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About the Book


One freezing night in the ’30s, a baby is left to die in a public lavatory in Sunderland.  But she doesn’t die.  Sarah Brown is from sturdy stock, and she needs to be, for the orphanage where she grows up is run with brutal efficiency by child-hating Matron Cox.  Only Sarah dares to defy her – with horrific consequences.


Sarah survives, emerging from the Home as a beautiful and determined young woman, with a post in London as a housekeeper.  She’s more than capable of dealing with her employer’s son, who has a penchant for young servants.  And when she meets again Rodney Mallard, the young doctor who tended her after a beating in the Home, Sarah begins to dream of a different kind of future.


But serpents lurk in every paradise.  And, whatever personal battles she wins or loses, Sarah won’t be completely happy till she knows why she was abandoned by her mother, the one person who should have loved her more than life itself . . .
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True love’s the gift which God has given
 To man alone beneath the heaven . . .
 It is the secret sympathy,
 The silver link, the silken tie,
 Which heart to heart, and mind to mind,
 In body and in soul can bind.


 


—Sir Walter Scott








Prologue – 1927

‘Mam, don’t do it, please don’t do it. You’ll get wrong, Mam—’

‘Shut up, you, an’ keep your blasted voice down. You know ’er next door ’as got lugholes like an elephant.’

‘But you can’t, you can’t, Mam—’

‘Shut up!’ The thin, puny-looking boy took the force of his mother’s hand full across the face, and as he reeled from the impact, clutching hold of the back of a wooden settle to steady himself, she hissed at him, ‘I’ve no choice, no choice, do you ’ear me? You know your da, you know what ’e’d do if ’e come back an’ found it ’ere, there’d be murder done. You want ’im up afore the Justice, is that it? An’ stop your blubberin’, that don’t help no one.’

‘But it’s alive—’

‘No it’s not, it’s dead. Get that into your ’ead, Jack, it’s dead. An’ if you keep your trap shut no one’ll be any the wiser. Your da’s boat don’t dock for weeks yet, an’ nothin’ll be any the different when ’e walks through that door, you ’ear me? Now, I’m goin’ out a while’ – as the powerful forearm swung his way again the boy winced, expecting another blow, but his mother merely lifted her grubby shawl from the back of the settle – ‘an’ when I come back I’ll bring you three pennyworth of chitterlings, ’ow’s that?’

Her son made no response to the obvious attempt at  bribery beyond staring at her with great accusing eyes, and after a moment’s hesitation she turned from him, wrapping the shawl round her squat shape before walking into the stone-floored scullery that made up the downstairs of the two-up, two-down terraced house. She said not a word as she passed him a moment or two later, neither did she look his way, and as the front door banged shut behind her he started to cry, great gulping sobs that shook his undernourished frame.

Outside in the dark grimy street the woman paused for a moment, glancing to her left and right before walking as briskly as her bulk would allow towards the main part of the town. If it had been daylight the mounds of filth and rubbish that littered this back street of Sunderland would have been visible; as it was the stench was enough to knock you backwards, unless you were used to it that was, and Minnie McHaffie had lived in such surroundings through all her thirty-two years of life.

‘Minnie? You goin’ to the Rose and Crown for a bevy, lass?’

The big, thickset woman who hailed her from a small group of women standing on one street corner would have crossed the road but Minnie increased her pace, calling over her shoulder as she went, ‘I might later, but I’m goin’ round to me sister’s first, she’s bin taken bad.’

‘Which one? Her that lives in Blackhorn Street?’

She didn’t answer, disappearing round the opposite corner and hurrying down the uneven pavement strewn with excrement and broken bottles without turning her head.

‘Nosy so-an’-so . . .’ She was muttering to herself as she went. ‘Big Bertha, that’s all I need, as if I’ve not got enough problems—’ A faint mewing cry from beneath the shawl cut her voice dead, bringing her head swinging round as she looked to left and right again.

Damn it all, she wasn’t going to make it to the docks if it started bawling, there were too many as knew her round there. The docks would have made sure of things too, there was enough floating in the filthy rat-infested water for it not to be noticed till morning, and she wouldn’t be the first to take care of her problem in that way, not by a long chalk. By, the tales she could tell if she’d a mind to . . .

A louder wah of a cry settled the matter. She’d have to dump it somewhere else. But it couldn’t last long wherever she left it, the October night was freezing, on top of which it was a good few weeks early. That medicine of Granny White’s usually settled things in advance, but old Granny had slipped up this time. Or perhaps this one was just stronger than most? The thought brought her eyes narrowing in a face that, although appearing a good deal older than her thirty-two years, was still attractive, in a full-blown, coarse sort of way.

Oh, what did it matter anyway? As long as they couldn’t trace it back to her, that was the main thing. If, by some fluke, it lived, then that was God’s will and as such had to be accepted. It didn’t occur to Minnie McHaffie that to talk of murder and God’s will in the same breath was anathema to the Deity, and she would have been surprised if someone had suggested the concept to her. You did what you needed to do first, went to confession later, and then the slate was wiped clean for the next set of transgressions you would undoubtedly commit. Man was weak, God knew that, why else had He provided priests and the Catholic church to ease your way through a bit?

The streets were brighter as she approached the area leading to the docks, and although it was only seven o’clock on a Monday evening the countless bars, gin shops, and stalls selling everything from faggots and peas to pigs’ trotters were already beginning the evening’s trade.

She was holding the mound under the shawl pressed close  against her stomach, but although movement was feeble it was still there. So . . . the water was out, she wasn’t going to risk going down the line for this or anything else, not if she could help it. A back alleyway somewhere? Another weak cry brought hot panic into her chest at the same time as she reached the narrow stone steps leading down to the ladies’ toilets. She went down them swiftly, without conscious thought, and into the nearest of the dank cubicles that smelt sourly of bleach and stale urine, shutting the battered door behind her and sliding the bolt across as she sank down onto the lavatory seat.

The cessation of movement caused more vigorous stirring under the shawl, and as she yanked the folds apart a pair of tiny arms and legs flailed wildly in the dim light from the solitary gas lamp on the wall outside, and a newborn infant, still with the smears of birth on its naked limbs, was revealed, wrapped loosely in a torn piece of rough sacking. It was a girl child, very small and weak, but as the woman looked at the tiny exposed scrap of humanity her eyes were dispassionate, the only emotion on her face being irritation.

Minnie listened for a moment, and after ascertaining she was alone in the cellar-like building she bent down and placed the child on the dirty cracked tiles to one side of the lavatory seat, the sudden shock causing it to cry again as tiny hands searched the air.

It wouldn’t last long, it would be dead within minutes, you could see your own breath down here. That was the only thought in Minnie McHaffie’s head as she opened the door and peered furtively across the outer area housing a row of grimy washbasins, the taps of which had long since been broken and rusted as the crust of brown on the basins bore evidence to. And then the matter would be done with. Their Jack would keep quiet; he knew what was good for him, he did, and if he didn’t the back of her hand would soon remind him.

She was even smiling when she climbed the steps and stole back into the street, crossing the narrow cobbled road quickly and walking back the way she had come without once looking back at the subterranean tomb.




Part One

The Child: 1937




Chapter One

‘I hate that Mary Owen, she’s a pig, she is, and a liar, I hate her.’

‘So do I.’

‘And she smells. Even Jane says she smells and she’s her sister. I don’t like Jane either.’

‘Nor do I.’

‘I’m going to tell Matron it wasn’t me who broke that plate, I am you know.’ Sarah Brown widened her eyes at her best friend and confidante, who took the hint and gave a suitably awe-filled response.

‘You’re not, Sarah, I wouldn’t dare. She won’t believe you, you know Mary’s her favourite and the sun shines out of her bum. You’ll just get into more trouble.’

‘I don’t care.’

The two little girls, each in the sombre uniform of faded blue dress and starched white pinafore the institution demanded, were in the middle of a crocodile of identically attired children being marched round the stone-slabbed quadrangle by a grim faced ‘Mother’. Sarah liked some of the Mothers: home-helpers who were as much prisoners of the Home as the children were, if the truth be known; but the one leading them that morning she hated with a vengeance, an emotion which was fully reciprocated by the woman in question. Florence Shawe was ugly; not just plain – ugly,  and her small hooded eyes, set either side of a nose that was little more than a beak, could hardly bear to focus on the beautiful little elfin child who had been a thorn in the thin spinster’s side from the day Sarah had come into the main house from the foundling nursery four years before.

‘Don’t care was made to care.’ Rebecca imparted this piece of wisdom with one eye on the silent figure leading the procession. Mother Shawe had it in for Sarah this morning and she’d try and catch them talking if she could, and then that would mean standing in a corner of the big hall with their backs to the others all lunchtime, and no dinner. And it wasn’t fair – Mother Shawe was always picking on Sarah and getting her into trouble.

‘Huh.’

The careless shrug of the shoulders and defiant tilt to Sarah’s blond head didn’t fool Rebecca. Sarah was just as scared of Matron as the rest of them but she wouldn’t admit it. Rebecca decided it was safer to try and pour oil on troubled waters; as Sarah’s best friend she had learned any trouble had a way of working back down to her eventually. But it was worth it to be Sarah’s friend, Rebecca thought now, covertly eyeing Sarah’s angry face. She didn’t know what she’d do without Sarah. She put out a hand and gripped Sarah’s fingers as she said, ‘Let’s forget about them all now, eh?’ She tried a placatory smile. ‘We can get Mary back later, but with Mother Shawe on her side Matron won’t believe you didn’t do it, and you’ve had your five strokes.’ Which had been applied with relish on the back of Sarah’s bare legs by Florence Shawe wielding the long thin cane kept for punishing unruly or disobedient children.

‘I hate her.’ Whether her friend was referring to Mary or Mother Shawe Rebecca didn’t enquire. They had completed their ten circles of the quadrangle, which passed as morning exercise, and were now filing into the building for morning  lessons, bringing them fully under the eagle-eyed scrutiny of Florence as she stood with sergeant-major stiffness in the doorway.

Sarah had found, in her short life, that once a day started badly it got worse, and this day was no exception. First Mary Owen had knocked her breakfast plate off the refectory table on purpose and then said it was her, just because she’d done better at sewing the day before and finished her sampler. And Mother Shawe had taken Mary’s side, although she knew the Mother had seen what had really happened. She hadn’t even eaten her slice of bread and jam either. A low growl from her stomach pressed home the unfairness of life as she tramped up the wooden stairs to the large classroom on the first floor, and the smarting from the raised weals on the backs of her legs seemed to increase a hundredfold.

And now it was arithmetic all morning and she hated  arithmetic, and Mother McLevy was ill and so they had to have Mother Shawe all day . . . She wished it was a Saturday so she could work outside in the vegetable garden; she never minded getting her hands dirty like some of the girls did, and she liked talking to the boys too. It was silly that they had to be in a different building to the boys, she’d found boys were much more interesting than girls. They never moaned about getting tired or having dirt in their nails, and they didn’t go all loolah if a wasp flew by or they dug a worm up. Not like Mary Owen . . . The thought returned her mind to her old enemy.

Perhaps it was better it wasn’t a Saturday after all. Mary was always worse on a Saturday when her mam visited, crowing over Sarah just because she’d got a mam and aunties and things. Well, she wouldn’t want a mam who looked like Mary’s – all fat and dirty and with bright orange hair. The thought was without conviction. The sick empty feeling that  always accompanied reminders of her own lack of parentage rose as bile in her throat.

Her mam and da had been rich anyway, and they’d all lived in a big house with servants and everyone for miles around had looked for her when she’d been stolen out of her perambulator by the gypsies. She could remember her perambulator, it had been big and all pink and soft, and she’d had a solid silver rattle hanging from a ribbon attached to the satin-lined hood. She nodded to herself. She had told herself the story so often it was now unshakeable fact in her mind. And her mam and da were still looking for her, every day they looked for her and her mam would cry buckets, and one day they would drive up to the Home in a great big car, shiny with gleaming brass lamps on the front, and they would walk into the refectory when they were all eating and her mam would shout, ‘That’s my child’, and they’d all go home. And everyone who’d ever been nasty to her would wish they hadn’t when they saw how rich she was, and she’d have her friends for tea . . .

The story always went one of two ways here, depending on her mood. Sometimes she’d have Mary Owen and Mother Shawe and the Matron and everyone to her house for a party, just so they could see how lovely it all was and how kind and nice she was, and other times she would drive away with Rebecca beside her and leave them pea-green with envy, or even running beside the car pleading with her for forgiveness as she sorrowfully shook her head—

‘Sarah Brown.’

She was brought sharply from the satisfying vision of watching Mother Shawe galloping by the side of the car, tears of remorse streaming down her shaking jowls, and into the stark reality of the classroom where, she now realized, all eyes were trained on her.

‘Everyone else has their book open and ready to start the  lesson as I have requested, pray tell why you are different? Is there something about you we don’t know, something that makes you special perhaps?’

The sarcasm was heavy and biting, and out of all proportion to the offence, but as Florence Shawe glared at the goldenhaired girl in front of her she wasn’t seeing a ten-year-old child, but the epitome of youth and beauty and bright tomorrows; everything, in fact, that had been denied her. Not that she had ever rationalized her resentment of Sarah in so many words, even in her mind, and if someone had told her the real reason for her persecution of this child she wouldn’t have accepted it, but it was true none the less. And Sarah wasn’t frightened of her, that was another thing that she found almost impossible to accept. She had used the formidable weapon of fear to cover her own insecurity and inadequacies with the children all her life, and to great effect, but with this particular child it was useless. And it wasn’t to be borne.

‘Well? I’m waiting for an answer, miss.’

The class had relaxed as Sarah had whipped open her book and found the appropriate place with Rebecca’s prompting, but now, as the Mother’s tone made it clear she wasn’t going to let the matter drop, the atmosphere tightened again, most of the faces expressing anticipation. Not that any of her classmates had anything against Sarah personally, apart from Mary Owen that was, but any delay in starting the dreaded arithmetic was a bonus.

‘I didn’t hear you.’

The light, bell-like voice was another acute irritation. How, Florence had asked herself countless times, could a child born in the gutter, as this one undoubtedly had been, possess such a voice? Admittedly she had been under the influence of Matron and the Mothers for the whole of her life, unlike some of their children who came in at a later  stage of their development when they had picked up the dialect of the northern streets, but that still didn’t explain the – her mind balked at the word pure, and substituted clear – tone of that voice.

‘I didn’t hear you, what?’

‘I didn’t hear you, Mother Shawe.’

‘Everyone else heard me perfectly well as far as I am aware. Cissie, did you hear me?’ A small mousy girl nodded quickly. ‘And Kate, how about you?’ Another bobbing head. ‘So why not you, miss? I repeat, what makes you different?’

‘Nothing.’

‘Nothing, what?’

‘Nothing, Mother Shawe.’

‘Well for once I agree with you, Sarah Brown. It was your good fortune to come under the care of Matron Riley at an early age, and for that you ought to be down on your knees thanking God every night, because left to your own devices you would soon go astray, do you hear me? You are nothing, girl, worthless – you always have been and you always will be. You came from the gutter and to the gutter you’ll return—’

‘I didn’t.’ A voice in her head was telling Sarah to keep quiet and let the tirade pass, but she ignored it.

‘You didn’t?’ There was a note of vicious scorn in Florence’s voice as she baited the angry child facing her with blazing eyes. ‘Oh well, this is news indeed.’ She paused, her gaze flicking over the sea of small faces watching them with rapt attention, before she said, ‘Perhaps you’d care to enlighten us all as to your beginnings then, miss?’

‘I . . . I—’

‘Oh come, come, don’t be shy.’ The venom emanating from the scrawny body was tangible and had caused an electric silence no one dare break. ‘You obviously know more about it than me. Maybe you come from the gentry? Is that it, Lady Sarah?’

Perhaps if the story she had told herself so often hadn’t been at the forefront of her mind, or if Florence Shawe hadn’t hit a nerve that seemed to confirm the dream, or if the day had started better – possibly then she might have kept quiet. But before she could stop herself Sarah was speaking out loud the words that opened Pandora’s box and changed her world for ever, destroying the innocence of childhood and revealing the world in all its ugliness.

‘My mam and da wanted me, they did, but I was stolen away.’ Her chin was up and she was facing the woman who loathed her, thrusting away Rebecca’s hands as they tried to pull her back down in her seat. ‘But they’ll come to get me one day and then you’ll see. They live in a big house, a great big house, and there’s white linen tablecloths and silver knives and forks, and a maid that answers the door—’

‘That’s enough.’

‘It’s true, it is.’ Sarah appealed to the rest of the class who were sitting with open mouths, swinging her arms wide and pivoting on the heels of her coarse leather boots. ‘My mam’s looking for me—’

‘Your mother left you in a filthy toilet to die of exposure when you were just a few hours old.’ Florence didn’t shout, she didn’t have to. ‘You were abandoned, do you hear me, not stolen. There is no big house, no maid – she didn’t want you.’

Sarah knew she had to deny it. Mary was there, and Jane, she couldn’t let them believe such lies, but there was a sickness in her that was rising up in her throat and making her ears ring, and she couldn’t get the words past it.

‘You were left there and you were found, and brought to the foundling nursery that same night by the constable.’ Florence was growing uncomfortable now, there was something in the child’s face that was frightening and she found herself wishing she had never started this. But Sarah always  brought out the worst in her, she told herself irritably. The child set out purposely to annoy her wherever possible. It was easy to bring the excuse to mind; she had used it often enough in the past when the little quiet voice of conscience had prevented sleep from coming.

What would Matron say when she found out one of her Mothers had revealed confidential information? This last thought had the power to make her voice flat when she said, ‘So we’ll have no more of this storytelling, Sarah, and I think you’d better—’

‘Shut up, you.’ Sarah’s face was as white as a sheet, her blue eyes dilated and round. ‘You’re a rotten liar, that’s what you are, a dirty rotten liar.’

‘Sarah.’

‘My mam’s looking for me—’

‘We’ll talk of this later; children, page twenty please—’

‘And I wasn’t left in a filthy toilet, I was stolen and I had a silver rattle.’

‘Sarah, sit down at once.’ Florence had advanced to the child’s side with the intention of pushing her down in her seat, but something in Sarah’s face stayed her hand and actually caused her to retreat a step or two. ‘I shall take you to Matron if we have any more of this.’

‘I don’t care, I’ll tell her what you said and that you’re a liar.’

‘You’re being very silly. You know that, don’t you? Now, sit down and begin your work.’

The ringing in her ears was worse, cutting out all conscious thought, and Sarah was as surprised as Florence when she found herself clinging to the teacher’s bony back as she tore and bit and kicked for all she was worth. She was aware of screaming, and a resultant pandemonium that was all noise and frantic movement, but even when she was hauled off the now prostrate figure beneath her flailing limbs she  continued to fight, until the red mist before her eyes gave way to a deep consuming blackness that took her down and down.

‘Sarah? Sarah, lass, open your eyes. Come on now.’

Sarah recognized the voice as belonging to Mother McLevy, her favourite Mother, who was big and buxom and had a northern accent so thick you could cut it with a knife. Most of the other Mothers tried to adopt the pseudo-upper-class intonation Matron favoured for her staff, but Mother McLevy was a northerner born and bred, and proud of it, besides being something of a rebel to boot.

She was sitting by the side of Sarah’s bed in the infirmary, and had been for nearly an hour despite the heavy cold that had confined her to bed earlier in the day, and her faded blue eyes were full of pity for the young girl lying so deathly still in the narrow iron bed. What a to-do, and all because of Florrie Shawe’s evil tongue, the wicked old bitch. What on earth had possessed her to go for the bairn like that? She shook her head at herself – why ask the road you know? The mere sight of the bairn had been like a red rag to a bull from the moment Sarah had left the confines of the foundling nursery and moved into the main house. Sarah was too beautiful, that was the trouble, and Florrie couldn’t stand it.

There were some, like herself, who had come in as Mothers from a life outside. A life that had been full – a darn sight too full in her case, she thought wrily, bringing her to a place where she needed food and shelter and didn’t mind working all hours of the day and night for the security it represented. And then there were the other sort, like Florrie. Born and raised in the workhouse, Florrie had been institutionalized from birth, and looking like she did there’d been no man prepared to take her on. So, to Florrie and others like her, the Home was a step up from the workhouse  and to be grabbed at, but resentment and frustration were always there just under the surface. But this was the last time Florrie was going to vent her bitterness on this bairn, by all that was holy it was, Maggie promised herself grimly. She’d see to that.

‘Mother McLevy?’ Sarah’s whisper brought Maggie’s eyes to her face. ‘I feel funny and . . . and my head hurts.’

‘Aye, I know, lass.’ There’d be a darn sight more than her head hurting before Matron was finished with her, Maggie thought grimly. That particular lady wouldn’t let a little thing like provocation or justice interfere with her punishment at such a severe and public flouting of her rules. The reflection prompted her to say, gently, ‘Whatever made you do it, lass?’

‘She said . . . she said . . .’

‘Aye, I know what she said, lass.’

There was silence for a full minute and then the whisper came again, ‘Mother McLevy, it isn’t true, is it, what – what she said?’

Now how did she answer that? Maggie took one of the limp hands lying so still either side of the small shape and thought rapidly. She was under no illusion as to why Matron had sent for her to sit with the child. The old biddy was sharp-eyed and cunning with it, she knew the little lass would accept the truth from her when she might continue to fight against it if anyone else spoke to her. Aye, she was a cunning old biddy, the Matron, but she ruled her little empire with an iron hand and it wouldn’t do the lassie any good if she was to lie to her now, much as she’d like to. Matron wanted the lid placed back very firmly on this can of worms. The smooth running of the institution had been affected this morning, and order and discipline must be re-established immediately, whatever the cost to the individual.

‘Is it?’ Sarah’s eyes were beseeching her to lie. ‘My mam did want me, didn’t she? She didn’t try to do away with me  like Mother Shawe said, and leave me in – in . . .’

‘Look, you listen here, lass.’ All right, the truth had to be told, but how she did it was up to her, and a little embellishment after all the lass had gone through was only human.

‘The fact is, you were found in a public place, an’ that don’t suggest to me that you was tried to be done away with, now then. How you got there, an’ who put you there, no one knows; not Flor—Not Mother Shawe, not no one. Life was hard for a lot of folks a few years back. There was the General Strike of 1926 an’ the Depression. I know whole families who were put out on the streets to starve, an’ starve they did, bairns too. Perhaps your mam was tryin’ to save you from that, eh? You considered that?’

Sarah shook her head, tears seeping out of her eyes as she kept her gaze fixed on the old woman by the side of the bed.

‘You think it’s hard here, lass, you want to see what I’ve seen out there.’ Maggie inclined her head towards the window. ‘Why do you think half the bairns in here have their mams or other kin visit ’em of a Saturday, eh? It’s not that they’ve got no family, but their folks can’t afford to have ’em.’

‘I don’t have no one come to see me.’

‘No, I know you don’t, lass.’

‘Even Mary Owen’s mam comes.’

Maggie thought of the big blowsy woman who worked the roughest streets of Sunderland and was notorious amongst even the foulest-mouthed sailors, and shook her head slowly. ‘You don’t want the likes of her visitin’ you, now then.’

She did, right at this minute she did, and that humiliating self-knowledge, when added to the leaden sorrow and despair that was a burning pain in her chest, was unbearable. Her mam hadn’t wanted her. Whatever Mother McLevy said, her mam hadn’t wanted her, and she’d left her in a dirty old lavatory somewhere, where anyone could have taken her. She  curled up into a little ball in the narrow bed, jerking her hand from Maggie’s and stuffing one fist into her mouth to stop herself screaming out loud. She wanted to die. If she prayed right now for the Lord Jesus to let her die, was that like taking your own life and a mortal sin? She didn’t care anyway, she wanted to die. She should have died ten years ago, that’s what Mother Shawe had said.

‘Come on, hinny, don’t take on so. You believe what you want to believe, about your mam an’ things. No one knows for sure anyway.’

But they did. Sarah stared straight into the round fat face as she gnawed on her knuckles. Mother McLevy was being kind but she wasn’t talking like she usually did, her voice was too quiet and soft, and that alone told Sarah that this old friend of hers, the only adult in her small world she had any real affection for, believed what Mother Shawe had said. It  was the truth. A sorrow so ageless and elemental as to be unexplainable filled her mind, and she felt herself shrinking, reducing down into a tiny quivering speck, into nothing. She shut her eyes tightly but the feeling was in her head, her bones, and she couldn’t escape it.

‘How about if I go an’ get you a sup of tea, eh? An’ after you’ve had that, I’ll come along with you to Matron an’ we’ll face her together?’ Maggie’s eyes were soft with pity but her voice was brisk now, it wouldn’t do any good to let the child mope.

However, it was a full minute before Sarah opened her eyes and then her voice was small and flat when she said, ‘All right, but I’m not sorry I went for Mother Shawe. I hate her, and Mary Owen and – oh, everyone.’

‘No you don’t, hinny, it just seems like it.’

The mild response wasn’t like the Mother, and when a reassuring hand was placed lightly against her cheek for a moment before the plump figure rose creakily to her feet,  the enormity of the trouble she was in hit Sarah for the first time, piercing the anguish in her soul. She was going to get wrong for this. The thought began to churn her bowels, turning them to water. She couldn’t remember anyone ever going for a Mother before; what would Matron do to her? Various possibilities brought her sitting upright in the bed, her arms crossed and her hands under her armpits as she swayed back and forth in a state of animal panic.

Sarah, like every other resident of Hatfield Home, adult and child alike, with Maggie McLevy perhaps the only exception, had a deep and abiding fear of the matriarchal Matron Cox. Tall and thin, with iron-grey hair pulled tightly into a bun and almost opaque pearl-blue eyes, the lady in question had a presence about her that was undeniably threatening. In the twenty years in which she had been Matron she had changed the Home from a poorly run, flyblown hovel of a place, into three separate units that ran like clockwork. Her three Es – expediency, efficiency and enlightenment – which she drummed into her staff and their charges every Sunday morning before prayers, were the code she lived by. She was by nature a frosty, unsympathetic character, with a will of iron and an unshakeable belief in her own judgement that was awesome, added to which she didn’t like children. These attributes had made her the perfect candidate for the post of matron in the eyes of the governors who had taken over the running of the Home shortly before she had been appointed. They had been horrified at the slipshod disorganization, and had asked for a tight, disciplined ship that kept the children in their place – seen and not heard – with the minimum expenditure.

Hatfield consisted of three grey-stone buildings surrounded by several acres of land and enclosed within a seven-foot wrought-iron fence, that both repelled intruders and kept the inmates securely confined within its fold.  The foundling nursery cared for the newly born infants and children up to the age of six, at which time they graduated into one of the two main houses – boys to West House and girls to East – regardless of family ties. The two sexes would rarely meet from that day on, unless it was on a Saturday afternoon between the hours of one and five, when children from both houses who had no visitors would be expected to work in the Home’s extensive vegetable garden.

The interiors of all three buildings were painted throughout in dark sombre green, and each was devoid of even the smallest home comfort, the ground floor in each building being of bare stone which gave off a chill on the warmest summer day. The first and second floors, used as classrooms and dormitories, had exposed floorboards, paper window-blinds and no heating of any kind, the only relief on the dark walls being religious tracts promising dire admonishment in the hereafter to all and sundry.

The occupants of East and West Houses received a limited education for three hours every morning after breakfast and exercise, and the afternoons and evenings, until bedtime at eight, were taken up with ‘home duties’, a lofty phrase for the unpaid labour expected of each child.

The younger children, from six to ten years of age, toiled at scrubbing floors and paintwork, laundering clothes, cleaning the washhouses attached to each building, and scouring out the privies. The older girls prepared and cooked food in the kitchens for the two houses and the foundling nursery, attended to the physical and material needs of the infants including washing their bedding and clothes and the mountains of dirty nappies each day, and cleaned the rooms of the Mothers and the separate quarters of the Matron. The boys tended the institution’s resident goats and chickens, collected milk and eggs, worked the vegetable garden and  large greenhouses and kept the grounds neat and tidy.

The small army of workers were constantly reminded of how much they had to be thankful for, including the fact that they were being trained for the day they would leave the benignant confines of the Home and venture into the world outside to earn their own living. They were expected to be quiet, restrained and submissive at all times, to have no opinions of their own, and to hold the Matron and the Mothers in high regard. Any disobedience of the list of rigid rules pinned by each narrow iron bed earned immediate and severe retribution.

And now Sarah had done the unthinkable – she had not only verbally defied a Mother, she had actually had the temerity to attack her physically.

What was she going to do? What could she do? Mother McLevy’s uncharacteristic subduedness washed over her again, increasing her terror. The Mother knew what was going to happen and it was bad. Oh, why hadn’t she just kept quiet when Mother Shawe had had a go at her? There was no remnant of rebellion in Sarah now, just blind panic at what was in store. She’d ask Mother McLevy what to do when she came back; if anybody would know, she would.

Maggie knew there was nothing to be done but she couldn’t bring herself to say so when Sarah tearfully flung herself at her on her return. ‘There now, there, you’ll be spillin’ your tea, lass. Get this down you while it’s hot.’

The warm weak tea was a luxury normally confined to once a day at breakfast, when it accompanied a single inch-thick slice of bread and scantily spread jam, and the sight of it increased, rather than diminished, Sarah’s fear.

‘She’ll kill me, won’t she?’

‘No, she won’t kill you, lass.’

‘She will, she’ll kill me.’

And when Mother McLevy didn’t contradict her again –  didn’t say anything, in fact, but merely looked at her, her face soft and pitying – Sarah shut her eyes tight.




Chapter Two

‘I find it hard to believe the events of this morning took place, Sarah.’

Sarah had only been in the inner sanctuary of Matron’s office once before, but knew from hearing the older girls talk that beyond this room was a separate sitting room and bedroom, and that both were furnished well, if not luxuriously. According to Fanny Brice, there was linoleum on the floor along with several large clippy mats, and both rooms had a fireplace in which a fire blazed most days, winter and summer.

The office leant weight to this story, its walls being a dove grey rather than the regulation duty green, and the small bookcase and large writing desk in heavy mahogany were of good quality, as were the two high-backed chairs which made up the sum total of the furniture in the small but pleasant room.

Not that Sarah was reflecting on the furnishings as she stood, white-faced and shivering, in front of the illustrious head of Hatfield Home, Mother McLevy having been dispatched before she had set foot inside the room.

‘Well?’ The tone was not encouraging. ‘What have you to say for yourself? I trust you can offer some explanation for your shocking behaviour? You are aware Mother Shawe is in a state of collapse?’

‘I . . . I beg your forgiveness, Matron.’ It was the stock response to any misdemeanour and had been drilled in to each child from day one at the institution.

‘Do you indeed.’

It wasn’t going to work, but then Sarah hadn’t expected it to. Cissie hadn’t been able to sit down for a week and had had all her meals standing up, sleeping on her stomach for nights and nights after she had been sent to Matron for sneaking a piece of lardy cake from the kitchen, when she had been cleaning the big open fireplace and blackleaded hob some weeks earlier. And what was pinching a stale old piece of cake compared to what she’d done?

‘You understand that such scandalous conduct must be severely dealt with, both as chastisement to you in the hope that it will persuade you from such wickedness in the future, and as a warning to others you may have corrupted?’

‘I – I won’t do it again, Matron.’

‘Indeed you will not, child.’ The words were more ominous for the quietness with which they were uttered.

‘She – it wasn’t my fault, not really. She said things—’

‘I am aware of what Mother Shawe said to you, and also how the matter started. You were being defiant, refusing to work at the task assigned to you—’

‘I wasn’t!’ She had committed another unforgivable sin. She had interrupted the Matron. Sarah stared aghast into the cold face, before gulping audibly and adding, ‘I didn’t hear her.’

‘You have a hearing impediment?’

‘No, Matron.’

‘Then I take it you were not paying attention, and the resulting fracas was the consequence of your disobedience.’

Sarah didn’t know what fracas meant but she was aware it didn’t matter one way or the other, it was all her fault and she was going to be punished. Her eyelids blinked rapidly  and she felt the urge to go to the privy.

‘I am very disappointed in you, Sarah; very, very disappointed.’ The figure behind the desk rose to her feet, her movements slow and measured. ‘You have been at Hatfield since you were an infant and there can be no excuse for your conduct. You are fully aware of what is expected of you, and this’ – she paused just long enough for Sarah’s stomach to turn over – ‘this vicious rebelliousness is an affront to God and man and must be purged from your mind and body. Go to the cupboard and open the door.’

Sarah’s eyes followed the pointing finger and she saw a cupboard built into the wall which she hadn’t noticed before. When she opened it, it was quite bare apart from a line of long thin canes, each one individually secured within its own niche and standing upright, most split slightly with small f issures.

‘Select one and bring it to me.’

‘Please, Matron, I won’t—’

‘The cane, Sarah.’

After swallowing deeply Sarah reached inside the cupboard and lifted a cane from its position, the bamboo breached and damaged in places, and brought it over to the desk. She had ceased to think, her mind numbed by the fear that held her in a paralysing grip.

‘Pull down your bloomers and bend over the chair.’ There was a funny little quiver in the Matron’s voice now that brought Sarah’s gaze shooting to her face, and she saw the strange colourless eyes were bright with anticipation.

She wanted to do this, she wanted to whip her bare bum, she was looking forward to it. The thought hit Sarah like a blow, revealing as it did something not quite right, something shameful about the woman in front of her whom she had been taught to respect and fear all her life.

‘Did you hear me, child?’

‘I’m not taking me drawers down.’ She didn’t know where the strength came from when her knees were shaking so badly she could hardly stand, but she couldn’t bear to expose herself to the avid gaze.

‘Don’t be foolish, Sarah, you are going to make matters worse for yourself.’

She didn’t care, she wasn’t going to take her drawers down for Matron or anyone else, it wasn’t . . . nice.

‘I’m waiting.’

‘I’m not going to.’

‘You will do as you are told.’

The terror was so great now it was pressing upwards in her throat, threatening to choke her, but still she didn’t move.

‘This is your last chance.’ The tone was soft but icy cold.

Her feet seemed to move over to the chair of their own volition and she paused, glancing over at the Matron again who was now walking out from behind the desk and round to the chair, before she bent over the high wooden seat, the chair-back against her right side and the top of her head touching the floor.

‘Your bloomers?’

‘No.’

‘You will do as I tell you, do you hear me?’ Matron’s voice was a hiss and as Sarah felt a hard hand yank at her clothes, she brought her left hand round to hold down her smock, only to have it smacked violently away. As her smock billowed about her head she felt strong fingers tear at her red flannel drawers, and the certain something that had surfaced earlier, and which she had not known was part of her disposition until that day, rose again, hot and fierce. She sprang up and began to fight back, using fists and feet in between piercing screams.

A ringing blow across one ear, swiftly followed by another across the other side of her head lifted her right off her feet  and brought her spinning round to fall across the seat of the chair, upturning it so it fell with her to the floor.

And then the Matron seemed to go completely mad, snarling like a dog as she brought the cane down with all her strength on any available piece of flesh she could reach, the wood whistling through the air with ferocious intent again and again as she vented her fury and frustration on the half-unconscious child at her feet.

That she would have killed Sarah but for Maggie’s intervention was in no doubt; as it was, Maggie could barely hold the enraged woman until help, in the form of two other Mothers, came running in answer to her yells.

‘What on earth?’

‘Hold her, hold her.’ As the two women took the Matron from her, Maggie bent over the whimpering little figure on the floor. ‘Come on, me bairn, come on, you’ll be all right.’ It was a ridiculous thing to say to the blood-splattered child, and even Maggie, who had seen more of the seamier side of life than she would have liked after her husband was killed in the Great War, and she was forced to eke out a living for herself and her child working at anything she could put her hand to, was white-faced.

‘What happened?’ One of the Mothers came to kneel beside Maggie, the other supporting the now sagging Matron against the wall.

‘What do you think?’ Maggie could barely speak for the anger that was filling her body. ‘You know as well as I do what she’s like with ’em, she gets pleasure out of inflictin’ pain. We all know it an’ we’re all guilty of turnin’ a blind eye an’ all, an’ this is the result. She’s near killed the bairn.’

‘She’s never gone this far before.’

‘No, but there’s plenty bin scarred for life, ’cept it’s where it don’t show. Well, enough’s enough, I’m not lettin’ this go, by all that’s holy I’m not. Look at her.’ Maggie had lifted  Sarah into her arms as she had been talking, the contact causing the child to cry out in pain and then turn into the ample bosom as she moaned like an animal. Sarah’s smock had nearly been wripped off her small back, and she was covered all over in red and blue weals which patterned the blood-smeared skin with grotesquely raised ridges.

‘The child is wilful, she needs correcting.’

At the sound of the voice behind her Maggie swung round so quickly she almost dropped Sarah. The Matron was still leaning against the wall, but other than that slight show of weakness her appearance was the same as usual, all trace of the furious rage that had consumed her a few moments before gone, and her manner imperious.

‘Correctin’? You’ve damn near killed her.’

‘A slight exaggeration I think, Mother McLevy.’

‘Oh you do, do you now?’ The Matron’s countenance showed a vestige of unease as Maggie advanced slowly. ‘Well I suggest you take a good look at your handiwork an’ then say that agen if you can, you perverted swine, you.’

‘Well really! How dare you—’

‘Oh I dare, Matron, I dare.’ There was no heat in Maggie’s voice, but the flat weight of her words carried more menace than any show of anger could have done. ‘An’ I should have dared a good few years afore now, ’cept I needed a roof over me head an’ three hot meals a day, God forgive me. But this time you’ve gone too far. The bairn needs a doctor, an’ even Dr March can’t turn a blind eye to this.’

‘You are over-reacting, Mother McLevy. A hot bath and a few days in the infirmary will calm the child’s agitation, there is nothing wrong with her.’

‘She’s havin’ the doctor if I have to go an’ fetch him meself.’

For a moment they stared at each other in open hostility, and then as Sarah’s whimpering intensified the Matron made  an obvious effort at conciliation. ‘I know you are particularly attached to this child—’

‘That’s nothin’ to do with it.’

‘Nevertheless, your attachment makes you anxious about her and that is commendable of course, even if it colours your view of the present situation.’

‘Oh I see, that’s your tack, is it? Well how about you, Jessie? Do you think the bairn needs the doctor?’ Maggie spoke directly to the woman who had knelt with her at Sarah’s side. ‘Are you goin’ to tell it like it is, or toady to madam here so’s she can whip another little ’un half to death?’

Maggie saw Jessie gulping in her throat, but she knew the woman’s history; a violent father followed by a violent husband who had punched her so hard when she was expecting her first child she had miscarried the infant two months before he was due to be born. It was something Jessie had never recovered from, so she wasn’t surprised when the other woman said, ‘I think . . . I think she needs a doctor,’ although it was clear the Matron was taken aback.

‘Mother Bryant—’

‘You heard what she said an’ so did I.’ Maggie interrupted the Matron before she could say any more. She didn’t bother to question the other woman in the room – Lizzie Price was a bootlicker, she wouldn’t stick her neck out to save her own mother. ‘The bairn needs a doctor an’ she’s gettin’ one.’

‘I am in charge of this institution, Mother McLevy, in case you have forgotten.’

‘You won’t be in charge of bo-diddly when I’ve finished – Matron.’ The slight pause was insulting.

‘You really think you can get the better of me?’ The Matron’s tone had lost its condescending note and the words were almost spat out of her mouth, a slight northern accent apparent for the first time. ‘I’ve dealt with people like you all my life, let me tell you. You don’t know your place, never  have done, but I’ll teach it to you, never you fear. You dare to threaten me—’

‘An’ what are you goin’ to do about it, my fine mare?’ Maggie had handed Sarah to Jessie Bryant as the tirade started, and now she thrust her face close to the other woman, who had drawn herself off the wall and was leaning slightly forward, like a giant bird preparing to peck. ‘Whip me, like you do the little ’uns? Well I’d like to see you try. Aye, I would, because it wouldn’t be me who’d bear the scars – I’d see you in hell first. You’ve only survived here this long ’cos to work here in the first place means we’re desperate for a job, an’ you know it – aye, an’ use it. But not any longer. I’m tellin’ you I’ll bring you low.’

To say that the Matron was taken aback by this warning, spoken as it was in a low controlled voice without a hint of fear, was putting it mildly. It was clear she couldn’t believe her ears, but it was only a second or two before she came back with, ‘You’ll regret this day, Maggie McLevy, I’ll see to that. Now get out, and take that brat with you.’

‘I’m goin’ as far as the infirmary, an’ I’m not leavin’ the bairn’s side either.’ It was clear Maggie didn’t put anything past the Matron, and this was confirmed when she added, ‘An’ there’s more than me witness to this day’s business, just you remember that. I want Dr March to the bairn afore nightfall, I’m warnin’ you.’

‘You are warning me?’

‘Aye, that’s right.’ Maggie’s voice was higher now, with something in its depths that made the woman in front of her take a step backwards. ‘You think you’re so high falutin’, with your airs an’ graces an’ prissy way of talkin’. Well, shall I tell you what I see when I look at you? Scum!’

As the Matron’s eyes narrowed and her jaw thrust out, Maggie pressed home what her instinctive knowledge had told her.

‘You might fool the rest of ’em, the poor blind mares, but you can’t pull the wool over my eyes. You’re nothin’, you came from nothin’ an’ you’ll return to it. Gutter scum, plain an’ simple.’

‘How dare you.’

‘An’ one day you’ll suffer for what you’ve done to this bairn an’ others like her; God’s arm is long an’ He won’t be mocked.’

‘Get out, get out.’

‘Aye, I’m goin’, an’ I want that doctor afore dark.’

The doctor arrived just before tea time and when Maggie saw him walk into the infirmary she knew God was on her side. In spite of her brave words earlier she had been sitting worrying about Dr March; she needed medical verification to take the matter further and the Home’s doctor was an old ally of Matron, as well as being a nasty bit of work in his own right. But the tall young man who strode ahead of Matron didn’t look the sort to be bought off.

He wasn’t.

‘Where’s Dr March?’

Maggie had risen at the doctor’s approach and now he glanced at her briefly as he said, ‘Sick. Is this the young lady who has fallen? Sarah, isn’t it?’

It was a cultured voice, definitely not of Sunderland origin and in strict contrast to Dr March’s broad twang.

‘Fallen?’ Maggie’s tone was high. ‘Is that what she’s told you?’

‘Are you saying this young lady hasn’t fallen off a wall into broken glass and brambles?’

‘Doctor, please, I’ve told you what occurred.’ Matron was at her most regal, but Maggie was pleased to note it was water off a duck’s back as far as the young doctor was concerned.

‘Well?’ He didn’t acknowledge the woman behind him  had spoken by so much as the flicker of an eyelash as he held Maggie’s gaze.

‘Judge for yourself, lad.’ Maggie whipped back the worn, coarse cotton sheet, which was all Sarah could bear on her seared tortured flesh, to reveal the thin little body criss-crossed with lines, some blue-black and others red and stiff with dried blood. ‘I’ve not seen a thorn bush in me life as could do that.’

‘Neither have I, Mrs—?’

‘McLevy, Maggie McLevy.’ She had heard his sudden intake of breath when the cover was thrown back, and seen the tightening of his mouth, but now he pulled the sheet back into place and his voice was gentle when he said, ‘How did this happen, Sarah? Can you tell me?’

The pain in her body had been bearable since Mother McLevy had given her half a teaspoonful of the medicine she kept for when her rheumatism was bad – the laudanum, tincture of opium, had been a heavy dose for a child – but now she found her mind was muzzy when she tried to answer the doctor. ‘She . . . she beat me.’

‘Who beat you, Sarah?’ The voice was still gentle but when Sarah heard the Matron speak from behind the big figure bending over her, the tone was razor sharp as it said, ‘Quiet, woman.’

‘Quiet, woman.’ He’d said ‘quiet, woman’ to the Matron? Sarah forced her eyes wide open now and tried to focus on the male face close to hers.

‘Don’t be frightened, no one is going to hurt you.’ The incongruity of the statement, considering the flagellation the child had endured, and which his mind was still struggling to accept, made his voice terse when he added, ‘Never again anyway. You can speak freely, Sarah, and you have my word that whoever did this will be punished.’

The word ‘punished’, when linked with the Matron, had  always had the power to make her feel sick in the past, but now she found that that particular demon had been scourged along with her flesh, and no longer had the mastery over her. ‘I didn’t want . . .’

‘Yes?’ It was soft and encouraging.

‘I didn’t want to take me drawers down.’

‘You didn’t want . . . ?’

‘To take me drawers down, to be caned. It – it’s not proper, but Matron said I’d got to and I didn’t want to.’

Her voice was thick, the words faint but perfectly distinguishable, and as Maggie’s eyes met those of the doctor over Sarah’s head, he shut his for one infinitesimal moment, red-hot anger flooding his body. What the hell had been going on here? This was 1937, not the dark ages. He’d thought this sort of thing had gone out along with forcing children up chimneys to be burnt alive and other such barbaric niceties the Victorian era had perpetuated.

‘No one is going to make you do anything you don’t want to do again, Sarah.’ Twice, during his exchange with the child, the figure behind him had begun to speak and twice he had brought his hand out in a cutting gesture behind him. ‘Has she had any medication?’ He spoke directly to Maggie now and she answered him without prevarication.

‘Some of me laudanum, she needed it.’

‘She really needs to go into hospital.’

‘I don’t want to.’

Both pairs of eyes returned to the mound under the sheet, and the doctor’s voice was gentle again when he said, ‘Hospital is the best place for you, Sarah, and you’ll be well looked after.’

‘I don’t want to leave the Mother.’

‘Now, Sarah, lass. You listen to the doctor—’

‘I don’t want to go, Mother McLevy.’ Sarah cut across her friend’s voice, her own high with apprehension. ‘And you  said’ – the deep blue eyes in the white little face fastened on the doctor now – ‘you said no one was going to make me do anything I didn’t want to do, didn’t you?’

If the situation had been different Maggie could have laughed at the look on the young doctor’s face. As it was, she put out her hand and touched his sleeve as she said, ‘I can nurse her. I’ve had some practice in me life afore now an’ I know what to do. She’ll be better here, with me – less upset like.’

‘And you can make sure she isn’t bothered in any way?’

His meaning was clear, and Maggie nodded grimly as she said, ‘Oh I can promise you that, Doctor. Indeed I can.’

‘Yes, I think you probably can.’ His smile was brief, but it left Maggie thinking that she bet he’d caused quite a stir among the female populace of Sunderland high society. ‘I’ll help you dress the wounds now. The bandages will need changing twice a day and the salve that I give you will stain the bedding but use plenty of it, it will help prevent scarring. There’s a nasty lesion on her neck, watch that, and no more of the laudanum please. I’ll give you a sedative which will dull the pain and keep her quiet for the next forty-eight hours, after that it won’t be so painful. I’ll call by tomorrow to see how things are.’

‘Thank you, Doctor.’

He turned now, very deliberately, and faced the tall figure behind him over whom he towered by at least six inches. ‘I shall make a full report to the governors on the state of this child, you understand that, Matron? And also to the authorities, with a recommendation that a thorough investigation is carried out.’

‘What are you suggesting?’ But she was frightened. This young upstart wasn’t like Dr March. Dr March she could handle; they understood each other, and the considerable  amount of whisky he poured down his throat in her sitting room after each visit oiled any wheels that needed oiling. But this one . . .

‘Suggesting? I am not suggesting anything, Matron, I am telling you that I intend to make a formal complaint to the governors about what I have seen here today, and also to contact the child welfare authority so that my observations do not get . . . mislaid.’

‘They won’t let you. The governors won’t let you do that.’

‘The board will have no say in the matter one way or the other, and incidentally’ – there was a telling pause, and he narrowed his eyes at her before he said, ‘I think you should know Dr March’s illness is of a nature that will make it impossible for him to return to work in the foreseeable future. Now would you please leave. I intend to treat this child’s injuries.’

‘I shall need to speak with you when you have finished here.’

‘I have nothing further to say to you, Matron.’ His lip curled on the last word, his voice deepening and betraying the anger which he was struggling to keep under control.

‘There are things I need to make clear—’

‘If I have my way you will never be in charge of young lives again, is that clear enough for you? Now get out.’

When she made no effort to move, he took hold of one arm, manhandling her to the door where she jerked free, her face turkey red and her eyes hot as she hissed, ‘Let go of me – who do you think you are? I’ve been Matron here for twenty years—’

‘Twenty years too long.’ He glared back at her, his hostility matching hers before he bundled her out of the door and slammed it shut on her furious voice. ‘Now then.’ Maggie watched his back straighten and his shoulders flex before he  turned to face the room. ‘Let’s make you a little more comfortable, shall we, Sarah?’

Maggie and the doctor were both sweating by the time they had finished; not with the heat, although the day was a warm one for late September and the long narrow room with its row of iron beds had little ventilation, but with the distress Sarah’s pain caused them.

Rodney Mallard was glad he had sent the Matron out of his way before he had begun ministering to the girl. He would likely have strangled her with his bare hands if she had remained. How someone could do this to a child was beyond him. Maggie said much the same thing as she drew the sheet back over Sarah’s body and walked across to the far side of the room, where he was washing his hands in the tin dish that served as a washbasin, a chipped enamel jug standing beside it.

‘Past belief, eh, Doctor?’ She gestured at the occupant of the bed. ‘But I can tell you I was right glad when I saw you walk into this room. I’d have had a fight on me hands with old Dr March. He’s turned a blind eye that often he’ll be needin’ a white stick.’

‘This sort of thing is usual?’

‘I wouldn’t say usual exactly, or at least . . . not as bad as this any road, but she lays into ’em regular, an’ not with her hand.’

‘Not any more she won’t.’ He stared at her for a moment and she stared back. ‘She’ll be out of here within twenty-four hours, you have my word on that. You’ll stay with the child until then?’

‘I said, didn’t I.’ Maggie bristled slightly and the glimmer of a smile touched his face before he said soothingly, ‘Of course, I’m sorry.’

‘You can be sure I’ll look after her, Doctor.’ She was immediately ashamed of her testiness, but it had been a day  and a half and with her feeling under the weather too. ‘I’ll sleep with one eye open an’ all.’

‘That wouldn’t be a bad idea, Mrs McLevy.’

They walked over to Sarah’s bed together and stood looking down on the small girl, who seemed very young and very fragile to Rodney. She was fast asleep, a result of the strong sedative Rodney had given some twenty minutes earlier, her long eyelashes lying on cheeks that resembled white marble.

‘She’ll be all right? I mean once the pain lets up a bit?’

‘Physically.’ He continued looking down at the bed. ‘But mentally . . . What does this sort of thing do to a young mind?’

‘There’s worse things than a beatin’, Doctor, an’ they happen to girls as young as Sarah, especially ones lookin’ like she does.’ Maggie’s voice was flat and low.

‘Yes, I suppose you’re right.’ He turned to her now and his voice was as flat as hers as he said, ‘You think me very naive, don’t you?’

‘Naive?’ She felt embarrassed and that didn’t happen often. ‘Not exactly naive, Doctor, more . . .’ – what was the word? Maggie searched her limited vocabulary and found it – ‘more idealistic. You’ve been brought up as a young gentleman, an’ I’ve nothin’ agen that, heaven forbid, but it’s different for the likes of Sarah. I’m not sayin’ there’s not decent folks among the workin’ class either’ – her tone was suddenly defensive – ‘but it’s the same in every place, I suppose; it’s the bairns what suffer.’

‘Why is she here? Has she any family?’

‘Not as I know of. She was abandoned, left as a baby.’

‘I see.’ He glanced round the cheerless room. ‘So she has lived in the institution all her life?’

Maggie nodded slowly. ‘But like I said, Doctor, there’s worse places for a bairn lookin’ like she does. Here she’s  clothed an’ fed an’ she has a bed to sleep in at night. When I was a bairn, it was a flea-infested flock mattress on the floor, an’ that shared atween four of us, top an’ tailed. Me mam worked from dawn to dusk an’ still there was never enough to eat, an’ me da drank his wage most weeks afore me mam could get her hands on it. When he was in work, that is.’

‘But you were together, as a family.’

She looked at him pityingly. He was idealistic all right, and the poor blighter was going to have a rough time of it, because one thing was for sure, if he was working with old Dr March he was going to have his eyes opened with a vengeance. Why hadn’t he got something in the better part of town, where all the nobs were? But the lad had a good heart. The thought mellowed her and her voice was quiet when she said, ‘Aye, lad, that we were,’ and left it at that.




Chapter Three

It was the middle of the night when Sarah awoke from her drug-induced sleep, and she was immediately aware that she hurt, everywhere; and then remembrance came, hot and sharp, causing her to cry out, ‘Mother McLevy?’

‘It’s all right, me bairn, it’s all right.’

Maggie lumbered off the next bed as quickly as her bulk, and the dose of laudanum she had taken earlier, would allow, and bent over the small girl who had raised herself slightly on her elbows. ‘You settle back down, there’s a good lass. I’ll give you somethin’ to help you sleep, eh?’

‘Where . . . where is he?’

‘Who, hinny?’

‘The doctor with the smiley voice,’ Sarah said weakly.

‘Dr Mallard? You mean Dr Mallard, he’s replacin’ old March an’ not afore time—’

‘Where is he?’ There was a fretful note in Sarah’s voice now and Maggie’s hand came to the child’s brow which she found to be over-warm.

‘He’s gone, but don’t fret yourself, he’ll be back in the mornin’. Now, you have a dose of this an’ it’ll make you feel better.’

‘I don’t want it.’

‘Dr Mallard said for you to have it.’ Maggie was nothing if not crafty, and when Sarah took the bitter-tasting mixture  without further remonstration she added, ‘There’s a good lassie. The doctor’ll be pleased with you when he comes, now won’t he, takin’ all your medicine.’
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