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That was what all the talking was about. That was the reason her mum had come today. She had said she wasn’t going anywhere, she was going to stay and look after Tommy, but she’d come to say goodbye to Jane. Jane was trying so hard not to cry, but she couldn’t help herself. Was she being given away, and if so, who to? Who would want her? There had been a family in the next street to them that were put in the workhouse, and all the neighbours had cried and felt sorry for them because they’d heard the workhouse was such a terrible place. But they had all gone together. Would she be put in there all on her own?

Now she wasn’t just frightened; she was terrified.

Alice bent down and gently kissed her on the cheek. ‘I’m sorry . . . about your dad . . . and everything. Be a good girl an’ always remember that I do love you.’

Jane wanted her mum to know that it wasn’t her fault and that she loved her too, but she didn’t know what to say. Alice straightened up and stood there looking at her for a few moments, then she pulled the bedclothes up round her, tucking the sheet beneath her chin, and turned and walked away, without saying another word.

Jane burrowed down in the bed, pulling the clothes over her head, and sobbed as if her heart was breaking.




Also by Elizabeth Waite

SKINNY LIZZY 
COCKNEY WAIF 
COCKNEY FAMILY 
SECOND CHANCE 
THIRD TIME LUCKY 
TROUBLE AND STRIFE 
NIPPY 
KINGSTON KATE 
COCKNEY COURAGE 
TIME WILL TELL




 
 
 

 
A London Lass

 

 
ELIZABETH WAITE

 
 
Hachette Digital

www.littlebrown.co.uk




 
Published by Sphere 2010

 
Copyright © Elizabeth Waite 2001

 



 
The moral right of the author has been asserted.

 



 
All rights reserved. 
No part of this publication may be reproduced, 
stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted, in any 
form or by any means, without the prior 
permission in writing of the publisher, nor be 
otherwise circulated in any form of binding or 
cover other than that in which it is published and 
without a similar condition including this 
condition being imposed on the subsequent purchaser.

 



 
All characters in this publication are fictitious  
and any resemblance to real persons, living or dead,  
is purely coincidental.


 



 
A CIP catalogue record for this book
 is available from the British Library.

 



ISBN : 978 0 7481 1839 7

 



 
Sphere
An imprint of
Little, Brown Book Group
Carmelite House
50 Victoria Embankment
London EC4Y 0DZ

 



 



 
An Hachette Livre UK Company




Chapter One

 



 



South London, 1920

 



‘DID YER SEE what’s going on over at the Castle?’ Jimmy Bradshaw asked as he and his mate Ronnie Brown approached the men grouped around the coffee stall which stood on the island in the centre of Tooting Broadway.

Wally Simmonds, manager of Tooting Markets, put his mug of tea on the counter, looked at the two lads and grinned good-naturedly.

‘It’s Saturday night, son, and turning-out time for the pubs usually means trouble of one sort or another.’

‘But this woman’s taken one ’ell of a bashing by the looks of ’er.’ Sixteen-year-old Ronnie’s voice held not only concern but a hint of fear as well. ‘We saw ’er being dragged off by ’er hair.’

‘Yeah, screaming blue murder she was.’ Jimmy put his twopennyworth in; after all, he was older by two years and wasn’t going to be outdone.

‘All right, lads, I’ll take a look.’ Wally sighed as he picked up his mug and drained the last of his tea. He was ninety per cent sure that it would be Mickey Jeffrey having a go at his long-suffering wife Alice.

From where he stood outside Lyons tea rooms, Wally had only to look across the main road to see that the forecourt of the Castle pub was being cleared rapidly due to the presence of two policemen.

‘Mickey must have scarpered pretty quickly,’ he murmured to himself. ‘Anyhow, I may as well go home down Selkirk Road, it’s not much out of my way.’

Truth was, he had a lot of time for Alice Jeffrey; she didn’t have much of a life. In a nutshell, she’d an eight-year-old daughter, a three-year-old lad, no regular income and persistent beatings from Mickey whenever he thought the world wasn’t treating him right.

Wally crossed over the main road, walked a few yards and turned left into Selkirk Road. It was gone eleven but the street was well lit, and the pie and eel shop on the left and the fish and chip shop on the right were still doing a roaring trade. Young lads and even a few younger kiddies were sitting on the high kerbstone, their feet dangling in the gutter, eating their pennyworth of chips out of greasy newspaper or spooning eel liquor into their mouths from what was known as a penny basin, which consisted of mashed potatoes and a thick green soup. Meanwhile, their parents were inside the shops, seated at marble-topped tables having their supper off china plates. Loads of people were still about, of course there were; within yards of where he was walking there were four pubs which had just turned out: the Selkirk, the Fox, the Angel and the Castle.

Saturday night, and the locals were having what to most of them was their only weekly treat. Never mind that the landlord would be wanting his rent come Monday, this lot were living for the moment. Again Wally sighed; folk round these parts never seemed to look further than the nose on their face.

Could he blame them? Not really.

Two years ago, in 1918, when the Armistice had been signed, the wounded and the crippled had been left to fend for themselves, and those few men who had returned whole had long since given up looking for the land fit for heroes that they had been promised.

Why did he stay around these parts? Wally asked himself that same question time and time again. Too lazy to seek pastures new? No, that wasn’t true.

He’d been born and bred in Garrett Lane, gone to school in Broadwater Road and then Defoe Road School for Boys. You could say he was one of the lucky ones, but maybe privileged would be a better word. His parents had met when they were in service, his mother a parlourmaid, his father a stable lad. It was the training in working with horses that his father had received that had gained him entry into a crack cavalry regiment when he’d answered Lord Kitchener’s call to fight for his country.

A blessing in disguise, his mother had said, when a bad bout of pleurisy had prevented Wally himself from being called to the colours and sent to France.

His father had risen through the ranks to become a lieutenant. An office that was short-lived; he’d been killed in France on the Western Front in 1916.

The only good to come out of that whole episode was the fact that his mother received an officer’s war pension.

It hadn’t made them rich, but at least they hadn’t wanted for the essential things in life. They had a neat little house, and they had each other. It had been enough. Though if the truth be told, since his mother had passed away two years ago, Wally had often admitted to himself that he felt the need of a woman in his life. Still, he was only twenty-one, and some day he hoped he might meet the kind of woman he could settle down with.

When he’d first left school, aged fourteen, he’d had high hopes of getting a job in Fleet Street; he’d always wanted to be a reporter. More than willing to start on the bottom rung, he’d have run errands, made the tea, whatever, but no such luck. Too many lads chasing too few jobs.

He’d been lucky to get taken on with the co-op that ran the markets. He’d started off as a van boy, up at four o’clock every morning and off with a couple of stall-holders to Covent Garden or Spitalfields to bid for fruit and vegetables. He’d learned to love the life. The noise was always deafening. The chaos of porters carrying great quantities of boxed fruit dashing about all over the place, while costermongers piled their push carts. By the time they were ready to go to the café for a hearty breakfast, they had to be careful how they trod, because the floor of the great hall would be littered with cabbage leaves and squashed tomatoes.

Now, seven years later, the fact that they had given him the title of manager didn’t alter the fact that he was still a dogsbody. Apart from being responsible for collecting the rents, and having eyes out the back of his head where the barrow boys were concerned, he was also caretaker and nightwatchman all rolled into one. Still, there wasn’t a trader that he couldn’t call his friend, and by and large he was his own boss. Except for his Monday-morning call to the main offices, when if he hadn’t the full amount of rent money, he’d have to have a very good reason as to why a certain stall-holder was falling behind in his dues.

 



The street door of number twenty-three was wide open, the light from the unshaded single bulb in the passageway streaming out. Wally heard a woman scream and he broke into a run.

It was worse than even he would have thought. Mickey  hadn’t waited to get his wife inside the house; she was lying in a crumpled heap on the damp pathway that led up through the small front garden. Suddenly Mickey straightened up, took a deep breath and kicked his wife viciously in the stomach. He was laughing; a drunken beast he might be, but he was well aware of what he was doing. Again his leg was raised and his booted foot caught the side of Alice’s head.

He was unfastening his belt when Wally reached him.

He heard the crunch of knuckles against bone as he shot his fist out and whacked it straight into Mickey’s face.

‘You . . . you . . . bastard.’ Mickey was having a job to get his words out as he clenched his hand tight up to his chin and felt the blood trickle between his fingers.

Wally watched in horror as Alice struggled to get to her knees. Her moans were so pitiful, he felt he had to help her. Mickey blocked his way. Wally, being at least three inches taller and far more thick-set, could have swatted him like a fly, but for the moment that wasn’t what was bothering him. Peering into the darkest corner of the front garden, he felt the vomit rise in his throat.

Janey and Tommy, Alice’s two youngsters, were huddled together. Wally felt so sorry for them. Dare he interfere? At times little Jane was the sweetest child one could imagine. A baby face that would look great on an expensive china doll, clear blue eyes and soft silky hair that hung in natural ringlets to form almost a halo around her head and shoulders. But upset her and she had the temper of an alley cat. She was cuddling Tommy, her baby brother. Most folk thought of Tommy as an adorable child. His hair was several shades darker than his sister’s, his face plump and dimpled, with the biggest dark brown eyes you could imagine. Both children were shivering; all they were wearing was very thin nightclothes, and they looked dirty and bedraggled.

With Wally’s attention focused on the children, Mickey started his battering again. Having managed to get up on her knees, Alice was sent sprawling once more. Both the children winced as they heard the thud of their mother’s head hitting the pathway.

Wally breathed a sigh of relief as the police van screeched to a halt. He hastened to put his arms around the kiddies and the three of them watched as two uniformed coppers pulled their father away from their mother. Mickey sealed his fate for the night as the policemen dragged him to his feet. He hadn’t the sense to go quietly and did his utmost to boot one of them between his legs. He hadn’t managed to raise his foot high enough, but all the same his boot made contact with the copper’s shin, causing enough pain to ensure that some form of retaliation would soon be forthcoming.

Wally, Janey and Tommy watched as Mickey was practically thrown into the back of the van and the door slammed shut.

‘I’ll see to the kids.’ Mavis Owen’s voice was harsh as she stepped over the low fence that divided the two houses. ‘Disgusting, ain’t it, Wally? The way Mickey carries on, an’ gets away with it every time.’

Wally heaved another great sigh, ‘Living next door all these years, Mavis, you know more about it than I do. Right now, I think I’d better see about getting Alice indoors, though she probably ought to go straight to the hospital.’

‘No, me mum don’t never want to go t’ St James’.’ Jane’s voice held a note of authority which belied the fact that she was so young.

By now Wally had bent and picked Alice up from the ground, cradling her gently in his arms he walked into the house.

Neighbours were standing at their doorways; it was nothing new for them to see Alice Jeffrey get a bashing, but it was a strange twist to see Wally Simmonds get involved.

‘Best thing that could ’appen, if you ask me,’ Hannah Watkins chuckled. ‘I’ve lived all these years across the road with me front door facing theirs and I’ve seen so much of it. It’s about time someone took Alice’s side.’

‘Who said anything about him taking sides?’ John, her husband, asked. ‘I’d say Wally will be sorry he came along when he did.’

Inside number twenty-three, Wally had set Alice down in a big shabby armchair, and his one thought was that she looked like death. Mavis had taken coats down from a hook on the back of the kitchen door and was helping young Tommy to put his arms into the sleeves, while Janey had already shrugged herself into hers.

‘By God! Will yer look at her face, she’ll ’ave a massive black eye come the morning,’ Mavis murmured half to herself. ‘Are you going to stay for a cup of tea?’ she added, looking up at Wally.

‘I’ll put the kettle on,’ Janey piped up. ‘It won’t be a minute.’

Wally glanced sideways at Mavis as Jane went through to the scullery, and remarked, ‘That girl has an old head on her young shoulders, more’s the pity.’

‘Yeah, you’re right there. Been a case of ’aving t’ grow up. Ain’t been an easy life for her so far, an’ it don’t look as if things are going to improve with time, does it?’

Janey came back into the room holding out a wet face flannel and a striped towel, and asked Mavis, ‘Would you mind wiping me mum’s face while I get the tea?’

Wally swore beneath his breath. This shouldn’t be happening. A decent women knocked nearly senseless and  an eight-year-old girl left to care for her. Mickey was probably sleeping off his drunken stupor in a warm police cell, and like as not they’d let him out first thing in the morning.

Then he had to quickly smother a grin. The thought had come to him that maybe, just maybe, the copper Mickey had kicked might have been mad enough to give him a good going-over. It would be no more than he deserved.

Janey brought in two steaming mugs of tea for Wally and Mavis, and a few minutes later she knelt down in front of her mother, saying quietly, ‘I’ve made you a cup of tea, Mum, I’ve put loads of sugar in it.’ As Alice struggled to sit up, she stared into her daughter’s face, and what she saw there hurt her more than all the beatings that her husband ditched out.

Wally was at his wits’ end to know what to do for the best, and Mavis had three children of her own next door to see to. Whatever they did tonight to help Alice and her children wouldn’t make the slightest bit of difference to the way they lived.

They both knew that, though neither would admit it.




Chapter Two

 



 



JANE’S BABY FACE looked very different this morning. Her huge blue eyes showed she was in a temper, and with good reason, she would have told anyone who cared to listen.

Her dad was home. She could hear him shouting.

When finally she had got into bed last night she had said her prayers, remembering that her Sunday school teacher had told her that the dear Lord Jesus would always be there for her.

So why had her dad come home?

She’d wanted him to be sent to prison. And kept there, for ever and ever. Where he couldn’t hurt her mum nor her. She’d told Nancy about the times he’d hurt her, and old Nancy had been ever so angry but all she’d said was, ‘We have to make allowances for him.’ What did that mean? No one ever answered that question. Sometimes she felt that she was the cause of all the things that went wrong for her father. She tried hard to keep out of his way whenever he was in a bad mood. She knew the signs. When he’d lost money at the bookmaker’s. When the Labour Exchange  had made him go after a job. Jobs he made sure he never got.

Helping out at the markets, touting on the racecourse, all for money in his hand, so her mum said, was all he was willing to put himself out for.

If he’d had a bad day, it was always Jane he picked on. If she were lucky she’d manage to slip out of the house and run up to Nancy, who lived in the end house of this road. Nancy was a smashing lady. Kind. Oh yes, kind to everyone. Short and dumpy, with a head of dark frizzy hair which Mum always said was Nancy’s own fault because she was always burning it with hot curling tongs. You could always be sure of a kiss and a cuddle from Nancy, and even more to the point, something nice to eat, because she was ever such a good cook.

‘I suppose I’d better go downstairs,’ Jane muttered to herself.

‘Sit up to the table, luv, I’m just making you a bit of porridge.’ Her mother’s voice sounded shaky and it was only when she turned round that Jane saw just how dreadful she looked. Her face was a mass of bruises; she had a big black eye, her lips were swollen and a patch of dried blood seemed to be covering her right ear.

‘Oh Mum! You should be in bed.’ Jane managed to get the words out before she burst into tears.

‘It’s all right, pet, really it is. Come on, sit down, Tommy’s had his breakfast and he’s gone next door to play with Mavis’s lot.’

Jane sensed her father’s closeness and knew she’d have to pass him to get to the table. She hung her head, making sure her eyes looked only at the floor.

Suddenly he lunged out at her, grabbing both of her arms and almost yanking her off her feet.

‘You’re a crafty little bitch, you are. It’s you that’s the cause of more than ’alf the goings-on in this ’ouse, an’ I’ve just about ’ad enough of it. Bad enough I took yer mother on; didn’t bargain for all the trouble she was bringing with ’er.’ He flung her from him with such force that her right leg smashed against the side of the table and she wasn’t able to stop herself from falling.

‘Mick, Mick, you promised!’ Alice beseeched him, her voice little more than a croak.

‘Me promised? Don’t come that old lark with me. What about you? You ain’t exactly come across, ’ave yer? When did you ever bring so much as one pound note into this ’ouse? Go on, tell me that.’

‘Oh Mick, you know I try. I take in washing, I do dress-making, or I did till you took it in your ’ead to smash me sewing machine.’

‘Pennies, that’s all. Yer said she’d never be a burden to me. Well let me tell yer, you an’ she are a bloody great burden t’ me day in day out. You could get out there an’ earn a few quid a couple nights a week; most wives round ’ere do. But not you. Oh no. Too damned lah-di-da, or so you think.’

Alice ached from head to foot, felt tired out, beaten, but she made one more attempt to get her husband to see reason. ‘Mick, that’s not true. There’s not a woman in this street that I know would do what you ask me to.’

Jane knew things were beginning to turn nasty again, and all she wanted to do was slip away from the room and out of the house. She’d almost made it to the door when her father took two strides and grabbed hold of her.

‘You mind what you’re saying, young lady. What goes on in this ’ouse is between yer mum and me. It ain’t got nothing t’ do with you. And certainly not the damn neighbours.  You got that?’ He was still raging mad and gave her a hefty slap around her head as he let her go.

Alice was crouched up against the fireplace, the tears trickling slowly down her poor bruised face. What Mick did to her was bad enough, but what he did to young Janey went beyond cruelty. It was evil. How could she stop him? If she interfered, especially today, she’d more than likely make matters even worse.

But she had to do something!

She had allowed this situation to go on for far too long, and at this rate it was never going to get any better. She didn’t have any choice now. She had to act before Mickey did something terrible.

Something they would all live to regret.

 



Jane dragged her feet but kept walking. She wished she knew what she could do to make her father like her. Well, not so much like her as be a bit kinder to her. She felt the side of her face with trembling fingers; it was stinging, and her head really hurt. Sometimes she managed to duck when she saw a blow coming, but this morning her dad had really caught her a hefty blow. Her mum had to suffer terrible things and it wasn’t fair, because she was kind and gentle really. Though there were times when she wished Mum would stand up for her a little bit more. She could see what was happening, but she never did anything to stop it. There was the time that Tommy had knocked their dad’s tobacco tin off the side of his chair and it had burst open, spilling all the tobacco over the lino.

It was me, Jane was ranting to herself, that got down on my hands and knees and did my best to scrape the tobacco into a little pile. Me dad never said thanks. He kicked me  halfway across the room and I had a pain in my side for ages after that.

There was the time when her teacher had asked why she was limping so badly. She had thought about telling her the truth: that her dad had kicked her shin and stamped hard on her foot. But she’d tried that with Nancy and it hadn’t got her anywhere. If Nancy couldn’t help her, then no one could. So in the end she’d just said that she had fallen over.

She gave a sad little sigh. She couldn’t walk any further, her head hurt so and her mouth was bone dry. She wished she’d had a drink of tea before she left the house. Turning off the main road, she stumbled on to Garrett Green, making her way to the bench that was set beneath a huge tree. Thankfully she sat down, lifting her legs up to stretch them out in front of her. Leaning back, she clutched her arms around her chest, wondering what she had done this morning to set her father off. She tried so hard, she really did. But there was no pleasing him, no way that she could think of to stop him clouting her. She had known all her life that he didn’t love her. More than that, he didn’t even like her. But why was he always so angry with her?

She knew her mum had seen her dad shake the life out of her this morning and then bash her round the head, but as ever she’d not tried to stop him. Though perhaps today Jane ought not to feel that way, because Mum looked so ill. Last night had been terrible, with Mum lying on the ground in the front garden, and Dad kicking her ever so hard.

It wasn’t fair. Why couldn’t he pick on someone of his own size?

Then she remembered. Mr Simmonds had whacked her dad in the face. Good job too. Perhaps that was why he was  still in a bad temper today. But what did I do? Jane asked herself. Nothing, except try to keep Tommy warm. Her dad loved Tommy. She was glad about that, he was such a lovely little boy. Still, it didn’t seem fair. Not all the time. She wondered what the difference was: why he was always so angry with her and never with Tommy.

She began to cry. Her leg hurt where she’d knocked it against the table, the side of her face was stinging and her head really hurt. She tried to think of nice things, like going to school; she liked her teacher a lot. Eating bread pudding that Nancy had brought out of the oven steaming hot and sprinkled with lovely brown sugar. She wished she could live with Nancy.

Her head drooped down on to her chest. She’d have to stay where she was for a while; she couldn’t walk any further.

It wasn’t long before this lonely little girl thankfully drifted off into a state of unconsciousness.

 



It was three o’clock in the afternoon and Alice was getting worried. Where the hell had her daughter got to? Mickey had just come back from the pub and the first thing she’d asked him was if he’d seen Janey.

‘No I ain’t, but I suppose it would be too much t’ ’ope for that she’s disappeared for good.’

‘Mick, sit down. It’s about time that we ’ad a talk. I know you did me a favour by marrying me when I was pregnant, but by God you’ve made me pay for it over the years. You use me as a punching bag whenever the mood takes you, and maybe I’ve only got myself to blame for that, but I think it’s about time you laid off Janey.’

He’d had more than a few pints of beer and he stood there gently reeling, his face showing nothing but amusement.

‘Aren’t you afraid you’ll hurt her real badly one of these days?’ Alice’s voice held a plea.

‘Maybe she won’t end up in the pudding club like you did if I knock a little sense into ’er now. Told me you were doing a neighbour a favour, minding ’er kids, when their father came ’ome an’ raped yer. Nobody was daft enough to believe yer. Except me! Yer don’t want yer daughter taken in like that, do yer? So it stands t’ reason someone should knock a bit of sense into her. She might even thank me for it later on.’

Alice sighed heavily. ‘The worst of it all is, Mick, I think you actually believe that. You’ve lied to yourself for so long.’

‘Oh, so now you’re telling me I’m too hard on you an’ the kid?’ Mickey said, visibly angry at being told a home truth.

‘Too hard? Too hard? Do you ever bother t’ look at her bruises, not t’ mention how you leave me looking.’

‘Don’t be ridiculous. You ask for everything you get, and as for the kid, you should be grateful that I put a roof over ’er ’ead and food in ’er belly. She’s a cheeky bitch, gets away with murder just because she looks like butter wouldn’t melt in ’er mouth. You make ’er worse, all the time yer spend on those bloody curls an’ telling ’er what beautiful big blue eyes she’s got.’

‘You’re drunk, Mick. But not too far gone t’ know that what I’m saying is the truth. I’m just really sorry that I held on to her. I was only just fifteen when I was raped, and not even sixteen when Jane was born.’ Alice paused and stared at the state her husband was in. ‘I should have gone into a home for unmarried mothers and let the baby be put up for adoption. Even leaving her on the steps of a church would have given her a better chance than she’s had here. She doesn’t deserve the life she has to lead, with you on at her all the time.’

Mickey wiped a hand across his face as if trying to pull himself together. ‘If you’re doing yer best t’ make me feel guilty about her, don’t bother. I’ve been pretty good t’ that kid.’

‘Really? You believe that?’ Alice asked sarcastically. ‘You give her a clump practically every day, but mostly you’re dead clever. The worst you do to her can never be seen.’

‘Don’t know what yer talking about.’

‘Oh, you know right enough! Like a few weeks ago when the poor kid couldn’t sit down properly because you’d pinched her backside so badly. She didn’t let on for days, and when I did find out she’d got a festering sore. Your fingernails had drawn blood and the dye from her navy-blue kickers had got into it. You’re damned lucky she didn’t tell her teacher about you.’

‘Yer want t’ mind what you’re saying or I might just give you a taste of me belt, because I’m warning you, Alice, I’m master in me own ’ouse, always will be or I’ll know the reason why. Jane knows she’s a little bitch at times, an’ she never answers back when I chastise ’er ’cos she knows she deserves it.’

‘She’s too afraid of you to argue with you, and you know it.’

Alice watched in wonder as Mickey took a quart bottle of brown ale from the dresser and poured himself a glassful. Talking to him was like pouring water over a duck’s back. Seeing what he was doing to her daughter, day in day out, had made her begin to really hate him.

But not enough to stand up to him. She had done in the beginning and ended up black and blue herself. Now she cringed whenever he raised his hand to Janey and winced as she watched the blows rain. Yet she could never summon up enough courage to try and stop him. She hadn’t the guts to do that.

In her own way she was as frightened of Mickey as Jane was, so she stood by and let it happen.

And for that she hated herself.




Chapter Three

 



 



LES BANISTER, THE local policeman, looked at his watch. It was seven thirty on this cold November night. Another hour and a half before he could report back to the warmth of the station. I deserve a fag, he said to himself. Drawing his tobacco tin from his overcoat pocket, he walked across the grass of Garrett Green, making for the wooden bench, all the while telling himself that he might just as well take the weight off his feet for a few minutes.

There was no one about to hear his gasp of horror when he realized that the heap of clothing that lay on the end of the bench was actually a small child. He shone his torch and cautiously moved the arm that was covering her face. Her long blonde curls were stained red and matted to her head. As far as he could tell, the bleeding had been coming from around her ear.

He talked to her, saying anything that came into his head, but got no response. For one terrifying moment he thought she must be dead. ‘I have to get an ambulance,’ he said aloud, and heaved a sigh of relief that not far away, on the  main road, a green light shone over the doorway of a doctor’s surgery.

He blew three long blasts on his whistle to summon assistance. With fumbling fingers he undid the buttons of his coat and swiftly but gently wrapped it around the small body, then stared down at her for a moment. How on earth did such a small child happen to be out on her own at this time on a winter’s night? And more to the point, how come she was injured, because there was no mistaking that she was.

And badly so.

He heard footsteps approaching, turned and ran to meet his colleague. Shouting loudly, he gave his orders. ‘Get to that doctor’s surgery and tell them we’ve a badly hurt child here on a park bench and we need an ambulance.’

‘Right,’ the constable called back, sizing up the situation right away

‘Thanks, mate. I’ll stay here with the child.’ As he retraced his footsteps he thanked God that professional people had telephones now.

The time that he sat holding the cold little hand and saying over and over again, ‘You’ll be all right, pet, you will, I promise,’ were the longest minutes he had ever had to live through. He was allowed to ride in the ambulance with her. The ambulanceman had put an oxygen mask on her small white face and smothered her in blankets, but even he hadn’t been sure at first that she was still breathing. On arrival at hospital she was placed on a trolley and rushed away, surrounded by nurses.

He felt dazed and bewildered as he made his way back to the station, where his sergeant was waiting to take his report. ‘No name, no identification whatsoever?’ the portly, red-faced officer asked in disbelief.

‘No, Sarge. I felt sure someone would have reported the child missing by the time I got back here.’

‘No such luck, son. Still, you sign off, get yerself a cup of tea in the canteen and I’ll ring the hospital, ask them to let us know when the child is able to talk.’

‘If she’s able,’ Les Banister said softly to himself. He was relieved to think that he had found her, but had he been in time? What if she had lain there all night? And the state she was in! God, he’d like to get his hands on whoever had treated a small child so cruelly. She could so easily have died.

 



When Jane woke up in the early hours of the morning, she began to cry. She didn’t know where she was or how she was going to get home. If she was ever so late her dad would surely have a real go at her.

The nurse who had been sitting beside the bed got to her feet and, bending over the tiny figure, spoke softly. ‘There, there, pet, no need for tears. You’re safe and warm now. I’ll just let Sister know you’re awake and I’m sure she’ll give you something nice to drink.’

‘Please don’t go, I don’t know where I am.’ Jane’s fingers fluttered and the nurse took hold of her hand.

‘You’re in hospital and everyone is going to take such good care of you, you’ll see.’

Jane managed to get the young nurse’s smiling face into focus. She wanted to ask if her mum and dad knew where she was, but she was afraid. She tried to sit up but fell back; she was giddy, her head hurt so and the side of her face stung and felt funny.

‘Try and lie still.’ The nurse had seen her wince. Poor child, she had a concussion, and had suffered a terrific blow to her ear. The damage had not yet been assessed because  there was still blood being drained from it. Also, the doctor had said he was appalled at the amount of bruises they had found on her body.

The sister came, raised her gently and held a feeding cup to her lips. Jane drank, then gratefully felt herself being lowered down against soft white pillows, and soon she closed her eyes and slept. The nurse went off duty and a young doctor came to watch over her. It worried him that she cried in her sleep, and as he stared at this young child’s face he knew that she had been treated badly over a long period of time. There were questions that would have to be asked. But would they get any answers? Any true answers, that was. He had seen injuries like this before and very rarely were they the result of an accident. Something would have to be done to protect this child from further harm. But what?

It would be a wise man that could answer that question.

 



That same night, Wally Simmonds met up with Alice Jeffrey.

Having checked on all the neighbours, and Nancy in particular, and found no trace of Jane, Alice, now half out of her mind with worry, had been wandering the streets.

‘Wally, you haven’t come across Janey, ’ave you?’

‘No, luv, I ’aven’t, but surely she’s not out on a cold night like this. An’ look at you, you look ’alf frozen t’ death, come on t’ the coffee stall and I’ll get you a hot drink.’

‘Thanks, Wally, but I can’t. I ’ave t’ keep looking for ’er. I think she’s probably afraid to come home.’

‘You are going to ’ave that drink and I’ll take no argument, ’ he said, taking hold of her arm very firmly. ‘While you’re drinking it you can fill me in on what has happened and we’ll take it from there.’

‘Sometimes I think Mickey has hated Jane from the day she was born,’ Alice told him sadly, ‘and yet she’s so  wonderful, a terrific kid, always trying to please everyone. So pretty, that’s been more than half the trouble; she’s been the little girl everyone fell in love with. Except Mick. I know he resents her and I do believe he’s actually begun to hate her.’ Then it all became too much for her and she started to cry.

Wally was very moved by her tears but he could do nothing except stand and stare at her. He had always had great admiration for the way this woman coped. He knew full well her life had never been a bed of roses, but he hadn’t until very recently had any idea that Mickey might be ill-treating the little lass.

Holding out a steaming mug of cocoa, he insisted that she wrap her hands around the mug and sip it slowly. ‘How long has she been missing?’ he asked, his eyes blazing when he heard the truth as to why Janey had gone off.

‘Since this morning, about half past ten or maybe eleven o’clock. It’s not fair, Mickey is so jealous, it’s mad really, she’s only a little girl, and yet . . . all our troubles, no matter what, he lays the blame on her, says she’s responsible.’

‘We’ll find her,’ Wally said firmly. ‘But first I think I’d better see you home, it’s too cold for you to be out. Then I think I’ll call in at the police station just in case she has been in an accident.’

‘Oh my God! Let me come with you,’ Alice implored him.

‘No,’ he said, even more firmly. ‘You go home, wait indoors in the warm and I’ll come and tell you the minute I find out anything.’

Sergeant Bolton was very relieved when Wally Simmonds put in an appearance and was able to tell them that he was a hundred per cent sure that the little girl the constable had found injured on Garrett Green was Jane Jeffrey from Selkirk Road.

‘Can you tell me how badly she was hurt?’ Wally asked, showing great concern.

‘Not exactly, we haven’t had a full report yet. The doctor did tell our constable that the child had concussion, two broken ribs and quite a bit of damage to her ear. However, I’m sure she’s in good hands now and the hospital staff will take care of her.’

This statement didn’t do much to reassure Wally. It had finally become crystal clear to him that Mickey Jeffrey not only knocked his wife about but his young daughter as well. He felt such revulsion that he had to clench his fists and make sure that he kept them to his sides. But with knowledge came the resolve to put a stop to it, in as much as he was able. No child should have to suffer at the hands of a no-good waster like Mickey.

Speaking quietly and choosing his words carefully, Wally made his suspicions known to Sergeant Bolton.

‘My God!’ the sergeant exploded. ‘Has there been no one to protect her?’

‘I think the mother lives in fear of her husband and feels if she intervenes it will only make matters worse. She did admit to me some time ago that her husband is not Jane’s real father and that most of the time he not only resents her but hates her.’

‘So he thinks that gives him the right to use his fists on the child? Come to that, how can a grown man hate a little child?’

‘Who knows what goes on in the mind of men like Jeffrey?’ Wally answered sorrowfully.

‘Well I’ll tell yer this, after this night and the facts that have been brought to our attention, he’ll find things will be a damn sight hotter for him. Oh yes.’ The sergeant paused, held out his hand to Wally and thanked him profusely for  having come into the station. ‘You leave this to me. You can rest assured he won’t abuse that child ever again, I’ll make it my business to see t’ that. He’ll be sorry for it, you mark my words. Whatever excuses that man comes up with for hitting her won’t wash with me. He’ll find this time it was once too often.’

 



Alice wasn’t totally surprised when she answered the door to find a uniformed constable standing on her doorstep. As she listened to the policeman telling her they had found Jane and that she had been taken to St James’ hospital, she felt emotionally and physically drained. She had reached the end of her tether.

‘It’s only me, Alice.’

Mavis Owen’s voice was loud as she walked in through the back door. She stepped into the kitchen and was in time to see Alice doing her best to wipe away her tears.

‘I saw the copper leaving. ’Ave they found Janey?’

Alice nodded her head. ‘Yeah, it was a policeman on his beat what found her. She was lying on a bench on Garrett Green.’

‘’Ad she bin ’urt, d’you know?’

‘According to the copper she was ’alf dead, would ’ave bin by morning if he hadn’t come across her.’

‘She ’adn’t been in an accident, ’ad she?’

‘No, I told you earlier when I went out to look for her, she was afraid t’ come ’ome. As she tried to pass Mick this morning he gave her a right bash round the ’ead.’

‘Good God, does he never let up? I think it a bloody disgrace the way he picks on Janey, and what about you? You don’t look the picture of ’ealth. Look at the state of yer face. I wouldn’t let my ole man treat me the way Mickey does you.’

Alice went to shake her head but winced as it started to throb again.

‘Sit down before you fall down, gal, I’ll put the kettle on. Any idea what set him off again this morning?’

‘Well, a night in the cells didn’t do that much for him, and I don’t suppose they treated him too kindly. After all, he did kick one of the coppers on the shin . . .’ Alice paused and did her best to pull her swollen lips into a smile.

‘What’s tickled you all of a sudden?’ Mavis asked as she struck a match to light the gas under the kettle.

‘I shouldn’t be laughing, I know, but Mickey got more than he asked for in more ways than one last night.’

‘Well go on, ’urry up, tell me about it,’ Mavis chipped in.

‘You know Wally Simmonds came along when Mick was bashing the life out of me. Well, I don’t think he would ’ave interfered but for the fact that he saw Tommy and Janey shivering an’ huddled up in the corner of the front garden, an’ like any decent man would, he went to get to get t’ them.

‘And?’ Mavis said hastily.

‘Wally punched him straight in the face. I didn’t dare t’ look too close this morning, but I’d lay money his nose is broken.’

Mavis crossed the room and gently put her arms around her friend. ‘Damn good job too! Pity you ain’t ’ad someone t’ take your part long before this.’

‘Oh, I don’t think he was taking my part exactly; he was thinking of the kids more like.’

‘If you say so,’ Mavis grinned, ‘but I’d never be surprised to ’ear that Wally ’as a soft spot for you.’

‘Oh Mavis, don’t say that! Ain’t I got enough complications in my life as it is?’

Mavis laughed out loud at that, saying, ‘We’ll see.’

Five minutes later she brought two steaming cups of tea to the table and the two friends sat opposite each other, deep in their own thoughts. While Mavis sipped her tea and thanked God that her Joe had a regular job and that he wasn’t a bad father to their three children, Alice was trying to reason with herself as to how she could carry on living with Mickey. What she had allowed to happen to Jane was nothing short of sheer wickedness on her own part. As to Mick: well, the police were involved now, so she probably wouldn’t have any say in the matter.

She chided herself again: you should have acted before.

She sighed heavily. It was too late to turn the clock back now.

 



For most of the next few days, Jane slept fitfully. Her mother came to see her every day and tried to explain to the doctors that Jane’s injuries had been caused by her continually falling over. They knew she was lying, but they sympathized with her and told her over and over what a sweet little girl her daughter was. The nurses would have done anything for Jane. She was so good. She cried, often, but only quietly, always sobbing beneath the bedclothes. She seemed so grateful for everything they did and sighed with pleasure when they gently gave her a bedbath and finished off by covering her with sweet-smelling talcum powder. She never had much to say, even when her mum was there. She just lay still, watching, sometimes sighing, but when she did smile it lit up her pretty face and tore at the hearts of those who attended her, making them ask, ‘How on earth could anyone bring themselves to hurt such a dear little defenceless child?’

One afternoon her mother was very talkative. She told Jane that she must be brave, that where she was going would  be a very nice place, so much better for her than coming back home.

‘What do you mean, Mum? Aren’t I coming home when the doctors say I’m better?’

‘Well . . . not for the time being.’ Alice was whispering. ‘I have t’ tell you that I won’t be able t’ see you for a while.’ She got up from her chair and sat down gently on the side of the bed. With trembling fingers she smoothed the soft hair from her young daughter’s forehead.

‘You’ll be with other children, it won’t be so bad, I promise you it won’t.’

‘Why can’t I come home? Where are you going, Mum?’

‘Oh pet, I’m not going anywhere. I came today to say goodbye. It really is for the best that you don’t come home.’

Jane struggled to sit up, her face showing the terror that was running through her mind. ‘Where will I live, when will I see you, and what about Tommy?’ With wisdom beyond her years, she knew that whatever happened to her from now on, the arrangements would not include her father.

‘Please, darling, you’re not to get upset.’

A nurse who was hovering near by felt she wanted to scream out: ‘She’s not to get upset! What do you expect her to do?’ The child’s headache seemed to be a lot better but her poor little ribs were still strapped up with tape and still no one knew for sure how much damage had been done to her ear. Now here was her mother quietly telling her they weren’t going to have her home ever again. All the staff knew that the relieving officer had been in touch with the lady almoner of the hospital and that the police had been involved. The outcome of it all was that the father was to be charged, if and when they found him; for the moment he had thought it best to disappear. And the little girl was being taken into a council home.

‘Do you mean it, Mum, I’m not coming home, not ever?’

Alice didn’t answer. She hung her head, fighting her own tears.

Jane needed no telling that her father didn’t want her. Did her mother not want her either? Suddenly she felt very frightened. Was this all happening just because her father didn’t like her? Perhaps now her mum had had enough of her as well. Could that be right? After all, she’d heard Mum say to Nancy that Janey was the cause of all the trouble.

And when she thought about it, her mum had never stopped her dad from hitting her. She’d never helped her, and now she was telling her she couldn’t come back to live at home and that she wouldn’t be seeing her for a while. So in other words, thought Janey, she really doesn’t want me and is getting rid of me.

That was what all the talking was about. That was the reason her mum had come today. She had said she wasn’t going anywhere, she was going to stay and look after Tommy, but she’d come to say goodbye to Jane. Jane was trying so hard not to cry, but she couldn’t help herself. Was she being given away, and if so, who to? Who would want her? There had been a family in the next street to them that were put in the workhouse, and all the neighbours had cried and felt sorry for them because they’d heard the workhouse was such a terrible place. But they had all gone together. Would she be put in there all on her own?

Now she wasn’t just frightened; she was terrified.

Alice bent down and gently kissed her on the cheek. ‘I’m sorry . . . about your dad . . . and everything. Be a good girl an’ always remember that I do love you.’

Jane wanted her mum to know that it wasn’t her fault and that she loved her too, but she didn’t know what to say. Alice straightened up and stood there looking at her for a  few moments, then she pulled the bedclothes up round her, tucking the sheet beneath her chin, and turned and walked away, without saying another word.

Jane burrowed down in the bed, pulling the clothes over her head, and sobbed as if her heart was breaking.




Chapter Four

 



 



SISTER WALKER HELD out her hand to Mrs Elsie Rogers, a child welfare worker from Sussex who had become involved in this case. She was not only thoroughly pleased that it was this woman who had come from the children’s home to pick up Jane Jeffrey, but intensely relieved. The poor child had suffered enough. It had torn at her heartstrings and those of her nurses as they’d listened to Jane’s small, breathless sobs become uncontrollable after she had watched her own mother walk away from her. That drama had taken place over two weeks ago. Jane had hardly spoken a word since. Much as she would dearly love to keep the child here, where she was safe, Sister Walker knew it was impossible. A hospital was not what Jane needed now.

But if anyone could console the child it would be Elsie Rogers.

Widowed at an early age and having no children of her own, Elsie had given her life over to caring for children who were placed in the care of the authorities. She was a remarkable woman with a sweet smile and piercing blue eyes that  seemed to see everything that went on. She kept her finger on every situation and did her best for each and every child.

Elsie had visited the hospital twice in the last fortnight to discuss the arrangements that the court had ordered for Jane Jeffrey. But she hadn’t expected the child to be so frail-looking, nor so upset.

‘Has she been told that I’m coming for her today?’ she queried.

‘Yes,’ Sister Walker answered softly, feeling that never before had she been invovled in such a sad case. ‘She’s all ready, waiting for you in my office . . .’ She hesitated. ‘You won’t believe how sweet she looks; most of the staff clubbed together and bought her a coat. You could have shot peas through the one she was wearing when she came to us.’
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