight. ‘God bless you, lass. God bless and keep you,’ she blurted out, voice raw with emotion.


Matron gestured to Miss Tupper to prise Sadie away from Louise.


‘Come with me, Sadie, and I’ll show you your bed and where you’re going to be. And perhaps you’d like a nice hot bath and I could help you wash your hair if you want?’ Miss Tupper said, grasping hold of Sadie.


Louise felt herself coming apart inside. This was a hundred times worse than Morag and Ian. A thousand times even!


Miss Tupper finally managed to detach Sadie from the distraught Louise, and immediately headed for the office door. She and Matron knew from experience that these things were best done quickly.


‘Goodbye, Ma!’ Sadie called out cheerily at the door, which swiftly shut behind them.


Seconds later a great cry rent the air, as if some animal had just been mortally wounded.


‘That wasn’t Ma, was it?’ Sadie asked in sudden fright.


‘No, of course not,’ Miss Tupper smiled reassuringly. ‘It was probably just somebody playing silly beggars.’


‘Now,’ she went on, changing the subject. ‘I want you to tell me all about yourself, Sadie.’


Sadie did, and soon the terrible anguished cry was forgotten, exactly as Miss Tupper had intended.


‘She can get dressed again,’ Dr Weismann announced on completing his examination. Miss Tupper immediately hurried over to Sadie while he wrote up his notes.


When he’d finished, he put them aside and smiled at Sadie. ‘Do you think you’re going to enjoy doing exercises?’ he asked.


She couldn’t see what that had to do with his examination. ‘Why, doctor?’


‘Because you’re going to have to do plenty of them after the operation to build up those leg muscles of yours. It’ll take a while, mind, and a lot of hard work on your part, but we’ll get there.’


Elation flooded through Sadie. She didn’t care how many exercises she had to do just as long as she could walk. She gazed into Miss Tupper’s eyes which stared triumphantly back into her own.


‘When will you operate, Doctor?’ Miss Tupper asked Weismann, buttoning up the collar of Sadie’s dress.


‘Not right away. We need to build her up first, put some weight on her. So I suggest double helpings of everything from now on.’


‘Even ice-cream?’ Sadie demanded.


A small smile twisted the corners of his mouth upwards. ‘Particularly ice-cream. There’s nothing better for building up wee lassies than ice-cream. I’ll make sure that’s specifically mentioned in my report to Matron.’


Sadie was in seventh heaven. Then her spirits dropped remembering the brothers and sisters she’d left at home. If only she could have sent some of the lashings of food she got here back to them. How little they had to eat, and how much she now had. Every meal was a feast as far as she was concerned.


‘I’ll see you again in a month’s time and we’ll review the situation then,’ Weismann said, tickling Sadie under the chin.


‘Double ice-cream on the doctor’s orders,’ Sadie beamed at Miss Tupper.


‘Starting this very afternoon,’ Miss Tupper replied.


‘Who are you?’ the big girl demanded. There were four of them who’d just come bursting into the room where Sadie was on the floor playing with a doll’s house and the family that went with it. It was now a week since she’d come to Babies Castle.


‘I’m Sadie.’


‘Sadie what?’ the same girl demanded, her tone sneering and unpleasant.


‘Sadie Smith. What’s yours?’


‘Never you mind.’


The girl swaggered further into the room to stand staring down at Sadie. ‘New, are you?’


Sadie nodded.


‘Thought so. Haven’t seen you before. And stand up when I’m talking to you.’


‘I can’t. That’s why I’m here. To have an operation so that I will be able to stand, and walk and run.’


The other three girls crowded round the one who’d been doing the speaking.


‘Many of the children who come here have operations,’ one of the three explained to Sadie.


‘The Home specializes in that,’ another added.


The use of the word in that context confused Sadie. Home was where she lived with her family.


‘My ma’s coming for me after my operation to take me back to our home,’ she said.


The first speaker laughed nastily. ‘Oh no she’s not!’ the girl declared in a sing-song manner, the same way those words are delivered in a pantomime. She then wagged a finger at Sadie.


‘Don’t, Gloria,’ the fourth girl implored.


‘Och, you be quiet, Marlene.’


Marlene shut up, clearly intimidated by Gloria who now returned her attention to Sadie.


‘You won’t be going home again, Sadie, none of us who land here ever do. I mean, don’t you understand where you are?’


It was some sort of joke, Sadie told herself. Just like the jokes Bill used to play on her, only his were never cruel.


‘I’m in Babies Castle,’ she replied falteringly.


Gloria laughed, a laugh both shrill and scathing. She was thoroughly enjoying this. ‘That’s only a nickname, what people outside call it. But it’s really a Dr Barnardo’s Home.’


Sadie was now both bewildered and frightened. ‘Dr Barnardo?’ she queried. She’d never heard of him. Dr Weismann who’d examined her and Dr McLeod who visited the house. But never Dr Barnardo.


‘She really doesn’t know,’ Gloria said to her three companions, and sniggered.


‘This is a Home for bastards, unwanted children and the like,’ the taller of the two girls informed Sadie.


Unwanted children! That rocked Sadie to the very core of her being.


‘There are many Barnardo’s Homes in Scotland and England,’ said the other unnamed girl. ‘Isn’t that so, Jamesina?’


Jamesina nodded. ‘Aye, that’s right, Beth. Quite a number, I believe.’


The joke had gone far enough, Sadie decided, her lower lip trembling. ‘Stop teasing me,’ she said to Gloria.


Gloria bent over Sadie, her eyes sparking wickedness. ‘We’re not teasing you, it’s all true. For whatever reason, you’ve been abandoned here by your family, none of whom you’ll ever see again.’


Sadie burst into tears.


‘You’re rotten,’ Marlene said quietly to Gloria, who rounded on her.


‘Any more of that and you’ll leave our group,’ Gloria hissed.


From Marlene’s expression it was obvious that was something she didn’t want. ‘I’m sorry,’ she mumbled.


‘You’re too soft. It’s a fault. What is it?’


‘It’s a fault,’ Marlene repeated.


‘I’m not an unwanted child,’ Sadie blubbered.


‘If not, then why are you here?’ Gloria jibed. ‘Or are you one of the others, a bastard?’


‘I don’t know what that is,’ Sadie confessed.


‘Is your father married to your mother?’ Jamesina queried.


Sadie nodded.


‘Certain about that?’


Sadie nodded again.


‘Then you’re not a bastard.’


‘I’m a bastard,’ Beth confessed proudly.


‘Through and through,’ Gloria said, which raised a laugh amongst her companions.


‘My ma is coming back for me. She promised,’ Sadie persisted.


‘She was lying,’ Gloria smirked.


‘No, she wasn’t. My ma doesn’t lie!’


‘Well, she did this time. You’ve been given the old heave-ho. Institutionalized. Got rid of. Given the elbow.’


Sadie gazed up at Gloria, loathing this big girl with the orangey red hair. ‘It’s you who’s lying,’ she accused.


‘Oh no, I’m not!’ Gloria replied in the same pantomime manner as before.


‘Oh no, she’s not!’ Jamesina echoed, raising another laugh.


Marlene looked on Sadie with pity, but said nothing. It was far better to have Gloria as a friend than an enemy.


‘What’s going on here?’ Miss Tupper demanded, having appeared silently at the door.


‘Nothing, miss,’ Beth answered quickly, twisting to face the housemother.


‘We’re just leaving, miss,’ Gloria said. And with that the four girls marched smartly from the room, passing Miss Tupper who stepped into the room to let them by.


Miss Tupper then went over and squatted beside Sadie, who was obviously sorely distressed.


‘What happened, lamb?’ she asked.


Sadie repeated what she’d been told.


‘I see,’ Matron sighed when Miss Tupper had finished.


‘That Gloria Connell’s a bad lot,’ Miss Tupper added softly through clenched teeth.


Matron couldn’t have agreed more. She would deal with Gloria and her cohorts in the severest way. It only confirmed that it was time for Gloria to leave them and move on. The girl had always been more trouble than she was worth.


‘Where’s Sadie now?’ Matron queried.


‘Sitting outside.’


‘Then you’d better bring her in.’


Sadie’s eyes were pink and puffed when Miss Tupper brought her into Matron’s office. Her crying had now stopped, only to be replaced by sniffling.


‘Do you wish me to stay?’ Miss Tupper asked after she’d sat Sadie on a chair facing Matron.


‘I think you should.’


Miss Tupper stood beside Sadie, resting a hand protectively on the wee girl’s shoulder.


‘You are not an unwanted child,’ Matron started off. ‘Your mummy and daddy loved you very much indeed. And that explains why in the end your mummy brought you here.’


‘But she is coming back for me?’ Sadie queried hopefully.


Matron shook her head. ‘I’m afraid not. And that’s something, however hard, you’re going to have to accept.’


‘But she said . . .’


‘She simply couldn’t bring herself to tell you the truth. That’s often the case. Your mummy knows if she had told you the truth she wouldn’t have been able to leave you behind.’


Sadie crumpled in on herself. Never to see Ma or Da again! Or Bill or . . . Fresh tears sprang into her eyes and rolled down her cheeks.


Sadie dabbed at her face while her thin body shook all over. She was so stunned she could hardly think.


‘Why?’ she asked.


‘Why were you brought here?’ Matron queried.


Sadie nodded.


‘What do you know about your father’s illness?’


‘That he has the dust and now consumption, which made him stay in bed all day.’


‘That all?’


‘Yes, Matron.’


Just as she’d suspected, Matron thought. ‘Well,’ she said, taking a deep breath. ‘The reason you’re here and your brother Ian and sister Morag have gone to live with relatives is . . .’


When she’d concluded that explanation Matron went on to tell Sadie about Dr Barnardo, what a good man he’d been, whose chief aim in life had been to help poor and deserving children like herself.


Miss Tupper found Sadie lying curled underneath a table, thumb in mouth, staring blankly at the wall.


‘Sadie?’


Sadie didn’t reply, or acknowledge Miss Tupper’s presence.


‘Sadie, this can’t go on. Dear sweet thing, you’ve got to snap out of it.’


Sadie continued to ignore her.


‘I know it’s difficult, but you’ve got to come to terms with the situation. I’ll help you all I can if only you’ll let me.’


Sadie stared at the wall, seeing only memory pictures of her and Bill playing together. Bill had found some cards and taught her snap. The pair of them had roared with laughter as they banged the cards down on top of one another.


‘Would you like to go into the garden? It’s lovely out.’


Mine! Sadie could hear herself cry. It’s mine! And then there she was, gathering a large pile of cards towards her while Bill pulled a disappointed face.


And Da, on one of his good days, giving them all a kiss before going off to the pit and coalface. And Ian, always hungry.


‘Sadie, will you answer me?’


Sadie closed her eyes, and curled up tighter. The memories continued to roll past.


Sadie woke up to find her mouth gummy, with an unpleasant taste in it.


Where was she? And why did she feel so strange? Then it all came back to her. She’d been for her operation.


Dr Weismann’s smiling face swam into view. ‘How do you feel?’ he asked.


She tried to answer, but all that came out was a hoarse croak.


‘Nurse, some water please.’


Sadie’s head was gently lifted, and a porcelain spout slipped between her lips. The water was warm, but that didn’t matter. It was such a relief it was wet.


‘That’s enough for the moment,’ the nurse said, removing the spout.


‘Better?’ Weismann queried, still smiling.


‘Yes, thank you,’ she husked.


‘So how do you feel?’


‘Funny.’


‘But not sick?’


‘No.’


He nodded; that pleased him.


‘Can I have some more water?’


‘Not yet. You can have a little more later. Too much at this stage isn’t good for you.’


Dr Weismann turned to the nurse and said, ‘We will start the exercises fairly soon. The operation should be a complete success. I’m one hundred per cent certain Sadie will walk normally in time.’


Tears blossomed in Sadie’s eyes. But these tears were totally different to the others she’d shed since arriving at Babies Castle.


For these were tears of joy.




Chapter Two


Sadie was in class, being taught by stern Miss Donald, when Tich Thompson came in to inform Miss Donald that Sadie and Janet Bone were to go to Matron’s office straight away. Matron wanted to speak to them.


‘What’s it all about?’ Sadie asked Tich out in the corridor.


He shrugged. ‘Search me. I was just told to get you, that’s all.’


Sadie looked at Janet, the pair of them best friends. ‘What do you think?’


‘We haven’t done anything, have we?’


‘Not that I know of.’


Janet furrowed her brow. ‘I can’t think of anything either.’


‘You two better stop jawing and get along. You know how Matron hates to be kept waiting.’


Tich left them, having another errand to perform. Side by side Sadie and Janet hurried towards Matron’s office.


It was 1927, and Sadie, now eight years old, had been at Babies Castle for four years. Those years had been marvellous ones for her, filled with happiness, well being and contentment. Babies Castle had become a second home, Miss Tupper, whom she idolized, a second mother.


Sadie had grown considerably during this time, and filled out thanks to the plentiful food she received. As for her operation, that had proved the complete success Dr Weismann had predicted, and she could now walk and run just as well as any of the other children.


‘It’s jam roly-poly for lunch,’ Janet said.


‘How do you know that?’


‘I was in the kitchens earlier and saw it being made.’


Sadie adored jam roly-poly, it was probably her favourite pudding.


‘Come in!’ Matron called out when Sadie knocked on her door.


Inside Sadie and Janet found Margaret Swanson already waiting; Margaret a girl of their age. When Marion Kirkbride and Aly Paterson, also the same age, arrived, Sadie guessed what this was all about. A glance at Janet’s suddenly fearful expression told her that Janet had realized too.


Mikey Sullivan and Pat Black were the next to put in an appearance, followed closely by Barbara McGurk.


When the last of those summoned stood before her, Matron laid down the pen she’d been writing with, and looked at them.


‘As you all know this is a Home for babies and very young children, and I’m afraid you have all now reached the point where it is time for you to move on.’


She’d been right, Sadie thought, though it was several months before that yearly event was due to take place.


Matron now explained. ‘Normally I would have kept you all here a bit longer, but because we’ve recently had a larger intake than usual, I’m sorry but I’m going to have to move you on earlier.’


This was the moment Sadie had been dreading, leaving Babies Castle for a Home that catered for older children. How she was going to miss Babies Castle, and Miss Tupper. It was simply her bad luck that she was having to leave these few months prematurely.


Every single child in the room looked morose and dejected, as each of them would have elected to stay if that option had been available.


Tony Woods stuck up his hand. ‘When Matron?’


‘This Monday. You’ll be departing after breakfast.’


Sadie stuck up her hand. ‘Are we girls all going to the same Home, Matron?’ It would be awful if she was parted from Janet.


‘Yes, Sadie,’ Matron replied, much to Sadie’s relief. ‘All the girls are going to the same Home, which is in Ayrshire. The boys will be going to one in Midlothian.’


‘No more rotten lassies around from here on in,’ Aly Paterson muttered quietly.


Carrie Hedderwick standing beside him stuck her nose in the air on hearing that.


Aly grinned, he loved upsetting the girls and quite contrary to what he’d said he would miss them dreadfully. He didn’t at all fancy the idea of an all-boys Home.


Monday, Sadie thought miserably. Three days away. The time would pass in a flash.


Matron went on. ‘Suitcases will be provided for every child who will do his or her packing on Sunday evening.’


She paused, then said softly, ‘The staff and myself wish you all the luck in the world, and hope you’ll be a credit to us here. I have every confidence in you all. Now, any more questions?’


There weren’t, so she dismissed the group. They filed despondently from her office.


‘Monday,’ Sadie said to Janet out in the corridor.


‘At least we’ll be together. That’s something.’


‘And we must try and get beds alongside one another.’


‘Aye,’ Janet agreed.


They fell into step, returning to Miss Donald’s class.


‘Are you scared?’ Janet asked.


‘Honest injun?’


‘Honest injun.’


‘I’m petrified.’


Janet laughed. ‘Me too. I’m shaking in my shoes at the thought.’


‘We knew it was coming, mind. We’ve known that for a long time.’


‘That doesn’t make it any easier when it does though. At least, it hasn’t for me.’


‘Me neither,’ Sadie admitted.


There was jam roly-poly for lunch, but Sadie only picked at hers. She couldn’t help but wonder if there would be jam roly-poly where they were going.


‘All aboard then!’ Matron called out, having been round each and every child now leaving to say a personal goodbye.


‘I know you’ll be a good girl and not let us down,’ Miss Tupper said to Sadie.


‘I’m going to miss you,’ Sadie muttered.


‘And I’m going to miss you.’


‘Perhaps I’ll see you again sometime?’ Sadie said hopefully.


‘Perhaps. Who knows?’ Miss Tupper was trying to keep her tone light and cheerful, but finding it extremely difficult. She’d become more attached to Sadie than any other child she’d had to care for. A special bond had developed between them.


If only she’d been married she’d have adopted Sadie, she thought, not for the first time. But she wasn’t, nor was there any likelihood in the foreseeable future.


Sadie fell into Miss Tupper’s embrace, feeling she was losing a mother for the second time in her short life.


‘Now, don’t cry or you’ll get me started and that wouldn’t please Matron at all,’ Miss Tupper whispered.


‘I won’t cry. I’m a big girl now,’ Sadie replied.


‘That’s right,’ Miss Tupper said, stroking Sadie’s hair.


‘Come along girls!’ Matron called out, gesticulating towards the single decker’s door.


Miss Tupper bent and pecked Sadie on the cheek. ‘On you get then.’


Sadie turned quickly away and ran to the bus, her suitcase already packed into the boot.


Up the metalled stairs she went, and down the aisle to where Janet was keeping a seat for her.


‘It’ll take hours to get to Ayrshire according to the driver,’ Janet informed her.


Sadie spotted Mikey Sullivan and waved to him. The boys were going on a different bus that would be leaving soon after theirs. Mikey waved back.


A cluster of tiny tots stood at a window staring solemnly down, a housemother behind them. One day it would be their turn to say farewell to Babies Castle.


‘Come on!’ grumbled Fiona Salmon who was sitting across the aisle from Sadie and Janet. She was anxious to be off.


Sadie waved at Miss Tupper who smiled weakly at her before returning the wave.


‘I’m proud of you,’ Miss Tupper mouthed to Sadie, who indicated she didn’t understand by shaking her head.


‘Never mind,’ Miss Tupper muttered to herself, and waved to Barbara McGurk who was another girl she’d been close to, though nowhere near as close as Sadie. When all the departing girls were safely aboard Matron closed the door and signalled the driver that he could go. She then stepped back and clasped her hands in front of her.


‘Good old Matron,’ Janet said.


Sadie wouldn’t have argued with that. Matron couldn’t have been better. She wondered what their new matron would be like – not a dragon, Sadie hoped.


The driver tooted his horn as the bus moved off. Everyone, with the exception of Matron, waved frantically, while Matron just stood there with a sad, woeful expression on her face. She was losing a good bunch, both boys and girls, some of the best to have passed through her hands.


‘That’s that then,’ said Sadie when Babies Castle was finally lost to view. Sinking back into her seat she let out a great sigh.


For the first few minutes the atmosphere inside the bus was light-hearted and jolly. Then gradually gloom descended as they all began to ponder what lay ahead of them and all they had left behind.


‘That’s your destination, girls!’ the driver announced over his shoulder in a loud voice.


The building was about twice the size of the one they’d come from, Gothic and slightly sinister in appearance. Sadie didn’t like the look of it at all.


‘Big, isn’t it,’ Janet muttered.


Sadie nodded.


‘And doesn’t appear very friendly either.’


‘Not very,’ Sadie agreed, wishing with all her heart she was back at Babies Castle with Miss Tupper.


Janet reached out and took hold of Sadie’s hand. She squeezed it, then continued holding it for comfort.


‘Be there in about five minutes,’ the driver said, again over his shoulder.


It was completely silent inside the bus, no excited chatter whatever, as the single decker drew up outside the Home’s main entrance. Even after the bus had come to a halt, no one made a move.


‘It looks like a place where the bogeyman might live,’ someone said, a comment which fell on stony ears.


A figure in the familiar uniform appeared and marched to the bus door. When she reached it the driver was standing there waiting for her.


‘Everyone present and correct?’ the woman demanded.


‘Yes, miss.’


‘Then open the boot so the girls can get their luggage.’


‘Yes, miss.’


The driver hurried to the rear of the bus while the woman stared up at a row of apprehensive faces gazing back at her. She crooked a finger, and waggled it several times. Her meaning was clear, the girls were to get out.


‘My name is Miss Mulgrew. You will collect your cases and follow me. Understand?’


‘Yes, miss,’ they all chorused in reply.


Sadie glanced at the notice above the main entrance. Doctor Barnardo’s Home it proclaimed. Exactly the same sign had been above the entrance at Babies Castle, but she hadn’t been able to read it when her mother had first taken her there.


Sadie and Janet collected their cases, then waited till the others joined them. When they were all ready, Miss Mulgrew led them into the building.


It was dim inside, with shadows everywhere. The wooden floor they tramped over gleamed like a new pin. Their shoes squeaked on the polish.


‘This place gives me the creeps,’ Janet whispered to Sadie, who nodded.


They were escorted down a long corridor containing many shadowy nooks and crannies, till they reached a staircase. They then climbed three flights of creaky stairs to another corridor, this one narrow and wood lined.


They passed several girls en route, all of whom seemed cheerful enough which surely meant the Home wasn’t that bad.


‘Your dormitory, girls,’ Miss Mulgrew said, throwing open a door.


There were two rows of beds, each bed having a locker and small table beside it. All of them had been stripped and neatly folded fresh linen had been piled at the bottom of each bed.


‘This room is quite free so you can pick whichever beds you fancy,’ Miss Mulgrew informed them.


She then went on. ‘I’m going to leave you now and will return in half an hour by which time I’ll expect you to have unpacked and made up your beds. All right?’


‘Right, miss!’ they all chorused.


‘When I come back I’ll take you on a tour of the building and grounds, showing you where things are and we’ll end up in the refectory where you’ll have lunch with the second sitting. We have two sittings for every meal, which I’ll explain further to you later.


‘After lunch you will meet Mr Lewis who is head of this institution.’


Sadie held up her hand.


‘Yes . . . what’s your name?’


‘Sadie Smith, miss. Does that mean Mr Lewis is above the matron?’


Miss Mulgrew’s face cracked into a smile. ‘An intelligent question. The matron is Mrs Forbes, who you will also meet later. And yes, Matron is responsible to Mr Lewis.’


‘Please, miss?’


‘What’s your name?’


‘Pat Black, miss. Please, miss, where’s the toilet? I’m bursting.’


They all laughed at that, the first sign of levity since coming in sight of the Home.


Miss Mulgrew grinned. ‘Out of here and directly on the left,’ she replied.


‘May I . . .?


‘Yes, of course.’


Pat rushed from the dormitory and somehow that small incident, and Miss Mulgrew’s relaxed reaction to it, took the edge off their fear and apprehension.


‘Half an hour now, don’t forget,’ Miss Mulgrew reminded them, and with that left them to their own devices.


Sadie had already eyed up the beds and decided which one she wanted. Running over to it she threw her suitcase on to it. ‘Bags I have this bed!’ she shouted.


‘And I want this one!’ Janet declared, throwing her suitcase on to the next bed up from Sadie’s.


A wild scramble then ensued until everyone had laid claim to a bed, with a few left over.


‘Hard as iron,’ Janet moaned, bouncing on her mattress.


Sadie felt hers which was the same. They’d had lovely soft comfortable mattresses at Babies Castle.


‘I suppose we’ll get used to them,’ she muttered philosophically.


‘I suppose so,’ Janet echoed.


Sadie sat on her bed and gazed around the room. The walls and ceiling were painted a dull shade of green, the woodwork brown. The floor was wooden and highly polished and the curtains hanging at the four windows were green.


‘We’d better get cracking,’ Janet said. ‘Half an hour isn’t that long.’


‘Bed or unpacking first?’


‘Bed?’


‘Bed!’ Sadie agreed.


When her bed was made up, Sadie set about putting her few things away. She smiled when she came to her most precious possession, the pair of scarlet ribbons her mother had bought her the day she’d taken her to Babies Castle.


It upset Sadie that she couldn’t remember what her mother or the rest of her family looked like. Over the years their faces had faded from her memory till they’d eventually disappeared altogether.


What had become of them all? she wondered. Where were they now? She could vaguely recall certain events and her father’s coughing. But no faces – where the faces should have been was now blank.


Very carefully she rewrapped the ribbons in the tissue paper Miss Tupper had once given her, and placed them at the back of the shelf situated at the top of her locker.


They were all ready and waiting when Miss Mulgrew returned, which pleased the housemother. They’d got off to a good start.


‘Right girls, follow me in a line of twos,’ she said.


When the line was formed, with Sadie and Janet side by side, they set off.


Mr Lewis beamed at the new arrivals over the rim of his gold-framed spectacles. He was a short, fat man who positively exuded charm and bonhomie. His nickname among the staff, which he knew nothing about, was ‘the cherub’.


‘Welcome girls, welcome!’ he declared in a lightish voice.


‘Say good day, Mr Lewis,’ Miss Mulgrew instructed.


‘Good day, Mr Lewis,’ the girls parrotted together.


‘And a good day to you too.’


They were in a small, square shaped hall which boasted a magnificent stone fireplace. Above the fireplace hung a painting of Dr Barnardo that had been executed shortly before the doctor’s death in 1905.


‘I hope, sincerely hope, you enjoy your stay with us here,’ Mr Lewis went on. ‘A stay destined to be a short one.’


Sadie glanced at Janet. What was this?


Mr Lewis clasped his hands behind his back, raised himself up on to his toes, then dropped down again. ‘A short one,’ he repeated, and paused once more.


‘And do you know why?’


The question was purely rhetorical, he didn’t expect an answer. ‘Because you girls are extremely lucky, indeed fortunate, in having been selected for a wonderful opportunity.’


‘You girl,’ he said, pointing at Sandra Ralston, ‘selected for what?’


‘A wonderful opportunity, sir.’


‘Correct. Quite correct, young lady. A wonderful opportunity.’


He went up and down on his toes again. ‘And that opportunity is you are being sent abroad to begin a brand new life.’


‘Abroad!’ someone gasped.


‘Abroad,’ he repeated.


Sadie was stunned, as were most of the others present. They’d had no inkling whatever that this was in the wind.


‘The Dominions need new blood, fresh blood, to help them expand already blossoming populations. And we at Dr Barnardo’s have been assisting in supplying that new, fresh and, above all, British blood.’


Mr Lewis went on, his voice crackling with enthusiasm. ‘You will be going to young countries abounding with potential, countries that can offer you far, far more than the mother country.


‘Why!’ he cried out, ‘From now on, the world is literally your oyster. Isn’t that so, Miss Mulgrew?’


‘Quite so, Mr Lewis,’ she confirmed.


He beamed at her, then brought his gaze back to the girls standing before them. ‘How lucky you all are. I envy you, you know what? I envy you!’


Young countries abounding with potential, those words revolved round in Sadie’s mind. What did that mean? She couldn’t conceive of leaving Scotland, the thought had never crossed her mind. And now she’d been told she was going abroad to the Dominions.


‘It’s not only Barnardo’s that is sending children, so too are many other institutions and charities throughout the length and breadth of Great Britain. Large parties are being sent to Canada, Rhodesia, Australia and New Zealand, these last two countries are at completely opposite ends of the globe, the furthest flung representatives of our commonwealth and empire. Isn’t that exciting?’


Sadie didn’t find it exciting at all – not only abroad, but to the completely opposite end of the globe! It seemed very frightening to her.


‘And best of all, girls, the choice of where you go is entirely in your hands. You choose the country, the rest is up to us.’


He paused to glance from face to face. He couldn’t remember how many times he’d made this speech, but every time he did he enjoyed it even more than before.


A hand crept up.


‘Yes, that girl?’ he said, pointing.


‘Please, sir, what do we do when we get there?’


‘Ah! I was just coming to that. You go and live with families where you will be treated as one of their own. In exchange for a little work, of course, for which you’ll be paid. Oh yes! You will be earning wages from the day you start.


‘What sort of families I hear you wonder? Families who are mainly to do with the land. Farmers and the like. You will be joining farming families through whom you will lead a thoroughly pleasant and healthy life in rural surroundings.’


Another hand went up. ‘Yes?’ he queried.


‘Please, sir, when do we go?’


‘That depends entirely upon which country you choose. But whichever, soon lassie, soon. A matter of several months at the most.’


He laughed at their expressions which delighted him.


‘Now what I want you all to do is sleep on this, and then inform Miss Mulgrew first thing in the morning as to your choice of country. Miss Mulgrew will then pass that information on to me and I will set the necessary wheels in motion. Any further questions?’


‘Please, sir,’ piped up Margaret Swanson, raising a hand.


‘Yes?’


‘What if you don’t want to go?’


That was the question Sadie had wanted to ask, now Margaret had done it for her.


‘Of course you do! You’d be foolish not to. And you’re not that, are you? You certainly don’t look it.’


Margaret grinned sheepishly.


‘Wonderful opportunities aren’t to be missed, but grasped with alacrity.’


He pointed at Janet. ‘What’s alacrity, girl?’


‘Quickly, sir.’


‘Excellent. Quite correct. Quickly!’


‘But what if I still don’t want to go, sir?’ Margaret persisted.


He smiled at her. ‘I’m afraid you’ve no option, girl. We have decided you’re going and so you will. But’ – he paused dramatically – ‘to a far better life, I promise you!’


Margaret appeared uncertain, but didn’t speak further.


‘Canada, Rhodesia, Australia and New Zealand,’ Lewis repeated, eyes gleaming behind his gold-framed spectacles. ‘A wonderful opportunity!’


Sadie was in bed and the lights had just been switched off. Throughout the dorm girls began whispering among themselves.


‘Sadie?’


She turned to face Janet. ‘What?’


‘Have you decided yet?’


‘Yes. I’m choosing Canada.’


‘Why there?’


‘Because it’s closest. And therefore easiest to get back from.’


‘I was considering Rhodesia. It’s such a lovely name.’


‘Fine if you like snakes.’ Sadie had read that somewhere.


‘Snakes!’ Janet exclaimed in sudden alarm. ‘Are there snakes there?’


‘Millions of them. Rhodesia is in Africa and Africa is full of snakes. There are snakes in Canada, too, mind, but nowhere near as many.’


Snakes, Janet thought, and shuddered. She loathed creepy crawlies of any kind.


‘Sadie, where are you going to go?’ Fiona Salmon asked, who was sleeping on the other side of Sadie.


‘Canada.’


‘Me too. I can’t wait to get there.’


‘I’m choosing Australia,’ Carrie Hedderwick quietly called out in the darkness.


‘Same here,’ said Pat Black. ‘It’ll be an awful long boat journey though.’


‘Six weeks. I asked Miss Mulgrew about that earlier,’ Marion Kirkbride stated.


‘Six weeks!’ Pat exclaimed in awe.


‘Longer if you hit really bad weather,’ Marion added.


‘And longer if you’re going to New Zealand,’ said Sandra Ralston.


‘Is that your choice?’ Sadie queried.


‘I don’t know. I’m still undecided.’


‘Well, you’ll have to make up your mind by morning,’ Pat warned her.


Sandra sighed. ‘I think I’ll choose New Zealand. Or maybe Rhodesia.’


‘They’ve got millions of snakes in Rhodesia,’ Janet informed her.


She was dead beat, Sadie thought, yet understandably wide awake. What a day it had been, first of all leaving Babies Castle, then arriving at this new Home to be more or less greeted with the bombshell that they would shortly be going abroad.


And after the meeting with Mr Lewis there had been school lessons followed by preparing food for the next day. Then there had been prayers and a bible reading. After which it had been time for bed. Like Babies Castle the routine didn’t allow for a lot of free time in which to be idle.


‘We’ll be on the move again so soon it was hardly worthwhile unpacking,’ Barbara McGurk complained.


‘Where do you fancy?’ Agnes asked her.


‘I don’t much care. Any of them will suit me.’


‘Do they have wolves in Canada?’ Janet asked Sadie.


‘I believe so.’


‘I don’t much like the idea of those either.’


‘They aren’t as slimy as snakes,’ Sadie replied.


‘That’s true,’ Janet said.


‘Snakes are horrible.’


Janet nodded. She couldn’t have agreed more.


‘Wolves don’t scare me half as much.’


Janet wasn’t sure she agreed with that.


The whispering continued for quite some while until eventually, one by one, the girls fell asleep.


That night Sadie dreamt of her family, only where their heads should have been were those of snakes and wolves.


In the morning, directly after breakfast, they told Miss Mulgrew what they had decided and she jotted it down in a notebook.
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