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Foreword


I thoroughly enjoyed this book set in Liverpool in the Victorian era, which has been rather neglected by modern novelists but was a very formative time in the city’s growth, status and wealth. Bseside the magnificent townhouses, mansions, parks and civic buildings, it depicts vividly the terrible, soul-destroying conditions in the slums of the city and those unfortunate enough to find themselves with no other recourse than the dreaded Brownlow Hill Workhouse.


Judy Summers has meticulously researched the period and has included a wealth of detail. Her characters are well drawn and very believable. It is the story of a feisty young girl and her equally feisty family who battle against poverty, tragedy, injustice, discrimination and at times pure malign fate but who, like many Liverpudlians then and now, refuse to give up their hopes and dreams.


I can’t wait to find out more about the Shaw family in Judy’s next novel.


Lyn Andrews






Chapter One


Liverpool, October 1848


Meg heard the smack of her father’s knuckles connecting with her face before she felt it.


The pain arrived a moment later, as it always did, exploding into stars, dizzying; she staggered back with a hand to her stinging cheek, reeling from the combination of the blow, the shock and the fumes of cheap gin.


‘Pa! Stop that!’ That was Delilah, from the other side of the room.


‘Got a right to respect in my own house, haven’t I?’ he slurred, swaying. ‘She should have my tea ready if she knows what’s good for her.’ He aimed another backhanded swipe, but this time Meg was prepared and stepped out of the way. This seemed to enrage him more, and Delilah rose from her chair, but Sam was quicker – he darted in and kicked Pa’s crutches out from under him, making him overbalance, and then shoved him down on the sofa. There Pa flailed about, bellowing and cursing, before he subsided into angry muttering and, eventually, snores.


Delilah reached Meg’s side. ‘Your mouth is bleeding. Here, let me—’


‘I’m fine.’ Meg avoided her sister’s hand as deftly as she had her father’s, and scrubbed her face on her sleeve before kneeling to comfort Rosie and Annie, who had both burst into tears when they’d seen him hit her. At least it wasn’t them this time. She buried her face in their soft necks as they put their little arms around her, making soothing noises that were as much for herself as for them. Annie planted a wet kiss on her cheek.


Once they were quiet, and Meg was sure that she wasn’t going to cry in front of everyone, she sniffed, stood up and moved with what she hoped was briskness to the tiny fire in the grate. ‘He won’t want anything to eat now,’ she said, keeping her voice steady, ‘but we’d better save him some in case he wakes up later.’


‘What is there?’ Sam and Jem – Liverpool’s champion eaters, Delilah jokingly used to call them, back in their old life – were both looking at her like hopeful puppies.


‘We’ve no meat, and I couldn’t get potatoes today,’ said Meg, poking the pot with their remaining spoon. ‘But I’ve made a broth with those vegetables they were throwing out at the market yesterday, and it’ll do to soften the bread.’


Jem was staring at her blankly, and she realised she’d spoken while turned away from him in the dim light. She looked directly into his face and repeated the words ‘broth’ and ‘bread’ while making the signs he used for them. He brightened.


There wasn’t going to be much between seven – eight, if they saved some for Pa – but it would have to do. Delilah, the almost-adult, and William, who earned a wage, naturally got theirs first; after they had theirs Meg slopped some more broth out for Sam and Jem, smaller portions for Rosie and Annie, and the dregs for herself, leaving the barest scraping and the last crust of the bread for Pa, who probably wouldn’t come round until the morning anyway.


Meg found a corner of the mattress alongside her sisters, dipping Annie’s bread and feeding her piece by piece to make sure she didn’t spill or waste any of the precious hot liquid. Pa was taking up the whole sofa, snorting and sweating despite the cold, so Delilah and William used the two mismatched chairs by the table and the smaller boys sat on the floor with their backs to the door, their dirty, bare feet sticking out in front of them.


Hers was almost cold by the time she got to it, but it didn’t matter. As she ate – shame we couldn’t get an onion or a leek to go in it, that would have improved the taste – Meg briefly allowed her mind to wander back to the time when they’d lived in a whole house rather than one stinking, crowded room. But thinking of the past was no good; it only reminded her of those who were lost. Ma, baby Jemima, Jonny . . . all gone now, just like their home.


She checked herself. Dragging up these memories was no use, and besides, Delilah didn’t like them to talk about what had happened. Meg pushed the thoughts away as best she could, seeking to concentrate on something else, on those who were still here.


She watched William. He was fading away, so much thinner and paler than he’d been a year ago, but after Pa’s accident he’d had no choice but to leave his beloved school and get a job labouring at the docks. If only she could look after him properly, feed him more nourishing meals, have him look at her and appreciate how much she loved him. He was exactly a year older than her, their birthdays the same day, and by rights he should have been her special friend in the family, but he always looked to Delilah for everything.


Delilah. Seventeen, and she’d be eighteen before the winter was out; only four and a half years older than Meg, but it might be a hundred for all they had in common. Delilah, who had been left in charge of the family when Ma died, who had taken on her work and her worries and the thankless task of trying to keep Pa from killing himself with drink. Meg knew she should be grateful, that she should adore Delilah like all the others did, but somehow there was a cloud in the way.


The candle had almost burned down to the halfway mark scratched on its surface. Like everything else, it had to be strictly rationed – one every two days – and as with the food, they had all learned the hard lesson that using too much today would mean less or nothing for tomorrow. She and Delilah wrapped shawls and jackets around the smaller children and hustled them all outside to visit the two privies shared by the whole court, before the shadowy men and the raucous drunks appeared, as they would later. Meg shivered while she awaited her turn. After the almost comforting fug of broth, fire and warm musty damp inside the room, the cold outside was like a knife, even though it was only October, and it made her bruised face sting all the more. Still, at least it kept down the reek from the privies. They’d only lived here a month; Meg couldn’t bring herself to think about what it might smell like if they were still here next summer.


Once they were safely back inside their room with the door shut, and a chair pressed against it in case of unwanted nocturnal visitors, Meg busied herself tucking Rosie and Annie up on the mattress. Sam and Jem were at the other end, and Rosie giggled as Jem’s cold feet met hers and tickled them. The boys, tired out by the endless miles they covered scampering round the city during the day, were soon asleep. The little girls took longer to drop off, and Meg stayed with them, stroking their hair and singing softly, until their eyes closed and their breathing deepened.


The candle had been blown out by now; the only light in the room came from the dying embers of the fire. Pa hadn’t woken up, but he could have his bread and cold broth for breakfast, if he wanted to, and washing the bowls out could wait until the morning when Meg would be able to see better to draw water from the pump outside.


Yawning, Meg gently prodded Rosie until she rolled over, and then squeezed on to the edge of the mattress, cuddling up to her sisters for warmth. Delilah and William were still at the table, pushing round the day’s collected earnings, a pile of silver and coppers that Meg knew wasn’t big enough.


Pa had gone quiet at last, which meant he was either sound asleep or dead, and Meg didn’t much care which. She drowsed, listening to the soft breathing next to her and the low voices from the other side of the darkened room. She wasn’t sure whether she was awake or asleep and dreaming when she caught one word that stood out from the rest: workhouse.


* * *


It was warm under the blankets with all the little sleeping bodies, but when dawn broke Meg knew she had to get up. She could smell that Delilah had lit the fire, and she came in with water from the pump just as Meg got to her feet.


‘Breakfast will have to be a drink of tea on its own,’ said Delilah. She set the kettle to hang over the licking flames. ‘But I can give you some money to buy food while I’m out. I’ll have to go soon. We’ve a big load of sheets coming into the laundry today – can you manage?’


Was it still early? Meg automatically looked at the mantel over the fire, but the clock that had regulated their days for the whole of her life, one of the few things they’d brought with them, was gone now; it was in the front window of the pawnbroker’s on Scotland Road and the mantel was bare.


Before the kettle was even boiling William was ready to go – he had a long walk down to the docks these days, and to be late was to miss the opportunity of being picked for the day’s unloading work. Meg hastily reached for yesterday’s tea leaves, carefully dried so they could be used again. She spooned some into a cup and poured water over them. ‘Here. Something warm before you go out, at least.’ William drained the cup, and as he handed it back she pressed the last crust of bread into his hand. ‘You’ll need something.’ She cut short his protestations, looking scornfully at the sleeping figure on the sofa. ‘Never mind Pa. If he asks after it I’ll tell him a rat took it.’


William managed a tired smile and a brief press of her hand, and then he was gone.


Delilah was putting on her shawl, and she called Meg over to the table. ‘I’ve put aside the rent money already, so this is all for food. It’s Sunday tomorrow, so see what you can get for two days. When Sam gets up, that mending’, she pointed at some neatly folded linen in a basket, ‘is to go to Mrs Walker in Hunter Street on his way. All right?’


Meg nodded. Delilah stepped forward as though to kiss her, but she evaded the embrace. ‘I’ll see what I can get. Don’t worry about us.’


She watched her sister leave and then took the now boiling kettle off the fire again and shook Sam and Jem awake. A few quick slurps and they were out the door, carrying the basket between them.


Meg turned to the table. The coins stacked on it added up to three shillings and sixpence, and her mind began to work. For two days they would need at least four four-pound loaves, at eightpence each, which was two and eight, leaving – she frowned, having much preferred reading to arithmetic during the Sunday school sessions they used to have – tenpence. That wasn’t bad; allowing for enough potatoes for Sunday dinner, she might be able to get a bit of salt beef to add to make a stew. She picked up the coins and went to wake Rosie and Annie.


Rough hands suddenly seized her, and she let out a shriek. Dear Lord, she had forgotten about Pa, and had made the catastrophic error of stepping within his reach with money in her hand. He must have woken up while she was counting and waited for her to move away from the table.


She tried to clench her fist tightly round the coins as she struggled against him, but it was no use. The accident that had crippled his legs had left his arms uninjured; the action of dragging himself round on crutches had made them even stronger. He wrapped one round her like a vice, holding her fast, while with his other hand he forced hers open.


‘Please, Pa, it’s for food. For all of us!’


But she knew he didn’t care. His face, close to hers, was sweating, and his eyes were wild and yellow. There was only one thing on his mind. Slowly her fingers were prised apart, and then he had the money.


She wasn’t about to give up that easily. She might not be able to move her arms, but he wasn’t holding her head; she bobbed it down and bit into his forearm, sinking her teeth in hard. He swore and loosened his hold, allowing her to lash out and send some of the coins flying across the room. ‘Quickly!’ she shouted to Rosie, who was out of bed and cowering at the sight before her. ‘Pick them all up and run outside.’


Rosie scuttled across, keeping well out of Pa’s way as he fell back exclaiming at the bite mark. Meg, released from his grip, stayed where she was, glaring at him. She rubbed the bruises on her arm where his fingers had dug in. ‘Give that back.’


He made a derisive noise as he looked blearily at the coins in his palm. ‘This’ll do for now.’ He looked up at her. ‘Anyone asks, you lost the money, you hear? You dropped it somewhere. If you know what’s good for you.’


She was about to retort that she didn’t care when his next words, in a more vicious tone, turned her blood to ice. ‘Or if you know what’s good for Rosie, anyway.’


Meg stopped dead. He wouldn’t, would he? He wouldn’t threaten to harm an innocent little girl, his own daughter? Of course, he hit Meg, but she was older than Rosie. But then she looked into his eyes and saw the despair and the craving. He would let nothing get between him and his drink. She scooped Annie up and ran outside.


Rosie was already there, with what remained of their coins clasped in her fist. Meg hurried them both away from the door, but stopping in the middle of the court was no good – the place was full of curious faces and the last thing she needed to do was to stand out in the open and count money.


She mustered as much dignity as she could in front of the audience. ‘Ah, there you are, Rosie. Come on, we’re going to the market.’ With Annie balanced on one hip, she held out her other hand to Rosie, who took it. ‘Keep tight hold of that money till we find somewhere quiet,’ she murmured under her breath.


Once out of the court she had to stop to orient herself, still not used to the maze of narrow alleys and dead ends that pressed together behind the semi-respectable façade of Gerard Street. Eventually she found the one that would lead them to the main road, and they picked their way through it, avoiding the slimy rubbish-strewn cobbles and a few barefoot toddlers covered in sores. There was one particular court entrance they hurried past, the one that contained what Delilah primly called ‘a house of ill repute’, and what the local men called something far coarser. No respectable woman or girl walked anywhere near it at night, for fear of being mistaken for one of those who worked there – or for fear of being attacked by a drunk who couldn’t tell the difference – but there was little danger this early in the morning. All was quiet, and indeed the madam herself was standing outside her door catching the air, her red hair bright against the dingy walls. Still, Meg hustled her sisters past the archway quickly.


Once they were on the public street, Meg stepped into the shadow of a shop doorway. ‘Right,’ she said, grimly, ‘let’s see what he’s left us.’


She counted each coin into the pocket of her apron as Rosie handed them over one by one. One shilling and tenpence. Not as bad as it could have been, but only just over half what she had started with. Not enough to buy even three loaves, never mind four.


Rosie was crying. That pushed the food shopping out of Meg’s mind for a moment. She stooped to give her little sister a fierce hug. ‘It’s all right, darling. He can’t hurt you out here.’


‘But I don’t like it!’ wailed Rosie, with Annie now starting to sniffle too. ‘I don’t like it, I’m scared of Pa, and I’m hungry. I want to go back to how it was before!’


So do I, thought Meg, and for a moment all she wanted to do was collapse in a heap and join them both in their hopeless weeping. But that would never do; she had to be stronger than that. She bit her lip in an effort to stop it trembling. ‘It’ll get better, don’t you worry, darling. We’ll make it better, William and me. And Delilah.’


Rosie raised a woeful face. ‘Promise?’


Meg knew she was telling a lie, but what else could she do? ‘Promise. Now, wipe your faces, both of you, and we’ll go to the market to see what we can get. And when we get home, Pa won’t be there.’ Because he’ll be at the gin shop all day, she added to herself. And then he’ll come home drunk again and it will all start over. But she would find a way past all this, find a way to look after her little sisters. She didn’t know how yet, but she would.


As they left the shop doorway and headed in the direction of the market, the sun came out. It was a weak, autumnal sun, without much warmth, but still better than the unceasing grey and the chill wind of the last few weeks. Meg took the hands of both her sisters and lifted her face to the sky as she walked on.


* * *


Two loaves of bread, an onion, a very small pile of potatoes and a tiny offcut of bacon were all that lay on the table once they got home. Meg was hungry and tired, but none of it could be touched until that evening. The whole situation had been made worse by having to walk past the pie shop – just starting to bake the wares that would fly off the shelves when the hardworking dockers, labourers and market traders finished their working week on Saturday night – and now her stomach was growling out loud, while Rosie and Annie made eyes at the food.


The only thing to do was to try to take their minds off the hunger. Some girls were playing outside, so Meg sent the others out to join them, giving Rosie strict instructions not to leave the court and not to let Annie out of her sight. Fortunately their room was on the ground floor – the first one you reached as you came in the building – so she could see them through the window and run out if she needed to. She busied herself sweeping the floor and trying to take a scrubbing brush to the patch of black mould on the wall under the cracked glass and the rotting sill.


She was there, on her hands and knees next to the table, when she heard loud male voices outside. That was unusual during the day. She raised herself to peer out; two men were supporting a third between them, and her heart sank as she recognised her father.


One of the men was addressing the group of little girls. ‘Which of you knows John Shaw? We were told he lived here.’


Rosie pointed wordlessly at their door, and the men dragged Pa inside. It was only once they were in the room that they noticed Meg, who was keeping the table and chairs between her and them, just in case, but to her relief they slung Pa down on the sofa, dropped his crutches next to him, and turned to go. ‘Early home for him, I expect,’ one of them said, gesturing to the prone form, ‘but he ran out of money and they didn’t want him cluttering the place up no more. Lucky for him the gaffer said to bring him home and not kick him out into the street.’


‘Aye,’ said the other, looking on the drunk man with contempt. ‘But only so he’ll be back for more another day. They don’t want to lose such a good customer, do they?’ He laughed.


The first man must have seen Meg’s wide eyes, or noticed her trembling legs, and he spoke more kindly. ‘Not to worry, lass – he’ll be asleep a good long time, till your mother gets home, at least. Just leave him where he is.’


They left, and Meg heaved a sigh of relief. But the man’s words, however kindly he had meant them, had stung: if she could have one wish, it would be that her mother really would come home. But Ma was cold in her grave, dead four months ago after giving birth to a baby they couldn’t hope to look after. They’d given little Jemima away, and now they lived without Ma – without her love, her protection or the money she’d earned.


As the autumn dusk drew in Meg called the girls inside and lit the fire again, looking with dismay at the almost-empty coal bucket. But there was no other way to heat water, and the least she could do was to have something hot ready for when the working members of the family came home. She hoped it would be soon, for Pa was beginning to stir much earlier than she’d hoped. How much alcohol would he have got for a stolen shilling and eightpence? How drunk could you get when you robbed the food out of the mouths of your own children?


Sam and Jem were first back, and she made them sit on the floor by the fire to warm up, telling Sam to stay out of Pa’s reach and keep any earnings in his pockets until the others got home. He gave Jem a look – they never seemed to need words to communicate with each other – and they sat down, Jem soon delighting in playing a silent game with little Annie that involved a lot of finger waving and her giggling. Meg smiled to see them.


William and Delilah came through the door together, having met each other on the way. They both looked exhausted, but Delilah carried more mending to work on into the evening. Meg was glad to see them, for Pa was now fully awake and attempting to sit up. She bustled round, hoping to get a cup of hot tea into them before Delilah noticed the pitiful victuals on the table.


Her hopes were to be disappointed. Delilah was halfway through a sentence when her eyes fell on the food, and she stopped mid-word.


Meg braced herself.


‘Is that all you got? For three and six? That can’t be more than two shillings’ worth, surely.’


In fact it had been two shillings’ worth of food – Meg had only got it for one and ten because she’d spent an hour helping the potato seller unload heavy sacks from a cart, even though she could hardly reach up to the tailgate. But what would be the point of attempting to say any of that?


She was desperate to let out the whole story, to tell them about what Pa had done, to see them look on her with sympathy instead of condemnation, but in the room’s rapidly dimming light she could see Pa behind Delilah, tapping the side of his nose and casting a significant look at Rosie.


There was nothing to be done. ‘I lost some of the money.’


‘What?’


‘I lost it. It was all in separate coins, and while I was in the market some of it must have fallen out of my pocket. I’m sorry.’


Delilah looked ready to burst with anger – either that or to cry, Meg wasn’t sure which. ‘You lost it?’ she repeated incredulously. ‘William and I work every hour God sends to try and earn enough to keep us all, and I give you the money and you lose it?’


Meg felt a shadow at her side. It was Sam, ready to stand by her. Had Rosie let something slip to him about the events of the morning, while they were sitting by the fire? She looked at him and gave the smallest shake of her head, trying to get the situation across to him without words, and he seemed to understand, slipping away again with a grim face.


William was looking at her in sad disappointment, and that was worse than all Delilah’s fury. She waited for the storm of angry words to break, but they didn’t come. Delilah sat down, seemingly defeated. ‘It doesn’t matter,’ she said, dully. ‘We’ll just have to make do with what we’ve got.’


And that was even worse.


* * *


It was a hungry Sunday. They’d only had half as much bread as usual for their meal the night before, dipped in tea, and they all awoke ravenous. The potatoes and the onion went in the pot, but when dinnertime came there wasn’t nearly enough to go round – the meal was gone in minutes, every bowl scraped and licked clean, every eye looking about to see if anyone else had left any. The piece of bacon was so small there had been no point in chopping it up; it had gone in whole and Meg had put it in William’s portion, glaring and defying any of the others to argue.


Meg was just clearing the bowls, and Delilah was beginning to tell the youngsters to go out and play, when there was a loud knocking at the door.


‘The rent man?’ William looked even paler than usual as he spoke.


But Meg could see that Delilah was relieved, rather than afraid. ‘Good. I’ve got it put by and I’d rather pay it over before Pa comes home so he can’t get his hands on it. I hid it but I know he’s been trying to find out where.’ She went to one corner of the room and slid out a brick; she removed a pile of coins and then replaced it. ‘All right, open the door.’


The man on the threshold was belligerent, as well he might be given how many of the court’s residents were inexplicably not to be found whenever he called. ‘Rent.’


Delilah stepped forward and poured the coins into his outstretched palm. ‘Eight shillings.’


He counted it laboriously and then grunted his acceptance.


‘Write it down.’ That was William.


‘Eh?’


‘I said, write it down. In your book. To say that we’ve paid you in full for this week.’


The man looked displeased, but Jem had already sidled up to him and removed the book that was sticking out of his coat pocket. He skipped back as the man looked to wallop him.


With great ceremony and a baleful glare, the man took out a pencil, licked it and wrote laboriously. ‘There.’


‘Thank you.’


Meg now expected that the man would leave, but he did not. He folded his arms and rocked on his heels. ‘Rent’s going up.’


‘What?’ Delilah sounded aghast.


He grinned a nasty grin. ‘So many people wanting housing these days, it’s getting expensive.’


‘But it’s only a couple of weeks since you put it up last time!’


The man shrugged. ‘Ten shillings, next Sunday.’ The grin vanished abruptly. ‘Or you can get out, and I could have an Irish family in here before you could say Paddy O’Hara.’ He stabbed one pudgy finger at Delilah and growled. ‘Ten shillings.’ And then he was gone.


They didn’t light the fire that evening. There was hardly any coal left at all, and there was nothing to cook over it anyway. There was nothing in the morning, either, except cold tea, for the one remaining loaf of bread had to be kept for the evening. Meg rarely went to the market on Mondays, as Sundays, being a ‘day of rest’, meant that nobody earned any money.


By Monday evening she felt light-headed. Everyone was hungry and irritable. The little ones were whining, Delilah looked exhausted and William was almost dead on his feet. There had not been a full day’s work at the docks, and he’d only brought home half his usual pay. Jem was dozing. Sam was the only one still with a spark of energy, but when he looked at his evening meal of one sliver of bread and suggested in all seriousness that he should go out and steal some food or money, Delilah boxed his ears so hard that she sent him flying. She lost her temper, screaming at him that they might be poor, but they were honest and God-fearing and she intended it to stay that way.


Sam nursed his sore ear and looked pointedly at the meagre pile of coins on the table, but Meg pulled him away before he could come up with a retort that would just make things worse. He still looked mutinous, and she poked him in the chest. ‘And what will happen to the rest of us when you’re caught and transported? What will happen to Jem?’ That cooled his anger, and although he muttered for a while he said nothing else out loud.


It wasn’t long before Meg and all the younger ones were in bed, for what else was there to do? If they were asleep, they might at least forget how hungry they were.


Meg lay awake long after the others, listening to snatches of William and Delilah’s conversation. Pa hadn’t come home at all yet, which was a relief, so they could openly move the coins around the table. ‘But with the rent going up . . . need to put more aside . . . coals . . . but we must buy food tomorrow . . .’ and finally, Delilah’s voice through a sob. ‘There just isn’t enough!’


William murmured something that Meg didn’t catch, but she did hear Delilah’s answering statement. ‘I know we dismissed the idea before, but we can’t avoid it now. Someone is going to have to go to the workhouse.’


This time Meg couldn’t tell herself that the word was only part of a dream.






Chapter Two


The workhouse. Meg tossed and turned, dreaming of the huge, forbidding building she had walked past once or twice.


The idea of it, she knew, was to give help to the very poor so they didn’t starve; but in reality they tried to deter people from using it by making life inside so horrible that many chose to take their chances on the street. Meg was aware that families sometimes sent their children to the workhouse temporarily, during lean times, and then fetched them when they could; but although some children came back, others never emerged.


In the morning, she tried not to give any hint that she had overheard what Delilah said. But all that day, as she went to the market with the miserable allowance of coins, as she pulled and cajoled her hungry, exhausted little sisters through the streets, she had a stone in the pit of her stomach. For there seemed no question to her as to who the ‘someone’ to go would be. The obvious person would be Pa, who did nothing and drank what little money they had, but he would refuse, and as he was the head of the family they couldn’t make him. Besides, as Meg reluctantly admitted to herself, having a grown man about the place – even a drunk and crippled one – did keep some trouble away from their door.


Neither Delilah nor William could go, of course, for they were the two wage earners. And by the same token, that counted out Sam and Jem; they might be only ten and nine, but they already earned a few coppers. Indeed, Meg had seen them only that morning when she’d passed the entrance to the railway station on Lime Street. Sam ran errands and also worked as a crossing sweeper on the wide expanse of busy road between there and the grand Adelphi Hotel, making sure that the fine ladies and gentlemen didn’t have to step in the dirt and dung, for which they often tipped him. Jem, of course, wasn’t allowed to do the same because he couldn’t hear the oncoming traffic, but he stayed in the area so Sam could keep an eye on him and helped out an elderly street bootblack, which earned him a few farthings. And, of course, they were boys. Boys grew into men, men earned wages, and therefore they were of more value.


So that left her, Rosie and Annie, all of whom lived in the same room with the others and ate the same food, but who brought in no money. And if anyone thought Meg was going to let them send a tot of two and a half to the workhouse, or that she would agree to Rosie having her sixth birthday there on her own, they had another think coming. No. It was Meg who was of no worth, Meg who would have to stand there while Delilah pointed this out to the rest of the family that evening.


Once she got home she pushed the girls out into the court to play – they would be warmer running around out there than they would be sitting inside the damp, fireless room – and allowed herself a very few tears. But she soon told herself firmly that that wasn’t going to help, and she forced her lungs to inhale a deep breath while she composed herself. If she were to be gone tomorrow, there was plenty that needed doing first, so she set to work.


By the time everyone else – except Pa – had got home, the blankets from the mattress had been beaten outside to air them and to dislodge the bugs; several buckets of water from the outside pump had been lugged in and used to scrub the floor and the table; the fire was lit and a pot bubbled over it. The vegetable seller at the market, who had daughters of his own, had earlier looked at her wan and bruised face and the pinched features of the little ones, and had let them have some vegetables that were going over for a knockdown price; they were now flavouring the boiling potatoes, and Meg’s mouth watered. Mind you, anything would have smelled delicious at this point; it was Tuesday evening, and she had eaten nothing but a couple of slices of bread since Sunday. They would all have one last hot meal together, at least.


Dinner was slightly delayed by Sam coming home with yet another black eye and a loose tooth. ‘Someone laughed at our Jem,’ was his only explanation.


‘And was he bigger than you?’ asked Meg, as she bathed the eye with water, the only thing she had. He shrugged, so she turned to Jem and repeated the question. He nodded and put his hand up in the air to indicate a height taller than any of them, and then balled his fists and mimed a fight, dancing around. He patted Sam on the back.


Sam put his finger in his mouth to wobble the loose tooth, and then pulled it out. ‘Only a baby one.’


‘Well, try not to do it too often.’ Meg took the tooth and threw it in the fire. Who was going to mother the little ones while she was away? Delilah certainly didn’t have time to do it.


Before long they were all eating, the only sound in the room that of seven hungry mouths working and seven hungry bellies being filled, and Meg looked round with what she knew would be her last contentment for some while.


After every bowl was licked clean, Delilah cleared her throat. ‘Don’t go just yet, everyone.’


Meg knew what she was going to say, and she was ready. She waited for the right moment. One thing she had resolved on that afternoon was that she would not endure the humiliation of being singled out by Delilah as the most disposable member of the family; she would jump before she was pushed.


And so, as soon as Delilah had pronounced the dread word ‘workhouse’, Meg stood up. ‘I’ll go.’


‘What?’ Delilah was taken aback.


‘I said, I’ll go,’ repeated Meg, trying to keep her voice level. She ran through the reasoning she had been rehearsing all day, struggling to control the heaving of her chest as she spoke of wages, of earnings, of potential. Of the painful truth that, as far as the world was concerned, boys were worth more than girls.


‘And so,’ she concluded, ‘it has to be me.’


Before she could avoid it, Delilah had folded her in an embrace. ‘Oh, Meggy, you’re so brave – we don’t deserve you!’ When she stepped back she had tears in her eyes. ‘But . . . I’m afraid it’s worse than that. William and I have been over the figures several times, and there’s no help for it – two of us need to go.’


There was just half a moment of silence before Sam got to his feet. ‘Me. I’ll go.’


Both Meg and Delilah shook their heads. ‘You can’t,’ Meg got in first. ‘Like I said, after them you earn the next most money. And besides’, she pointed at his swollen eye, ‘how on earth would Jem manage without you?’


Delilah agreed. Then she did something she had never done before: she asked Meg’s opinion as an equal. ‘What do you think to taking Rosie with you?’


Meg’s heart tore as she looked at her little sisters. But . . . ‘Well, at least I could look after her then, couldn’t I?’


Delilah nodded. ‘They keep boys and girls separate, so you wouldn’t see Sam or Jem anyway if one of them went, but you and Rosie would be able to stay together.’


‘And Annie is too small.’ Meg picked up her youngest sister, who was oblivious to what was going on except that everyone looked sad, and hugged her fiercely. ‘But you must promise to take care of her. If I’m not here and Rosie’s not here, what will she do all day?’


Delilah evidently hadn’t considered that. Perhaps I am some use, then, thought Meg.


‘I’ll find someone to mind her. One of the girls in the court. Otherwise I’ll take her to the laundry with me when I go to work. I’ll find a way to explain it.’


Meg wasn’t convinced, but what else could she do? The writing was on the wall. ‘All right, then. Rosie and I will go in the morning.’


‘I’ll take you there, of course, and see that you’re settled in before I go.’


‘Fine.’


There was a horrible pause, and Meg knew she couldn’t keep it all inside much longer. ‘Now, if you’ll excuse me . . .’ She made it out the door with dignity, then fled through the court to the privy, shutting herself in and sobbing so hard she thought she would choke.


She didn’t know how long it was before there was a knock on the door.


She jammed her foot against the rotting wood. ‘In use! Use the other one.’


There was no reply, and the knocking came again.


‘I said . . . Oh, never mind. Who is it?’


She heard a strange sound that might have been the word ‘Meg’ and might not, which gave away the knocker’s identity. She scrubbed her eyes and lifted the latch, feeling the rush of cold air after being shut in the fetid space so long. It was Jem, as she had thought, making one of his very rare attempts to speak. He did have the capability to make sounds, but his words were so ill-formed that people – not family, but others – mocked him for trying, so he didn’t bother most of the time.


He took her hand and led her over to the quiet corner near the pump. They sat down out of the chill breeze and he looked at her earnestly. ‘M-Meg,’ he enunciated.


‘Yes, Jem.’


‘Meg go.’ He made a hash of the next word but Meg interpreted it as ‘tomorrow’.


She wiped away more tears. ‘Yes.’


‘Miss you.’


‘I know you will, darling, and I’ll miss you too. But it can’t be helped.’ She tried to smile. ‘You’ll get more to eat.’


He made a ‘pshaw’ noise and then said something she couldn’t make out at all.


‘I’m sorry, Jem, I didn’t understand.’ And he was trying so hard, bless him.


‘What he means is, we’ll still look out for you.’


Meg looked up to see Sam standing in front of her. He observed her through one bright and one bloodshot, swollen eye. ‘I know you’ll be in there and we’ll be out here, but we’re your brothers, and we’ll always be here for you.’


Meg was so overcome that she couldn’t answer.


Sam offered her his hand. ‘Come on now, back inside before you get too cold.’


She allowed herself to be hauled up. Sam was nearly as tall as her, despite being two and a half years younger; Meg’s petite stature had always been something of a family joke. As her brothers led her inside, she wondered how tall they would be by the time she saw them again.


* * *


Meg woke early the next morning. Her heart beat much faster than usual as she roused her sisters, and her hands were shaking. She hugged Annie so much and so often that the little girl squirmed, but then she stopped and put one hand on Meg’s cheek. ‘Meggy sad.’


Meg felt the tears spring to her eyes, but she would not allow them to fall. ‘Yes, my love, I am, to be going away.’ She forced a note of cheerfulness into her voice. ‘But I’ll see you again soon, and in the meantime Delilah will look after you. And Jem.’


Jem came to take Annie off her so she could get up, poking and tickling the toddler until she laughed, while his own solemn face looked at Meg over his sister’s shoulder.


It didn’t take long to get ready; after all, there was nothing to pack. They all stood about awkwardly, nobody quite sure what to say.


William broke the silence by stepping forward to hug Rosie, and then Meg. She felt herself enveloped, and then released as he put his hands on her shoulders and bent to look in her eyes. ‘It’s only for a few months. Just while we get some more money in. I’ll work as hard as I can, every day, I promise you.’


Meg hardly had time to worry about him killing himself with overwork when the others all came crowding round, and she found herself in the middle of arms, hugs and kisses.


And then it was time. The boys departed for work; a neighbour who was going to look after Annie for the day came to collect her.


‘You take Rosie outside,’ Meg said to Delilah. ‘Just give me one more minute.’


Delilah nodded wordlessly and went out, leaving Meg to take a last look round the room. It wasn’t home, not exactly; home had been lost weeks ago. But it was where her family slept, ate and gathered together against the world outside, so it was the nearest thing to it.


Pa was awake. She didn’t know how long he’d been staring at her, with his bleary yellow eyes, for it was unusual for him to stir so early – he’d been fast asleep and snoring through everything that had just happened.


A huge anger suddenly surged inside Meg. She normally tried to keep out of his way, aware that he could easily knock her flying or even snap her neck if he got violent enough, but now she strode forward as he heaved himself into a sitting position on the sofa, and stabbed a furious finger in his face. ‘This is your doing.’


‘What?’ His unfocused eyes struggled to meet hers.


‘Yours. You had your accident, that couldn’t be helped, but you’ve done nothing since except run Ma into an early grave and drink away the money we need for food and shelter.’


He was still incoherent, but it seemed to be sinking in that his tiny daughter was speaking to him in this way, and it shocked him. ‘Now, look here—’


‘No, you look here. I’m going to the workhouse because of you – if Ma was here she’d die of the shame. But I’ll be back,’ she spat, ‘and let me tell you, if anything – anything – happens to my brothers and sisters while I’m away, you’ll live to regret it.’


She stared in disgust and fury at his disbelieving expression, and then she drew back her arm and slapped him, as hard as she could, across his sweating, bilious face. The smack echoed satisfyingly around the bare room as she spun on her heel and walked out with her head held high.


* * *


Meg’s defiance lasted for about two streets. As they made their way up the wide London Road – walking past shops they would never go into, and then turning when they reached the statue of some king or other on a horse – she felt herself crumbling. From there it was only another quarter of a mile to Brownlow Hill, but Meg wished they really were walking to London, so they would keep travelling for ever and never reach their destination. But there it was, looming above the terraced houses.


The workhouse.


By the time they reached the great building her knees were trembling and she thought her heart would rip itself out of her chest.


But she had to be strong, for Rosie’s sake if nothing else. She grasped her little sister’s hand ever more tightly. ‘Don’t worry. I’ll be here to look after you.’ And then to Delilah, ‘Where do we go in?’


A porter pointed them towards a door that led into a small entrance hall smelling strongly of vinegar. There was a corridor and another door straight ahead that said ‘Receiving Room’. There was a bell outside it, so they rang it and waited.


After what seemed like an eternity, during which Meg felt sure the others would be able to hear her knees knocking, a severe-looking woman opened the door, a thin cane and a bunch of keys hanging from her belt. She looked down her nose at them, saying nothing.


Delilah bobbed a brief curtsey. ‘Good morning, ma’am. I’ve come to ask if you will take in my two sisters for a while – just temporarily.’


‘Yes, that’s what they all say,’ replied the woman, in a sour tone. ‘In here.’ She stepped back to allow them to pass through the doorway.


Inside was an austere, whitewashed room containing a desk with an inkwell and various papers on it, and a hard chair behind it. Wooden drawers lined one wall, some of them open to reveal files and papers. The woman sat down, picked up a pen and dipped it in the ink. ‘Names?’


‘My name’s Delilah Shaw, ma’am, and—’


‘I’m not interested in your name, girl, unless you’re applying for entry too. I need theirs.’


Delilah, for once, looked flustered. ‘I beg your pardon, ma’am. This is Meg and Rosie Shaw.’


‘Hmm.’ The woman wrote laboriously. ‘And your reason for claiming indoor relief?’


‘My father worked at the docks, ma’am, a respectable hardworking man until he had an accident that crippled him and they laid him off. And my mother died the year after. My younger brother and I both work, but just at the moment we can’t feed everyone.’


‘Don’t tell me,’ said the woman, acidly, ‘a horde of other children at home?’


‘Other than us here, ma’am, just three brothers and another young sister.’


‘Children – of – a – crippled – widower,’ said the woman, scratching the words on the paper. ‘But why,’ she then asked, ‘if your father was such a respectable man, who worked hard and was injured through no fault of his own, have you been denied outdoor relief?’


Meg remembered Delilah going to the parish overseer but he had visited, taken one look at Pa passed out in a fog of gin fumes, and turned them down. If a man wasn’t deserving, his family suffered along with him.


As Meg watched Delilah open her mouth and then pause, trying to think how best to answer, the injustice got too much again. ‘Because our Pa’s a drunk,’ Meg blurted out. ‘A drunk who steals the money his children earn and doesn’t care if they starve.’


Meg saw the horrified expression on her sister’s face, but she didn’t care. The world was so unfair that it had to be said out loud sometimes.


The woman was astonished and displeased at being spoken to in such a manner. ‘If you’re going to stay here, my girl, you’ll learn to mind your tongue. In fact you can both wait outside while your sister goes through the paperwork, instead of standing there making my office look untidy.’


Meg found herself out in the corridor, Rosie clutching her hand as though she were drowning. She hadn’t made the best start, she knew, but the injustice of being turned down for relief because Pa was useless had really rankled, and being reminded of such unfairness at the very moment when she and poor, innocent Rosie were about to be dumped here because of it had been too much. She supposed she would have to take more care to mind her words in future, especially if this unsympathetic woman was in charge.


They stood without speaking for some minutes, during which time a few people walked past. Some of them looked at the girls with varying degrees of curiosity, but nobody smiled and nobody spoke. Rosie gripped Meg’s hand ever more tightly.


Eventually the door opened and Delilah came out.


‘Say your goodbyes, then,’ said the woman briskly from behind her.


Delilah crouched so she could hug Rosie. ‘Goodbye, darling. It won’t be for long, and Meg will be here to look after you.’


Rosie had tears running down her cheeks, and she grasped a handful of her sister’s skirt. ‘Don’t go, Lilah.’


Delilah kissed the top of her head and gently disentangled the little fist before turning to Meg. ‘I promise – I promise – that I’ll come and get you in the spring. Look after Rosie until then.’


Meg’s throat hurt so much she could barely get the words out. ‘I will. And you promise me to look after little Annie, you hear? She likes her hair brushed, and—’


‘How touching,’ interrupted the woman, without a shred of compassion in her voice. ‘But I don’t have all day.’


One more kiss, one more fierce embrace, and Delilah was gone. Meg took Rosie’s hand and straightened her shoulders.


The woman sniffed. ‘That’s better. Back inside now.’


Once they were standing in front of the desk again, she began. ‘Now, I’m Mrs Leech, the matron in charge of the girls here, and you will obey my every instruction at all times, is that clear?’


‘Yes, ma’am.’


‘None of your impudent outbursts like we just had, not if you know what’s good for you.’


‘No, ma’am.’


‘Good. Now, as to where to put you. How old is she?’


Meg squeezed Rosie’s hand harder. ‘She’ll be six next week, ma’am.’


The sound of the pen scratching on the paper. ‘And you? What are you, about ten?’


It was a mistake that people often made, due to her height. ‘No, ma’am, I’ve just turned thirteen.’


Mrs Leech stopped writing and looked up in surprise. ‘Thirteen? Oh dear, that will never do.’


Meg felt a jolt of shock. Was she about to be turned away? But she would never leave Rosie here on her own. Whatever they had to face, they would do it together. If she were turned away, they would both run out, they would run after Delilah, they would go home, back to the family, everyone would see that it had all been a terrible mistake . . .


She was almost in motion when Mrs Leech spoke again. ‘I mean, you can’t go in with the younger girls. We have five units for children here: one for infants of two years and under, of both sexes, and then four divided into boys and girls, under-tens and over-tens. Your sister will go with the younger ones; they have lighter work duties and some schooling. But you’re far too old for that – you’ll go with the older girls who are being trained for domestic service.’


Meg gripped Rosie’s hand so tightly that her sister winced. ‘But we need to stay together, ma’am.’


Mrs Leech put down the pen. ‘Are you’, she said, in a dangerously level tone, her eyes boring into Meg’s, ‘daring to contradict me?’


Meg could feel that she was shaking, but she stared at the woman and made no reply.


‘So, it’s like that, is it?’ Mrs Leech rang a small bell that sat on her desk. ‘You will go to your different units, and you may see your sister for two hours a week on a Sunday afternoon.’ She took on a dismissive tone. ‘That will be all.’


Footsteps sounded outside.


‘But please . . .’ Meg was desperate enough to beg. ‘Please, ma’am . . .’


The door opened.


Rosie had understood what was being said, and was now looking up at Meg with absolute terror in her eyes. ‘Meggy – Meggy, don’t let them take me away!’ There was panic in her voice.


‘Separate them,’ Mrs Leech instructed the two hefty-looking women who had entered. She threw Meg a look of pure malice. ‘Put them both through the entry procedure, then take that one to the younger girls’ unit and bring the other back to me.’


Meg felt herself being pulled away from Rosie, and she gripped as hard as she could, but she could feel her hand slipping. ‘No!’


But it was no use. Just like Pa with the coins, she was helpless against a strong adult prising her fingers apart. She felt the last, final touch of Rosie’s hand and then there was a sudden lurch as she was jerked back. Everything was blurry; she couldn’t see properly through the hot saltiness filling her eyes. She was shouting, but she didn’t know what; she struggled against the constraining arms.


Then she was dragged bodily out of the room, the sound of her little sister’s screams ringing in her ears.






Chapter Three


Mrs Leech drummed her fingers on the desk, considering how to proceed. The younger girl was of no consequence, at least not for now – she could safely be put away and forgotten until she was older, if she made it that far. The elder, though . . . she looked like she was going to be trouble, answering back like that with her bold glare and her sharp eyes. Well, they would soon see about that.


The matron drew out a handwritten list from a drawer of her desk and scanned it. Where did she have a space? What would be the hardest, most exhausting labour for such a small girl, and how could Mrs Leech profit from that? Business was business, after all.


She ran her finger down the list and stopped at a name, tapping it. Yes. She would swap them over during the middle of this very day, seamlessly. Working in the kitchen was one of the hardest physical jobs for female inmates. The girl’s tiny frame would hardly be up to it, and it would wear her out, perhaps take some of the impudence out of her. That girl – what was her name again? – needed to learn some hard lessons, and Mrs Leech would very much enjoy teaching them.
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