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Chapter One



1910


Shivers trembled twelve-year-old Ruth’s body at the sound of footsteps approaching the dormitory.


As the door opened, light splashed over her bed seeming to carry with it the voice of the man all the girls hated and feared. ‘Shut yer noise up, girl. I ain’t hurt yer.’


This compounded the misery that had clothed Ruth since the girl had been taken away earlier.


Her mind had screamed memories she didn’t want to think about. Memories of herself being ‘the chosen one’.


There had been no peace for her in the relief of not being taken tonight as she’d lain awake praying for the girl whilst trying hard not to think about what was happening to her.


But now, the heart-wrenching sobs she could hear denied her attempts to continue to shut it all out as vivid images of Belton, the night warden of Carlton Orphanage in Bethnal Green, came to her. His smarmy face, blackened teeth and how his sour breath mingled with the stench of stale tobacco, strong body odour and unwashed hair. But worse than this was thinking about the feel of his hands touching her and hearing his heavy sighs.


A tear seeped out of her eye and as always, she wished she had a mum to love her and take care of her.


Left on the doorstep of a priest’s house when a newborn, Ruth imagined her mum had been poor and lonely to have done such a thing, as that way she could excuse her and love her. Loving a mum – even one she didn’t know – gave her comfort.


Not daring to move, Ruth clung to the one sheet that covered her and watched the light become a thinner strip and then disappear as the door closed behind Belton.


The darkness left little specks dancing in her eyes. She blinked, trying to adjust, wanting to go to the girl to tell her she had a mate, but a harsh voice stopped her in her tracks.


‘Shurrup, can’t yer? How can anyone sleep while you’re making that racket?’


Gwen the grump! It was easy for Gwen to say such a thing. Pimply, snotty-nosed, with hair that hung like greasy string and a huge nose that dominated her face, she didn’t know what it was like to be chosen.


Another – kinder – voice called out, ‘Leave her alone, Gwen . . . But hey, luv, crying won’t do yer no good. Yer have to learn to accept it, snuggle down in yer bed when it’s over and get some sleep. That’s what I do.’


Ruth wondered if Doris really did this and wished that she could. Most nights she lay awake, waiting for the door to open, wondering if the heavy footsteps would stop at her bed and feeling relief if they didn’t but at the same time, sorry for the chosen girl.


With the dormitory quietening and Ruth’s eyes more used to the dark, she slipped out of bed to go to the girl to offer comfort. The lino-clad floor iced her feet as she crept along the row of beds.


When she reached the sobbing girl she found her screwed up into a ball. Touching her made her jump. ‘It’s all right, mate. I want to help yer.’


With light from the corridor trickling through the small window above the bed, Ruth could see how distraught the girl was. Her heart went out to her. ‘I can get in with you if yer like, luv. Me friend does that when Belton brings me back and it helps to comfort me. What’s yer name, you’re new ain’t yer?’


‘Amy. Yes, I came yesterday.’


‘Hotch up.’ As she said this Ruth lifted the sheet and put one foot in the bed.


‘No, stop . . . I – I don’t want you to get in.’


The feel of the warm damp sheet gave Ruth the reason for Amy’s refusal. But with the realization came visions of being hit with a wet sheet, and then wrapped in it and made to stand on her bed till supper time. She had to do something to protect Amy. ‘Shush, don’t say anything out loud about this. Yer can come to my bed for a while, but first we have to sort the bed out.’


As Amy got out, Ruth gathered the sheets in a ball and dropped them onto the floor before whispering, ‘Go around the other side and help me turn the mattress over.’


With this done, she took Amy’s hand and led her back to her bed. From what she could see, Amy wasn’t as tall as herself. ‘Get yourself in, then when all quietens down, we’ll deal with the sheets.’


As they snuggled up together giving each other warmth, Ruth told Amy her name, but then wasn’t sure if it fell on deaf ears as Amy’s deep breathing, interrupted by the jerking of rebound sobs, told her that she was already asleep. Ruth held her close.


Not daring to sleep herself, she waited until she thought all the girls in the dormitory had settled before getting out of bed and tiptoeing along to Amy’s bed, stopping at Grumpy Gwen’s to listen a moment. She wanted to be extra sure she didn’t disturb her as Gwen was known to snitch on anyone just to put herself in a good light.


With the reassurance Gwen’s snores gave her, Ruth ran, scooped up the wet sheets, and was out of the door with them, in a flash.


Fear gripped her as she looked this way and that along the dimly lit, draft-filled corridor, but all was quiet. Now, all she had to do was to get safely past Belton’s office.


A strip of light across the floor ahead made her heart sink even further – his door was ajar! Ruth slowed her pace, then wanted to take flight back to her bed as a distressed voice made her jump. ‘No, I ain’t doing that.’


It was one of the lads. The orphanage housed girls and boys but kept them separate most of the time.


Ruth couldn’t bear to hear any more, but couldn’t block her ears.


Mr Belton’s, ‘Why yer like boys is beyond me, Alf,’ made her feel sick.


‘Shurrup, it’s easy for you. The girls don’t fight back.’


The second voice belonged to Gedberg, the night manager.


Ruth waited.


The door opened wider, and the boy came dashing out, his tear-filled voice screaming, ‘Leave me alone . . . Come near me and I’ll kick yer in the knackers.’


Ruth fled in the opposite direction then stood around the corner of the passageway. Don’t let them have seen me, please!


Her tummy ached with suddenly wanting to pee. She clenched her legs together.


When she peeped around the corner, she saw both Belton and Gedberg chasing the boy.


Her sigh held relief for herself, mixed with pity for the boy. But with nothing she could do to help him, she tried to put out of her mind what might happen when they caught him and ran like the wind to the laundry.


Closing the door, she switched on the light. It was then that she saw the blood on Amy’s sheet. Her temper rose, as she realized Belton had truly hurt Amy. But she couldn’t think about that now, she had to hurry.


Dumping the sheets into the huge cloth-bag of dirty laundry, she grabbed clean ones off the shelf and was back out in the corridor, running as if her life depended on it.


Once inside the door of the dormitory, the sounds of sleeping girls – rows and rows of them – helped to calm her.


No one stirred as she felt the mattress to make sure it was dry on its upside, dumped the sheets on it and ran to the water closet to relieve herself. Once there, the fear that had zinged through Ruth brought tears as the wretchedness of their situation filled her with despair.


But as she began the chore of making the bed, she told herself that at least she’d saved Amy having to go through with more than she already had, and this cheered her.


Tired now, she wearily woke Amy. ‘Come on, mate. Yer bed’s made for yer . . . Only you won’t wet it again, will yer?’


‘No, I ain’t a bed wetter, it were . . .’


Her sob tore at Ruth. ‘Shush, luv, it’s all right. Don’t cry. I know . . . Did he hurt you badly?’


‘Yes . . . He . . . he—’


‘Look, I’ll get in with yer a mo, eh? Then you can talk, but yer have to keep your voice down, there’s them as would tell of us, then we’d both be for it.’


Once under the sheets, Ruth asked, ‘When did you come in here? I ain’t seen much of yer.’


‘It was yesterday evening . . . That man was with Matron when I was brought in.’


‘Have yer just lost yer family, then?’


‘No, I was found at the gates of a convent when I wasn’t many hours old.’


Ruth gasped. ‘Something like that happened to me.’


‘I don’t know how a mum can give a baby away, do you?’


‘No. But I think of my mum as not being able to help herself. I’m going to find her when I leave here.’


‘Is that soon?’


‘When I’m thirteen on the twenty-first of August. That’s if they don’t keep me on working in the kitchen or the laundry. Miss Flynn, the housekeeper, is always saying I’m good at both and they kept Hettie on. You’ll meet Hettie, she’s Mr Belton’s favourite, but it don’t seem to bother her. She says she makes the best of it and gets favours because of it. But I couldn’t do that, I’d rather they sent me into the workhouse than that.’


‘I was in the workhouse for a time. The nuns wanted rid of me when I grew up a bit. They said I was a pest and caused trouble, but I didn’t. Other kids blamed me for everything, so when I wasn’t well, they took me to the infirmary and didn’t come back for me.’


As she listened, Ruth’s heart felt heavy with pity for Amy. ‘Was it bad in there?’


‘No, the women were good to us kids, and the warden was kindly. She said I didn’t belong there as I didn’t have parents, so she got me a place here. I wished she hadn’t now.’


‘How old are yer, Amy?’


‘Eleven, only I ain’t sure when me birthday is.’


The sound of someone stirring made Ruth shush Amy. Once it became quiet again, she told her, ‘I’ll look out for yer, don’t worry. I know all there is to know about here. Anyway, as soon as whoever that is settles, I’ll have to get back to me bed.’


Amy gave a soft moan when she moved away. Ruth guessed she was sore. ‘Don’t go to the matron with how you’re hurting, Amy, and don’t tell no one nothing. You’ll only get a beating for telling lies.’


‘But it ain’t a lie.’


‘I know. Just don’t, that’s all.’


Back in her own bed, Ruth sought the place where Amy had lain as it was still warm, and it was nice to think of her being there.


The clanging of the bell woke Ruth with a start the next morning. Every part of her ached from lack of sleep. Dreams of Mr Belton had disturbed her, making the rest of the night a torturous nightmare, but she dared not dwell on this and so jumped out of bed as fast as everyone else did as the morning routine had to be followed.


She soon had her bed made and her nightdress folded under her pillow before donning her grey surge frock and topping it with a wraparound pinny. She didn’t own a comb so she gathered her long black hair, shoved it into a net and covered it with her mob cap.


The hive of activity around her showed that everyone was doing the same, but for Amy. ‘Amy . . . Amy, get up, mate!’


Amy gave a muffled moan.


‘Please, Amy, you’ll get a whipping with Matron’s cane. She’s a tartar.’


‘I can’t.’


Torn between carrying on with the regimented morning routine – she’d still to go to the lav and then swill her face with the rest of them in the washbasins at the other end of the dormitory – or helping Amy, Ruth sighed. She glanced both ways. Queues of wriggling girls at the closet end and chattering ones at the washbasins told her she had at least five minutes before it would be her turn at either. She just had to help Amy and pray that Matron didn’t appear before she was stood in line.


Feeling how hot and sweaty Amy was deepened Ruth’s concern, but despite this she knew that she had to get her to try to dress, as Matron didn’t tolerate anyone being unwell. ‘Amy, come on, mate. Please.’


Too late, the door of the dormitory swung open with a vicious slamming against the wall. Ruth froze.


‘What are you doing? Why isn’t this girl out of her bed!’


‘She’s unwell, Matron Hecton.’


‘Unwell?’


Matron often repeated what you said, as if to say, ‘How dare you!’


Ruth trembled – she knew the consequences of Matron’s temper and could hear it rising in her tone as she barked at Amy, ‘Get out of bed at once, girl!’


Amy tried to put her legs out of the bed but flopped back down again. Ruth jumped forward to help, but a stinging slap sent her reeling. Matron’s face came within inches of hers. ‘Get in line for your wash, little miss interferer!’


Ruth scurried away, holding her smarting face, unsure whether to head for the lav or the washbasins. The closet won as her fear had made the need of it an urgency. But then she wished she’d gone the other way as she came up behind a smirking Gwen. ‘Serves yer right. Yer’ve always got yer nose in where yer shouldn’t have, Ruth Faith.’


Ruth seethed with anger. The need to lash out overwhelmed her. Her fist cracked into Gwen’s nose. Blood spurted everywhere. Gwen’s screams brought Matron flying up the dormitory.


It seemed to Ruth as if doomsday was on her. She couldn’t react or make a move to defend herself as a violent jerk of her head gave her excruciating pain. It felt to her as though every strand of her hair was being pulled from its roots. She tried to keep to her feet to release some of the pressure but lost her balance as Matron dragged her along the wooden floor.


One voice protested. Ellen. Her lovely mate, Ellen. ‘Let her go! That’s cruel!’


‘Shut up, big mouth, I’ll deal with you later. I’ll show you cruel!’


This pained Ruth. Ellen was a bright light in her life, as was Hettie. Both made some of the drudgery bearable.


The youngest in the dormitory at ten years old, Ellen was also the prettiest, with how her dark hair fell in soft curls and her large brown eyes dominated her oval face. She’d latched onto Ruth from the moment a heavily veiled woman had brought her into the orphanage a year ago.


Whilst trying to comfort the weeping Ellen at the time, Ruth had learned that the woman was Ellen’s stepmother who had treated her cruelly and had constantly reminded her that she wasn’t her daughter and seemed to begrudge every minute of her being in her house. ‘She always calls me me dad’s bastard. But— but me dad loves me.’ Ellen had told her.


It seemed to Ruth that the love Ellen had for her dad had kept her going through all of his wife’s mistreatment of her, as she’d described him as being loving and kind. Poor Ellen still missed him every day. Often, she would stand by the railings looking up the street, sure he would come and fetch her home.


Seeing the wretchedness of this, it occurred to Ruth that it was better to be like herself and not remember anything of your parents.


When they reached the isolation cell in the basement, Ruth knew an easing of the dreadful pain as Matron let go of her hair and shoved her inside. Though the feeling of relief didn’t last long as the truth of her predicament dawned on her and compounded as Matron, a burly woman with hairs coming out of her chin, raised her bushy eyebrows and glared out of her beady eyes. ‘You . . . you, Pig, will stay here till you learn you cannot mess with me. Understand? You’re nothing but a stinking tyke!’


The last bit of this was muffled as Matron pulled the heavy creaking door and slammed it shut behind her.


With no air coming into the near-dark room, the putrid stench surrounding Ruth brought the bile to her throat, its sting choking her as she lay in a huddle on the cold stone floor.










Chapter Two



Ruth didn’t know how long she’d been in the room but gradually she’d become accustomed to the dark and could now see quite well with the aid of the light coming through a high, gridded window.


Cold had seeped into her bones and her stomach ached.


Somehow she managed to stand on legs that didn’t feel as though they would hold her and grope her way over to the corner. Here, she found the source of the stench – the bucket. Almost overflowing, it had formed a crusty-looking layer over the top of the fetid urine. Her crouching over it and adding to it, sent the contents leaking over the top. Ruth retched again as she steadied herself by holding onto the stone wall.


Despair filled her. This cell was Matron’s punishment room. Ruth was sure the governors – all good churchgoers – knew nothing about it, or of Belton’s treatment of the girls and Gedberg’s of the boys.


The vicar of the church where all the governors greeted them on a Sunday was kindly. He had a smiley face and a little word for each. He visited their classrooms and told them wondrous stories about Jesus and his mother, Mary. Ruth loved Mary. When she prayed it was always to the sweet little lady with her lovely smile and blue cloak.


Always she felt warm and protected as she talked to her. She tried it now. ‘Holy Mary, help me.’


As if her prayers were to be answered, the door opened.


‘Blimey, Ruth girl, what yer been up to, eh?’


‘Hettie! Oh, Hettie.’


‘Crying don’t help nothing, come on, get a hold of your gumption, luv. Look, I’ve brought yer some broth and some water, only I’ve gotta make meself scarce as I sneaked it down and I’ve to get the key back on the hook before anyone notices it missing.’


‘Ta, Hettie. I – I’ll try.’


‘It’s the only way, luv. Look, drink the water quick and I’ll take the mug back with me, but when you’ve done with the broth, you can hide the dish under that sacking. I’ll try and get down later and get it.’


Ruth drank the water in one and felt better for it. ‘Hettie, do yer know how Amy is?’


‘That new nipper?’


‘Yes, she’s ill, I was trying to help her. It was that Gwen who got me in this trouble.’


‘Oh, her! Anyway, I know the new kid ain’t well as I had to take her some broth too. That’s how I got enough for you out of the kitchen, I was to feed her and knew she wouldn’t be able to eat all that I’d put in the bowl. As it turned out, she couldn’t eat hardly any, so you’ve got plenty.’


‘What’s wrong with her? Is she going to be all right?’


‘I’m not sure, she ain’t good, she’s got a fever. I’m sorry, mate, but I don’t give much for her chances. Weren’t she chosen last night?’


Ruth’s world rocked. For some reason, Amy was so important to her and she hated to think of her in the infirmary. Her own memories of being in what was no more than a sick room really, with about five beds in it and not much more, weren’t good.


Presided over by Matron as everything was, it was a place of little care.


‘Yes, and Belton hurt her. She wet the bed and there was some blood on her sheet.’


‘Poor cow. Sounds like he didn’t stop at touching her. When he did that to me the first time it hurt like mad because I fought him. Did he do it to you, Ruth, luv?’


‘No, I – I don’t know . . . he touches me in places . . . and he makes me . . . well, do things to him.’


Hettie sat down on the bench next to Ruth and took her hand. ‘Look, if ever he does, don’t fight. It’s the best way. Cook looks out for me, and she told me that when she had it done to her as a girl it didn’t hurt when she just let it happen.’


‘Cook?’


‘Yes. But I’ll tell yer about it some other time. Anyway, at least Belton’s careful not to put yer in the pudding club.’


Ruth shuddered. She didn’t know what ‘it’ was nor why Hettie thought Belton not making you have a baby made any of it any better.


For one moment she wanted to leap at Hettie and stop her laugh, which made her more than ample bosom for a fourteen-year-old bounce up and down. But she’d never hurt Hettie.


Dark haired like herself, Hettie’s beauty was in her smile as it lit up her eyes. They had the same dark-coloured eyes, but whereas Ruth’s were set in a heart-shaped face, Hettie had a rounded, dimply face.


Ruth hoped that her own slender body didn’t end up as buxom as Hettie’s but worried that it might, as already her bosom seemed to be growing bigger every day. She wanted to stay as Ellen described her when she said she saw her as beautiful and elegant, like she imagined a princess to be. At the time Ruth had laughed at this but had secretly loved it. It made her feel worthy and confident.


‘Well, come on, girl, give me that mug. And eat that broth, like I told yer to. It’ll put hairs on your chest.’ Hettie laughed as she closed the door.


Ruth wanted to call her back as it felt as though someone had turned a light off. Not the shutting out of the extra light from the corridor, but with Hettie leaving her.


The broth was like a salve to Ruth’s empty stomach, but she couldn’t savour it, she had to eat quickly in case someone came. She’d never want to get lovely Hettie into trouble and couldn’t believe she’d ever felt like going for her.


But the comfort given by the hot food didn’t last long as Amy’s plight played on Ruth’s mind.


Pacing up and down, she prayed to the Holy Mary that Amy would get well until, exhausted, she flopped down onto the bed.


What began as small, stinging tears soon wracked her whole body with achingly deep gulps of pain.


The door opening woke her and the wonderful vision of Hettie cheered her until Hettie’s urgent tone ground a fear deep into her heart.


‘Gimme the bowl, luv, quick, I heard that bleedin’ Matron saying she was coming down here . . . Oh, Ruth, luv, she . . . she said she were going to get her cane first. I’m sorry, mate.’


The trembling Ruth had experienced before was nothing like she knew now. Even her teeth clattered together as she saw the tears streaming down Hettie’s face.


Hettie quickly wiped them away with her sleeve. ‘Be brave, luv. Yer’ll be all right. Us cockneys can take it, can’t we, eh?’


‘I don’t know . . . I don’t even know if I am a cockney. I only know I was left at a priest’s house somewhere in Southwark.’ Ruth didn’t know why she was saying this when she really wanted to scream and scream for someone to save her.


‘Well then, that’s in the sound of the Bow Bells, so yer a cockney like me, and we don’t give in. We’re strong and have the spirit of a horse. So, grit yer teeth, take yer punishment and you’ll soon be out of here, won’t yer?’


Ruth tried to latch onto this courage but failed. Inside she dreaded what was to come and could already feel the lashes of the long cane cutting her skin.


‘I’ve got to go, mate. Think of me when it happens. I’ll be rooting for yer.’


As the door closed, Ruth heard Hettie’s loud sobbing and knew she’d stood a moment outside. Her love for Hettie made her call out, ‘I’ll be all right, mate,’ but she knew in her heart she wouldn’t be.


When it opened again a few minutes later, Ruth cowered in the corner. Matron loomed like a monster, her cane held high. ‘Start a ruckus in me dormitory, would you? Well, you’ll pay, lady. You’ll pay to within an inch of your life.’


Matron stepped closer with every word. Ruth held her head and tried to do as Hettie had said as she dug her teeth into her bottom lip. But when the cane came down and tore into her shoulder, she screamed out in agony. This seemed to increase the savagery of the whipping, as Matron went into a frenzy, making an ugly ‘ugh’ sound with each lash as if putting all her effort into it.


Ruth’s agony increased with the slicing of the cane as it ripped the straps off her pinny, shredded her bodice, then cut deep into her bare flesh.


Unable to take any more, she sank into the blackness that offered her peace and freedom from the agony.


Her smarting wounds woke her. Her whole body seemed to be drowning in sweat. Her throat rasped with pain when she tried to swallow, and her head ached.


Unsure of where she was, she looked around, wanting to call for help, but then saw she was in the infirmary and knew it would be useless to try to get anyone to come to her. She lay back on the rock-hard pillow and wept.


‘Ruth?’


A croaky voice trickled into her mind. Ruth opened her eyes. She tried to say Amy’s name, but nothing would come out. With a great effort she raised her hand.


‘Oh, Ruth. I’m dying. Don’t let me.’


A streak of terror shot through Ruth, giving her strength. Her own voice croaked and hurt her throat as she called out, ‘No, Amy, fight back. Don’t die. I won’t let yer die, mate. We can beat them by getting well.’


‘Beat who? Just you try, young tyke and see where it gets you. More of the same, if yer ain’t careful.’


Ruth’s fear couldn’t get any deeper than it was already. The evil Matron could do no more to her than she’d already done. But Ruth wouldn’t let her win. She’d survive and one day she would have her revenge.


She hadn’t known Matron was in the room, but now heard her steps receding and knew some relief. But the rallying thoughts she’d had increased her determination. She lay back. Hearing, but not able to do anything about Amy’s sobs, she prayed to her beautiful Holy Mary.


When she next woke, a man stood looking down on her. Matron stood next to him. His voice was kindly, ‘Tell me, who did this wicked thing to you, my dear?’


Matron coughed, drawing Ruth’s attention to her. Her look defied Ruth to dare mention who.


Ruth remained silent. The man turned to Matron. ‘Surely, you know how this happened, Matron, these children are in your care.’


‘I don’t, Doctor. And if I find out . . . But then, these kids are always fighting amongst themselves. They bully this one in particular as she gets on all of their nerves, so I’d say a few had a hand in it. Not that you’d ever get her, or any of them, to tell you who were involved.’ Matron’s head bobbed on her neck.


‘Well, maybe you need to see they are more closely supervised. Now, you have a problem on your hands. For apart from her appalling injuries, this young lady and the one called Amy look likely to have diphtheria.’


Matron’s ‘No’ came out following a deep gasp.


‘I’m afraid so. I will need to carry out tests, but I’m almost certain. This could now run rife through the home and take the lives of many of these poor souls. They need careful nursing and keeping in isolation. Everything used for them must be either destroyed or sterilized by boiling.’


‘But I haven’t got the staff to cope with that. Can’t they be taken into the charity hospital?’


‘No, it’s best to keep them where they are. Besides, they have an outbreak in most of the charity hospitals and workhouse infirmaries.’


‘Well then, that explains it. That one,’ Matron nodded to where Amy’s voice had come from, ‘came from one of those just recently. No doubt, she’s the reason we’ve got it here, then.’


‘Well, whatever the reason, you have to put measures into place. I will try to get hold of some antitoxin. I have a supplier who may have some.’


Ruth’s terror increased, and yet she couldn’t completely take it in. He said I might die! What is being dead like? I don’t want to die, and I don’t want Amy to.


As soon as the door closed on Matron and the doctor, she called out in as loud a voice as her sore throat would allow, ‘Amy, are yer all right, luv?’


A similar croak came back. ‘Yes, but I feel so ill.’


‘Hold on, luv, don’t die.’


A little sob came from Amy. Ruth didn’t know what to do, she couldn’t raise her head, or hardly move her aching limbs. She closed her eyes.


A voice that seemed to be coming from a long way off woke her. ‘Ruth, Ruth, open your eyes.’


Ruth tried to respond to it, but her eyes felt weighted down and wouldn’t open, and her head hurt so much.


‘If she doesn’t wake, we may lose her. She needs to respond. Has she spoken at all, Matron?’


‘Not that I know of.’


‘Look at the state of her. What’s going on? She’s lain here for three days now. Have you bothered to bathe her and change her soiled gown?’


‘I told you, I haven’t got the staff, and I can’t do it all myself.’


‘What about the other one? You’re very lucky it was confined to these two only . . . Let me take a look at her.’


Ruth drifted off again, liking the oblivion. Not wanting to wake up until a different voice pleaded with her. ‘Ruth, wake up. Please wake up.’


Amy? ‘Amy, are you all right, Amy?’


But it seemed Amy hadn’t heard her as she carried on calling her name. Then a different voice, that of the doctor came to her, ‘I think she’s trying to speak. Amy, will you try again, but don’t tire yourself as you’re far from well yourself yet.’


Amy’s cry of ‘Ruth, Ruth’ encouraged Ruth to make a massive effort, and she opened her crusted eyes.


‘Ahh, some response, good . . . Now then, my dear, you’re doing well and responding to treatment, but I need you to fight this too . . . Matron, prepare a bath at once. Get someone . . . anyone, to come along and bathe these two poor souls. I shall report this to the board.’


‘Huh, you won’t get anywhere, I told them myself, that if I put someone on cleaning and doing for them, the whole home could become infected. They agreed I should keep these in isolation and do what I can – well, as you can see, that isn’t much. But at least I kept it confined.’


The doctor sighed. ‘Well, I think it’s safe now to let someone come and clean them up and change their beds. I’ll give them one more dose of the antitoxin, and then they both should make a full recovery. I’ll come back tomorrow, and I want to see a different state of affairs.’


Ruth closed her eyes again but found herself being shaken. ‘Ruth, please, keep your eyes open. Get better, Ruth, don’t leave me.’


Not able to answer Amy, Ruth tried to nod her head, but the pain was too much too bear. Though she knew with a sense of relief that Amy had beaten the disease enough to get out of bed.


‘Doctor said yer injuries are a lot to do with how badly yer hurt, Ruth. That pig! Did she beat you?’


Ruth nodded. ‘St-stinging.’


‘Oh, Ruth. That’s because the doctor put iodine on, but he has to or you’ll get infected.’


Ruth heard the door go and stiffened. She knew Matron wouldn’t be in a good mood after the way the doctor had spoken to her and that could mean consequences for her and Amy. But then a familiar voice had her wanting to smile. ‘It stinks in here. Bleedin’ hell, ain’t yer washed for a fortnight?’


Hettie! Lovely Hettie.


‘Right, let’s get the bleedin’ bath ready. You can go first, Amy, as yer don’t look so bad. How’s Ruth?’


‘She’s badly, but the doc said none of us are infectious now.’


‘I know, I wanted to come before, but the old cow wouldn’t let me. Let me help yer to wash. I’ve brought a clean nightgown for yer both and I’ll go and get some sheets.’


Ruth heard Hettie approaching her bed. She opened her eyes.


‘Oh, Ruth, luv . . . look, let me help yer into a chair and start to get them things off you, eh?’


Ruth nodded, but then screamed out in pain as Hettie tried to move her.


‘Nearly there, mate, scream as much as yer like, I can take it. But I’ve got to get yer cleaned up. Yer’ll never get better in that stinking pit.’


Ruth gritted her teeth and allowed Hettie to bathe her. Tears streamed down her face, but she didn’t murmur.


‘Yer made of strong stuff, Ruth, luv. You can get through this. Only a few more months and you’ll get to go to a placement.’


Through chattering teeth and wanting to distract herself, Ruth asked, ‘What they like, Hettie?’


‘Well, I ain’t ever been out of here and the workhouse, but I get to go to the market sometimes and once I met a girl who works in a big house as a scullery maid. She don’t do too bad. She says she’d look out for something going for me, but I don’t know if I can leave Cook. Anyway, this girl told me the work’s hard and the hours are long, but she gets fed well and has mates there who’re more like a family and on days when the owners of the house have a celebration, they’re allowed a glass or two and to sing songs.’


To Ruth, this sounded like heaven.


‘She gave me hope, because she told me that she ran away from the workhouse and just went knocking on kitchen doors. She fell lucky on her sixth day, mind she near starved in that time. And she is no more than a dogsbody as she has no references but she seemed happy.’


The idea began to take root in Ruth. She could run away. She could do as this girl had done . . . I will, I’ll do it. One day, I’ll take me chance and run away.


With this thought giving her hope, Ruth felt the life coming back into her. These last days she hadn’t cared if she lived or died, but now, she wanted to live.










Chapter Three



The metal landing of the stairs that led to the playground had been warmed by the June sunshine, making it a welcome place for Ruth, Ellen and Amy to sit on this lovely summer’s day.


They dangled their legs through the railings, watching the other kids. Some sat on the steps huddled together with their mates, others ran around, screaming with joy and happiness as if they hadn’t a care in the world.


Didn’t they feel trapped in this awful place – abandoned? Unloved and unwanted? What was it that made them different? Why was it that they seemed invisible to Matron and Belton and could carry on their lives as if everything was normal?


Not so for the ones on the steps. They were like her, Amy and Ellen. Their pain and misery visible in their eyes. Ruth knew their need to hold hands as she was doing with Amy and Ellen.


But then despite it all she was glad that she hadn’t died, and even more so that Amy hadn’t. But she knew they’d been lucky – herself in particular.


Six weeks had passed since that awful day and now her cuts were scabbed over and more comfortable and she was getting stronger every day.


She looked from Amy to Ellen. ‘Yer know, all the while I were ill, it was me need to get me own back that kept me going. A feeling I had that no matter what, they weren’t going to win – that and, well . . . I wouldn’t have got through any of it without you two and Hettie.’


Amy snuggled in closer, her mousy hair covering her freckled face as she looked down at the ground. She did this a lot, as if she felt that looking up would give her the reality of her world. She didn’t speak much either, but wherever Ruth went, Amy was by her side or not many paces behind, as was Ellen. The three of them were becoming inseparable.


Ellen squeezed her hand a little tighter. ‘You would. You’re stronger than you think. Me dad always said that of me. He said, “Your calmness is your strength, Ellen. You don’t rebel, when anyone else in your position would and that saves you a lot.” Funny, but he said it saved him too. I suppose he meant that me accepting things made for a peaceful life. But to me, you’re the strong one as yer fight back.’


‘I suppose. Did yer dad ever tell you where you came from, Ellen – I mean to them, not that birds and bees stuff.’


They all giggled at this.


‘No. I didn’t ever ask them. It all seemed normal as I can’t remember anything but being with them and anyway, me dad is me real dad, I know that. As I told yer, me mum always called me his – his bastard. I looked that word up once. She used to take me to the library, and they had a big dictionary. It means “born out of wedlock”.’


Ruth knew this and had wondered if she was a bastard child too.


‘That’s why I think me dad really loved me – mind, he did tell me so when we were on our own. I asked him once, why me mum didn’t love me and he just said it was complicated. But once I knew what the word meant, I thought she couldn’t be me real mum – not the one who gave birth to me. But it all became too much so I didn’t think about it a lot. Anyway, I have you and Amy now, and that makes up for a lot.’


Ruth knew this feeling; if you didn’t think about things, they couldn’t hurt you, and to have someone you felt close to and who you knew loved you meant the world.


Sometimes she felt guilty at her plan to run away, for as much as she needed them, Ellen and Amy needed her. But she couldn’t let that alter her resolve and she decided now was the time to tell them about it. ‘I’m going to run away.’


‘What?!’


Both looked stricken as they said this in unison. Ellen recovered first, though still looked devastated as she asked, ‘When?’


‘I don’t know yet. The time has got to be right. But it will be during the summer in case I don’t get set on somewhere and have to sleep rough.’


‘I’m coming with yer.’


‘No, Amy, you stay with Ellen and look out for each other, and try to keep yerselves out of trouble. I’ll come for yer when I’m set up. But before that, I’ll sneak up to the railings to see yer whenever I can, so look out for me.’


Ellen had tears in her eyes as she asked, ‘How will yer do it, Ruth?’


Ruth hesitated. She had a plan, but she couldn’t tell them about it. She’d decided she’d be like Hettie, she’d gain favours from Belton. She’d get Hettie to tell him she was willing to let him do anything with her.


This thought tightened her throat. She swallowed hard. She’d asked a lot of questions of Hettie and learned how she played games with Belton. All of it repulsed and frightened her, but she saw Hettie as so brave to do it, and knew it was the only way for herself to stand a chance of getting out of here. She could do it . . . Anything if it meant she’d be free!


Ellen brought her back from these thoughts. ‘Have yer got a plan, Ruth?’


‘No, but I’ll find a way. If yer look for stuff, yer find it. And I watch all the comings and goings, so, one day, I’ll get me chance.’


‘You really mean that you’ll come for us?’


‘I do, Amy. Look after each other and one day we’ll all be together again.’


It was later that day, while she was helping Hettie to load the huge dinner trolley ready to take into the dining hall that Ruth plucked up the courage to tell her of her plan.


Hettie looked horrified. ‘What? No, Ruth. No, not that, luv . . . Don’t ask that of me. Besides, yer’ll never make it. Out there, where would yer go?’


‘That girl yer told me about did and if she can, then I can.’


Hettie was quiet for a moment. ‘You really mean it, don’t yer, mate?’


‘I do and I need yer help, Hettie.’


‘But not that way. Not by using Belton. No! Yer don’t know what it’s like, Ruth.’


For the first time, Ruth wondered what happened to Hettie and doubted if what she’d always thought was the truth. Did Hettie do what she did, willingly? Cunningly even, to make her life better?


But whatever it was like, Ruth had no other plan and this made her determined to endure it to help her cause. She went to plead with Hettie but instead tears tumbled down her cheeks, making her feel weak. The tears were of despair, of the kind she didn’t seem able to control since her illness.


‘Aw, don’t cry, luv. Come here.’


Hettie’s hug as she rocked her backwards and forwards helped.


‘There’ll be a way, luv, but not that way. But promise me, if you do go, yer’ll keep in touch. And don’t starve. I’ll make arrangements with yer to meet me at the kitchen bins when I empty the slop bucket and if I can’t get anything fresh for you then yer can have something out of the bucket, as believe me, yer’ll be bleedin’ grateful for it.’


‘Ta, Hettie. And ta for hugging me, luv. I love to be hugged.’


‘It still feels strange as the first time was when yer were in the isolation, but nice. We should do it more. Me arms have ached to hold someone and have someone hold me in a loving way.’


Ruth looked both ways and seeing no one had come to find her, she hugged Hettie again. ‘I luv yer, Hettie.’


‘Ha! Yer a dafty, but I bleedin’ luv you too, girl.’


They both laughed at this.


‘Hettie, you will look out for Ellen and Amy if I go, won’t yer?’


‘I will, luv, as they’ll be lost without you. Tell them, I’ll always be here for them.’


‘Ta, luv.’


‘Now, let’s get the dinner dished up, or we’ll have Matron on our heels.’


Ruth’s chance came sooner than she thought. She lay asleep a few nights later, dreaming that she was walking the streets of London, when was she catapulted awake by someone shaking her.


‘Shush!’


From the shadowy form she could tell it was Hettie.


‘Grab yer clothes and come to the kitchen.’


With this Hettie turned and almost ran out of the dormitory.


Ruth didn’t know how she made it to the dimly lit kitchen, as every step of the way was fraught with danger of being caught.


Each door she passed gave her signs that someone was awake. A cough, or the sound of someone having a pee. But the worst sounds of all came from Belton’s office as a boy screamed, and she heard Gedberg shout, ‘Hold the bleeder still, Belton, will you?’


Her heart went out to the boy and urged her to burst through the door, but her head told her that wouldn’t do any good, so she prayed to her lovely Holy Mary for him and for herself.


Her prayers got her to the kitchen.


When she opened the door it was to find Hettie pacing up and down.


‘Are yer all right, Hettie? What have you planned for me, mate?’


‘No, I ain’t all right, and I didn’t plan anything, it just became something I’ve got to do . . . Oh, Ruth. You will take care, won’t yer?’


‘I will. But why, what’s happened?’


‘Look, mate, just remember that I wouldn’t do this if I weren’t trying to save you. Yer see that bleedin’ Belton’s got his eye on yer.’


‘You mean . . .?’


‘Yes. You couldn’t make it up. Here you were asking me to arrange it and then a few days later, he’s telling me he wants a fresh girl to be his regular and asking me to work on you – tell you the benefits, make yer want the same. Ha, he told me to tell yer how good it was, but it ain’t, Ruth. He hurts yer and he enjoys doing so. It makes you feel dirty . . . Anyway, he said he’d noticed how you were developing, and he liked how beautiful you were. I said I wouldn’t do it, so he thumped me in me back. Took me wind away. I doubled over and that’s when he kicked me, so I agreed, knowing I would help you to escape instead.’


Ruth had been dressing as she listened. Terror clutched at her and she wanted to say she couldn’t do it. She couldn’t go out in the dark by herself, but what she was hearing spurred her on. But what of Hettie?


‘Come with me, Hettie. He’ll know what you’ve done, mate. He’ll hurt you again and again. I can’t bear that.’


‘No. I can’t. Don’t worry about me, I’ll get me revenge. I serve his meal at night when he comes on duty. He’s not going to be very well for a good while. By the time he can think straight, he’ll have forgotten this and want to get back to normal. But if me plan don’t work, then I’ll run away too. Now, stop worrying about me. Here, I’ve put some grub up for yer, luv.’


Ruth took the cloth bundle.


‘Make for the market square, cross the Old Ford Road and just keep going. You’ll see a few stands and things as some leave them up all the time and yer’ll get some shelter under them. But hide out of sight if yer see anyone coming towards yer, as there’s some rogues about at night. In the morning start looking for a placement, though sometimes, someone from the countryside will come to the market looking for workers. Yer’ll know if this is likely as yer’ll see a queue of down-and-outs, hoping to be took on. Wait in the queue, you might get lucky.’


Ruth nodded. She wanted to run back to her warm bed, but the thought of Belton spurred her on. She’d been shocked since knowing that Hettie didn’t really like going with him and that he hurt her. In the past Hettie had always spoken as if it was a good thing to be the favourite. But then, that was Hettie. She wouldn’t want Ruth worrying over her, or worse, trying to protect her. Hettie knew she was known for flying off the handle to stand up for what was right. Though after what happened when she last lost her temper, she’d think twice now.


‘Give me another hug, love, and make sure yer come to this back door regularly to get food and to let me know how yer are.’


Ruth didn’t want to come out of the hug. It seemed to her it would be the last bit of comfort she’d ever have. ‘Tell Ellen and Amy that I’ll come to the railings when it’s safe to do so, but if I can’t, they’re not to forget me as one day, I’ll come for them. And you, Hettie. We’ll all be together one day, won’t we?’


‘We will, luv, we will. Good luck. Be strong and remember, you’re a cockney, and cockneys have spirit and courage. And the majority out there’ll help yer, so don’t be afraid to ask, eh?’


Shivering from the cold of the damp night air, Ruth pulled the shawl Hettie had given her around her shoulders, trying to get the feel of the safety of Hettie’s arms as much as to shield herself.


The smog that was a permanent part of London thickened in places making it hard to see where she was going, but eventually, she made out the shapes of some wooden stalls ahead. She quickened her pace, but then stopped dead as another shape became clearer and she realized there was a huddle of shadowy figures perched against one of the stalls.


Dodging into a doorway, she peeped out. None of them moved.


Hoping they were asleep she took her wooden-soled shoes off and crept in her stockinged feet towards them, hardly daring to breathe.


When she reached the first stall, she could see it had a skirt of canvas around it. Crouching down, Ruth crept under this but was assailed by the stench of rotting vegetables. Taking deep breaths, she crawled closer to the crates that were giving off the awful smell, seeing them as a back rest in this cramped space.


Voices woke her. Cheery voices calling out to one another. ‘’Ere, Bett, you going to make a killing today then, luv?’


‘Ha, I’ve to shift this bleedin’ lot first . . . Ger out of it, yer drunken layabouts.’


‘Come on Bett, give us a break.’


‘Give yerselves one, get down the docks, go on, yer’ll most likely be given a day’s work. Not that any of you bleeders know what one of them is.’


‘Give us a sup of tea first, Bett.’


‘Cheeky buggers. Yer can ’ave a mug between yer once I’ve brewed it. Let me get me brazier going.’


Not daring to move, Ruth could see a woman’s feet shuffling backwards and forwards and hear sounds that told of the stall she was under having goods put on it.


‘The cart’s turned into the street, Ruby, luv, looks like yer delivery’s here, do yer need a hand with yer crates?’


‘Ta, Bett. Me back’s giving me some gip today.’


Ruth held her breath as the canvas was lifted.


‘Bleedin’ hell, what we got ’ere? Blimey, it’s a waif and stray! Come out, girl, no one’s going to bite yer.’


As Ruth crawled out, she looked into two weathered, wizened, but kindly faces.


‘What the devil?’


‘Leave it out, Ruby, mate, the girl’s frightened out of her wits . . . Now then, young miss, where did you come from?’


‘I ran away, and I don’t want to go back.’


The one called Ruby put her hands on her hips. ‘We’ll be the judge of where yer go, girl. How old are yer, and where did yer run from?’


A few of the men and boys who’d been sleeping rough had gathered round. One piped up, ‘I bet she come from that kids’ home, I’ve ’eard some tales of that place. Young Robbie here ran away from there, didn’t yer, son?’


‘I did, and I ain’t never going back. Did Belton get at yer, girl?’


Ruth looked from one to the other and nodded her head. ‘Me name’s Ruth and I’m tw— thirteen, and I’m going to look for work.’


‘Not before yer ’ave a hot cuppa tea and a crust of toasted bread and dripping you ain’t, Ruth girl. Get yerself by me brazier and warm yer bones.’


‘Here, Bett, it’s one thing these men and boys sleeping rough, but we can’t let a girl do it. We should take her back.’


Ruth felt the terror of this. She broke away and ran for all she was worth not stopping to look back. A hand grabbed her. ‘Hold yer horses, Ruth, no one’s going to send yer back. And if they try, they’ll have to get by me first.’


Gasping for breath, Ruth slowed down.


‘Ruby ain’t a bad ole girl, she’ll come round, she always takes the high ground. And Bett’ll always look out for anyone, she’s the salt of the earth is Bett. She didn’t mean any of that she said to us just before you appeared, it’s all part of our regular banter. Come and have a dripping butty and a hot drink, eh? None them blokes I’m with’ll harm you. They’re a good bunch, just down on their luck like me and you.’


Feeling better, Ruth let the young man she’d heard called Robbie guide her. ‘Ta, Robbie, I were scared for a mo.’


‘I know how yer felt, you don’t have to tell me. I was . . . well, I had problems in that bleedin’ home. Did Belton have a go at yer?’


She nodded, feeling her cheeks redden.


‘Well, I ain’t saying you’re safe now, but you are from the lot I’m with, they won’t touch yer, I promise, they’re a decent lot. Come on.’


When they got back to the group, Bett handed her a mug of tea. ‘Well, yer’ve got cockney spirit, girl, I’ll give yer that. Now, get this down yer, and take no notice of Ruby.’


‘Well, I only thought I was doing right, Bett.’ Ruby shrugged then turned to Robbie. ‘Anyroad, Robbie, mate, if yer want a day’s work today, you’ve got it. Finish unloading me cart for me, son, as me back’s breaking. Then yer can help me to load me barrow and take it around the streets for me. Jack ain’t coming in today, he’s got a gammy leg.’


‘Ta, Ruby. Ta very much. Yer won’t be sorry, I’ll work hard.’


‘You’d better. And mind yer Ps and Qs in them posh streets, none of yer bleedin’ swearing.’


A roar of laughter went up at this. And as each of them introduced themselves to her, Ruth had a warm feeling of being amongst friends.


‘I’m Reg. I was injured in the Boar War. Fought for my country and now on the scrap heap, trying to get by. Good to meet you, Ruth.’


Reg, a gangly-looking man who Ruth imagined might be in his thirties, smiled, showing a mouthful of even but decaying teeth. His posh voice didn’t go with his situation and she felt most sorry for him.


‘And I’m Mick. Mick the Irish. Known for the blarney. What is it you’re for having in your cloth?’


‘Food, and yer can all share it if yer like.’


‘I’ll be for tanking you, as it is that I am fair hungry this morning.’


Mick looked older than Reg. Ruth loved the way he expressed himself and his lovely blue eyes that held kindness.


Then there was Ted the Flute, another older man, named, they told her, because he played the flute on the street corners and earned a few coppers to buy them a jug of ale now and then.


Ruth liked them all and wished she could help them. They presented a motley crew with their ragged trousers tied with string at the ankles and old coats also tied with string around their waists. Each wore a flat cap and were grubby and had a look of being half-starved. But all had a cheery word.


When she opened the cloth she found sandwiches made with thick slices of ham. They were gone in no time. Biting into the one she had, she found it delicious with just a light taste of mustard. She thought of Hettie and had the feeling that she was hugging her again.


A voice cut into this thought. ‘You can come with me if yer like, Ruth. It’ll be a good chance to knock on kitchen doors or to ask them as they come out to buy off the barrow if they have any jobs going.’


‘Ta, Robbie, I will.’


‘Robbie, stop yer flirting and come ’ere.’


Robbie blushed. ‘What is it, Ruby? I’ve got the cart ready, I’m just having a bite to eat.’


‘It ain’t all about pushing a cart. You need to be more presentable to the folk who might consider buying from yer. They won’t want to buy from the dirty-looking tyke that you look like. ’Ere, take this farthing and get yerself over to the slipper baths and ’ave a wash. Then yer can put Jack’s overall on, it should fit yer and it’s been washed and ironed.’


It was Ruth’s turn to feel embarrassed but feeling as desperate as she was, she had no choice but to ask, ‘Is there a lav in the slipper baths, Ruby?’


‘No, yer go behind that bush, like the rest of them. Though I should ’old yer nose as it’s been used as a lav by a good few.’


‘Ruby, girl, I don’t know what’s got yer goat this morning, but can’t you find a civil word for the girl, eh? She’s one of us, anyone can tell that. Come on, Ruth, I’ll take yer to the cafe. I rent a storeroom around the back of it and they’ve got a lav.’


‘Ta, Bett.’


‘Morning, Joe. ’Ow are yer today?’ Bett cheerfully greeted the man behind the counter of the cafe but didn’t get the same kind of response.


‘Where shall I start? I ache all over.’


‘Well start by pulling a jug of ale for the lads. They’re going to the docks to try their luck. Put it in a bottle and it’ll keep them going for the morning. Add it to me tab, ta.’


Whatever Joe said to this, Ruth had no idea as it was growled out, but she felt lifted by Bett’s cheery giggle as she followed her around to the back of the building.


‘That door, there, luv, it ain’t all that clean though. Folk should be given a peg to put on their nose, but it’s all right, and if you’ve to do yer business then yer can read the bits of the newspaper on the hook while yer do and then use it afterwards.’ Bett laughed as if she’d told a joke that was really funny. But Ruth didn’t mind this crudeness as it made her giggle and helped to cover the awkwardness she felt.


When she came out, Bett was waiting for her. ‘There’s a job going here with Grumpy Joe, but I’d worry about yer. I know the bloke you were talking about – Belton. He comes down ’ere for his ale before he goes ’ome to have his kip.’


Fear zinged through Ruth.


‘Don’t worry, luv, if yer ain’t on the road with Robbie by then, we’ll hide yer.’


‘But Ruby might tell him!’


‘No, don’t you worry about Ruby. She’s a good sort. She’s feeling her bones this morning, but when it comes to it, she won’t give yer away.’


Ruth didn’t feel so sure. She hadn’t taken to Ruby and didn’t trust her and was glad to find when they got back to Bett’s brazier with the spuds from Bett’s storeroom that the men had all gone to seek work and Robbie was ready to set off.


Robbie looked different. The brown-cloth work coat hung on him and his grubby face had turned into a shiny clean one. She could see he had freckles across the bridge of his nose. His sandy hair shone, though was still damp on top where it was a lot thicker. Ruth loved how it curled up where it touched his collar. In Robbie she felt she’d met a kindred spirit and knew they were going to be friends.


‘I’m heading for Victoria Park area. There’s a few big houses around there. It’s about a fifteen-minute walk, are yer up to that?’


‘I am, I can walk you off yer legs, mate.’


They both giggled.


‘I can remember seeing yer about in the orphanage. You’re younger than me, about two years I’d say. I remember that one or two of the lads thought yer pretty.’


Ruth blushed. ‘Well, I can’t remember seeing you, so pull the other one, it’s got bells on it.’


This set them off giggling again, and Ruth knew this was the happiest she’d ever felt in her life. She breathed deeply, ignoring the wafts of horse dung and the smell of the smoke belching out of the factory chimneys. Her freedom was in every breath. She thought about the home and imagined Matron’s face when she found her gone. And Ellen and Amy, how distressed they’d be at not having said goodbye. And Hettie. ‘Please, Holy Mary, don’t let Hettie suffer for this, and look after Ellen and Amy for me.’


‘What did yer say? It sounded like a prayer. Are yer a churchgoer, then?’


Ruth felt silly, she hadn’t meant to say her prayer aloud. ‘No. Well, I am really I suppose. Anyway, yer should know, we all had to be. But I saw a picture of the Roman Catholic Mary and I liked it. I had a feeling she’d help me if I prayed to her and she has done up to now.’


‘What did yer pray for then?’


‘For me mates, Hettie, who helped me to run away, and Ellen and Amy, who are younger than me but I were close to.’


‘I know Hettie. She works in the kitchen, don’t she? She’s a good sort, but how she puts up with what Belton puts her through I don’t know.’


Ruth felt the pity of this, as she’d been so naive thinking poor Hettie was all right with what was happening. At this moment she felt like running back and begging Hettie to leave.


They’d been walking in silence for a while now and as they neared the park, Ruth was amazed at this glimpse of the outside world. How people had these lovely houses just to themselves and their families. It set her off thinking about her own mum and wondering if she was still alive and if she ever thought about her, and if she knew who her dad was, and what he was like, and what it would be like to live with your very own family. She sighed heavily. Maybe when she got a placement, it would feel like she had a family too, with all the staff. She hoped so. With all her heart, she hoped so.










Chapter Four



As soon as they entered Victoria Street, Robbie made enough noise to waken the dead, but he wasn’t the only one as the hawkers in the street numbered at least six, shouting out their wares.


‘Oranges, two a penny. Cherry ripens a penny a pint. Come and get them before they go.’


It seemed women in grey frocks, white aprons and white mob caps came out of every side entrance to every house, all clambering to get the best bargains for their master and mistress. Some bartering, others taking the price and running with their purchases. Robbie had a queue, and they all nattered away to each other, increasing the level of noise.


Robbie nudged her a few times, ‘Go on, ask. Ask them all. Shyness never got anyone anywhere.’ Then suddenly without warning, he shouted, ‘Here, any of yer looking to set on a maid?’
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Even in the darkest
times, they would
always have
each other. ..
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